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Chapter One

 


“It’s good to meet you in person, Madelyne,”
the late-aged therapist said with a warm, seemingly sincere smile.
She swept her half-bare arm out toward the sofa that stretched
along the far wall. “Please, take a seat. Now that we’ve gotten
past the necessary technicalities, I’d like to see what you most
want to start with.”

Madelyne drew a quiet breath and obediently
perched on the indicated piece of furniture, claiming the middle
cushion and resting her obnoxiously expensive, self-indulgent purse
beside her. Such simple handbags really shouldn’t cost so much.

With the door closed, Dr. Leslie claimed her
own chair, positioned outward to face the sofa, and rested a
standard legal-sized notepad on her lap. “Why don’t you tell me
what brings you to therapy?”

Madelyne wiped her hands over her jeans and
fought against the urge to fiddle with her blonde hair. What had
her seeking therapy? Aies pitié. Her overvalued health
insurance wouldn’t cover all the sessions that conversation surely
required. Still, despite the struggle of it, that was why
she was there. So she licked her lips, swallowed against the
nervous swelling of her throat, and quietly admitted, “I’ve … been
through some things.” She swallowed again. “My sister thinks it
might help me to talk about it.”

“I see,” Dr. Leslie said. She pressed her
lips together into a small line reminiscent of a sympathetic frown
for a moment. “Have you been to therapy before?”

“No.” She’d indicated as much on the
paperwork.

Adjusting her grip of the legal pad, Dr.
Leslie said, “Well, Madelyne, I think for today I’ll let you set
the pace. The last thing I want is to push you into something
before you’re ready, particularly when I don’t understand the
situation myself.” She paused and sat forward a bit. “Is there
anything you might be comfortable telling me? Anything at all?”

Madelyne met the other woman’s stare for
several seconds.

Dr. Leslie was slender and about average
height, with mostly silver hair pulled up into a loose bun on her
head. Her face bore the telltale lines of her age, but her dark
brown eyes were clear and sharp. She wasn’t visually or physically
intimidating, and her expressions so far had ranged from mostly
neutral to warm and friendly. But this woman wasn’t here to be
Madelyne’s friend.

“I have a question, actually,” Madelyne
said, breaking from her therapist’s gaze to glance briefly around
the rest of the room. There was a single-person computer desk
tucked against the far opposite corner. The monitor on top, of
course, was currently off. The wall beside the desk, and more
directly behind Dr. Leslie, was a floor-to-ceiling shelving unit
storing books and some other items Madelyne couldn’t immediately
identify. She thought she spied a boxed puzzle near the bottom.

“I’m happy to answer.”

Madelyne bit the proverbial bullet and
looked the other woman in the eye again. This whole therapy thing
was doomed to fail if this part went badly, so it seemed like the
best place to start. “Do you believe in demons and angels?”

Dr. Leslie’s eyes widened for a moment. “I
beg your pardon?”

Madelyne gestured toward the series of
certificates framed on the door-wall. “You’re obviously a
well-educated woman,” she said. “I’m sure you’ve heard stories,
probably about demons and magic. But even today, I know there are
still people who don’t believe.”

A moment of silence passed between them.

Dr. Leslie sat back in her chair, as if
shifting her weight. “That’s an accurate assumption,” she said.
“Over the past couple of decades, I’ve heard an increasing number
of stories. Discussing my personal beliefs is something I generally
try to avoid with a client, but I will tell you, I’ve never seen
anything that convinced me.”

She didn’t believe, then. Madelyne exhaled
and tucked a strand of golden blonde behind her ear. “I understand
what you’re saying,” she said. She looped her right arm through the
straps of her designer purse. “Thank you for meeting with me, Dr.
Leslie, but I don’t think we’ll be compatible.”

Something about her response seemed to
surprise the therapist, as Dr. Leslie rushed to her feet, extending
an arm before Madelyne could take more than a step from the sofa.
“Wait! Madelyne, you said yourself you need help overcoming past
trauma. It hardly matters what sort of deities I believe in.
Please, give yourself this opportunity.”

Madelyne clenched her purse straps. “They’re
not deities,” she said, her voice tighter than she’d meant it to
be. She glanced sideways at Dr. Leslie. “They’re monsters, Dr.
Leslie. And you and I are nothing more than their playthings.”

Dr. Leslie didn’t say another word or try to
stop her again, as Madelyne let herself out.

Madelyne kept her focus straight ahead, her
grip tight over her purse, as she crossed quickly through the
lobby. She told herself not to be so worked up, that her racing
heart was guilt. Not all angels, or even demons, were
monsters. There were—immensely rare—exceptions. Apparently she’d
been saved by a demon, so that was one for the demons. And, of
course, there was her brother-in-law, Kai. One of the most powerful
and feared angels. She supposed, also, that she didn’t harbor any
resentment toward Kai’s boss, Isabella.

That was it.

Isabella ran an army of angels, with Kai as
her Second, in an endless war against the demons. Most would
probably argue Madelyne should count all of those angels as decent,
if nothing else. Belle would probably even argue as much.

Familiar anxiety twisted Madelyne’s gut as a
memory of a sterile room and searing pain flashed through her mind.
She took a long, deep breath of what passed for fresh air in the
city and forced herself to hear the sounds of the world around her:
birds chirping in the trees that rimmed the parking area, traffic
passing by on the main road just beyond the building behind her,
someone beeped their car lock in the adjacent lot. All of these
things were things she had lost—or never even known—until a couple
of years earlier.

She swept her gaze around in a minimal
effort to always be aware of her surroundings, and envisioned
herself physically stomping down on the nervous feeling. As if it
were a barrel of grapes that might at least turn into wine. “You’re
safe now, Madelyne,” she whispered to herself. It wasn’t until the
obviously exhausted mother who was walking up toward the building
with a young boy paused and blinked at her that Madelyne realized
she’d probably said the words in her native French tongue. She
still had a bad habit about that.

Madelyne offered them a self-conscious smile
and hurriedly ducked around the corner, out of sight. She dug her
phone out of her purse and scrolled through her contacts. She’d
taken a cab to the appointment, thinking she’d call them back for
the pick-up, but she felt a little ridiculous calling so soon. To
say nothing of her lack of desire to stand around outside,
vulnerable and exposed, for however long it took the driver to get
there. It was a good thing, then, that she had another option.
Hopefully.

She tapped the green button and put the
phone to her ear, looking around again. If even thinking about her
ordeal was going to reignite this level of paranoia, it might not
be worth trying after all.

The line connected, and her friend’s subtly
raspy voice offered her a distraction. “Hey, Mad.”

Madelyne let a whisper of relief go through
her. “You’re never going to drop that nickname, are you?”

“Nope.”

Unsurprised, Madelyne switched topics. “I’m
sorry to ask last minute, Sloane, but I need a favor.”

The woman on the other end of the line
chuckled. “Does this favor involve me picking you up from
somewhere?”

“It does,” Madelyne said. “I’ll buy you
lunch or a coffee, or something—”

“Relax, Madelyne,” Sloane interrupted. “Just
text me the info so I can find you. I won’t be able to keep you
company after, though.”

That whisper of relief gained a little
ground. “Thanks so much, Sloane. You know I love you for this!”
Once they disconnected she texted her friend the street address and
business name, knowing Sloane wouldn’t keep her waiting long.

Madelyne had met Sloane about five months
after she’d been brave enough to step back out into the world
again. They’d met by happenstance, but after talking for a handful
of minutes, Sloane—a brash, straightforward woman—had called
Madelyne out on being a Nephilim. Sloane was a Nephilim herself,
but unlike Madelyne, she didn’t bear the telltale angelic eyes that
were so common among their race.

Having something so quintessential in common
had helped Madelyne come out of her shell, and Sloane in turn had
helped Madelyne get out more often and acclimate to a world that
had changed quite drastically in her absence. Sloane was Madelyne’s
best and only true friend, aside from her older sister.

“Found ya,” Sloane declared, a teasing laugh
in her voice, from behind Madelyne.

Madelyne turned and smiled. “Thanks again.”
Sloane also happened to have arguably the most convenient of all
possible inherited traits—instantaneous
transportation.

Sloane flicked a wrist in Madelyne’s
direction, simultaneously glancing around as she stepped closer.
Her dark reddish-brown hair was pulled back in a loose ponytail,
with stray wisps framing her face. “So, home?”

Madelyne hesitated. Home was her first
instinct, but then what would she do with herself? An idea popped
into her head and she smiled. “You know that café I like?”

Sloane grinned. “I also know the alley
around the corner that’s usually empty,” she said as she curled her
arm around Madelyne’s shoulders. “Wish I didn’t have plans. We
could sit out, munch on those cake things you like, and talk about
your desperate need to get laid.”

“Sloane!”

The reprimand was lost on Sloane, as it
always was.

Madelyne held still as the energy around her
shifted, recognizing the subtle signs of Sloane’s power gathering.
She closed her eyes to minimize her disorientation and just let
herself feel. Her stomach bottomed out, as if she’d taken a hill
too fast, and immediately her feet were beneath her again. She
doubted her hair had even ruffled, and already the air around them
smelled different. An odd, but distinct mix of days-old garbage,
stale urine, and the distantly contrasting aroma of sweet
caffeine.

“Here we are, madame,” Sloane said, stepping
away and planting her hands on her hips. “Now, I won’t be available
until later tonight, so are you gonna be okay?”

Madelyne smiled. “Oui. I can manage
from here, don’t worry.”

“If you say so.” Sloane took her leave in
another almost soundless surge of celestial energy, her blue-green
eyes glowing for an instant before she vanished from sight.

Madelyne turned once her friend had
disappeared and made her way to her favorite café, or coffee shop,
or whatever it was they were generally called in twenty-first
century America.

Sometimes it really was hard keeping up with
things.

****

“The angels are being pretty close-lipped. I
haven’t been able to learn much.”

Sinclair locked his jaw for a moment to keep
himself from growling at his so-called informant. He glared out
over the bar beyond their corner table before finally replying.
“Don’t expect me to pay you for that information.”

The other demon’s brows rose up his
forehead. “It’s not like I’m on their guest list,
dammit.”

Sinclair narrowed his eyes on the younger
demon. “People come to me for information on things,” he said,
pacing his words to make sure they landed. “I pay certain
individuals, like you, to gather that information. So what,
exactly, have you provided me that I couldn’t have guessed?”

Redd exhaled harshly. “Fine. I hear you. But
you’re gonna have to be more patient on this, Sinclair.”

Apparently. Sinclair rose from the
table. “Don’t contact me until you have something common sense
doesn’t conclude on its own.” He turned his back on his informant,
stepped into the shadows, and took himself away from the bar
altogether. He was disappointed, and disappointment made him
irritable. Redd was usually more dependable than that. Though he
supposed that also spoke to just how tightly the angels were
guarding information concerning the issue he was curious about.

Rumor underground was that a captured demon
had escaped, or possibly been helped free, from within the armada
base. But that was it. That was as much as Sinclair had heard. As
much as anyone—outside of those actually involved—knew for
sure.

That kind of information would sell, in both
directions. For that reason alone, Sinclair wanted details. He
couldn’t deal in baseless, whispered rumors. No one even had a
name—a fact which made Sinclair more than
a little suspicious. Some demon had supposedly escaped after being
captured by the angels, and they weren’t bragging about it? Most
demons would have immediately begun boasting about such a feat,
even if they’d had help. A story like that would only bolster their
reputations.

Sinclair stepped properly into his private
office after spiraling his energy trail through a handful of
different, disconnected locations. Nothing looked out of place, so
he reached over and deactivated the motion-triggered alarm via the
panel on the wall before heading over to his desk. He left the
lights in the room off. It wasn’t as though he needed them to
see.

One of the cell phones in his top drawer was
blinking, indicating a new voicemail. A few quick strokes of his
fingers unlocked the device and opened the necessary app, and
though he kept his volume low, a vaguely familiar demon’s voice
began speaking from the recording: “It’s me. That tip you gave
me yesterday worked like a charm, so thanks for your help. I know I
kind of hassled you on the price, so … if you ever need a favor or
anything, I guess, give me a call? Yeah.”

Sinclair rolled his eyes and deleted the
message before dropping the phone onto the desktop and leaning back
in his chair. He had better things to do than listen to awkward
thank-you messages from demons who thought they were special.

He reached into the lowest drawer, stabbed
his fingertip on an exposed nail in the woodwork, and let a drop of
blood hit the drawer’s faux bottom. The panel slid back when the
magic activated, accepting his blood as the unique key, and he
withdrew an old notebook from inside. The notebook was bound by a
sturdy cover of leathered human flesh, and the twine which held it
closed had been woven from the hair of that same ill-fated soul. Or
at least that was the story Sinclair had heard when he’d been
gifted the journal over a century ago.

He tugged the binding loose and flipped the
book open, looking for a more recent note. His gut told him that if
there had been an escape from the angelic prison—a place he’d
continuously failed to locate—it had to be connected to the demon
Achan.

Achan was a dangerous and powerful demon.
Word would have spread like wildfire if the fiend himself had been
captured, so Sinclair knew that wasn’t the case. But it was his
theory that this escapee was one of Achan’s minions. The more
pressing questions were: which one, and why and how had they become
captured, let alone managed the unheard-of feat of escape? The war
between the demons and angels had become increasingly volatile in
the last few years, so Sinclair hesitated to assume that any of
Achan’s men were just simply captured.

He pinched the bridge of his nose and willed
his rising agitation back down.

It would have been really great if Redd had
come through for him on this.

One thing at a time.

Achan had come surface-side for the first
time in a decade, briefly, when the angel’s Master Healer, a
Nephilim named Belle, had been on the precipice of healing away a
death curse. Demons were possessive about human souls and deals,
but Achan wasn’t known for taking action without his master’s
direction. It’d been a few months before Sinclair had heard about
the incident, but that didn’t make it any less noteworthy. Although
it paled in comparison to the time Achan had tried to reclaim that
same human’s soul. The angels had nearly gotten him that time.
Nearly.

Though the human woman had survived, and one
of Achan’s favorite foot soldiers had been taken captive, Achan
himself had disappeared once again.

Sinclair drummed his fingers over the paper.
He hadn’t heard whisper of Hell’s Right Hand since then, and it
bothered him. He just didn’t believe that Achan would accept the
loss of his puppet, let alone a soul he’d fought for, and move on
so easily. But Sinclair happened to have a semi-reluctant contact
in the woman’s corner, in the form of her husband. He’d have
absolutely heard if Achan—or anyone else representing him or their
mutual overlord—had made another attempt.

So where the hell is he? The Right
Hand of the King of Hell did not just disappear without a trace.
Especially not from someone like Sinclair. If he wasn’t
orchestrating mayhem in the mortal realm, there was only one other
place he could logically be. Sinclair growled under his breath and
slammed his journal shut. He would have a much harder time taking
down his enemies if they were all hiding away in the depths of Hell
like cowards.

He exhaled harshly and put away the
notebook, being sure to lock the drawer. He deposited his extra
phones in the top drawer, leaving only the one he’d need in his
pocket, and stood again. There was somewhere he needed to be in
barely thirty minutes, but first he needed some air. Preferably
somewhere no one was likely to know his name.


Chapter Two

 


The air smelled better—cleaner, and more
relaxing—when Madelyne stepped out of her favorite café a couple of
hours after her failed therapy appointment. Iced coffee concoctions
and sweet pastry indulgences were all the self-care she needed
anyway. She lifted the pastry bag in her hand thoughtfully as she
turned down the sidewalk, wondering if it was better to tuck the
treat into her purse, despite the risk of it getting damaged.
Would Belle even mind? This particular treat was for her
sister, after all.

Madelyne let out a soft breath and shrugged
her purse to her elbow to carefully set the bag near the top.

In so many ways, Belle was still the same
warmhearted, quick-witted woman Madelyne had grown up with. But in
other ways, Belle had changed so drastically while Madelyne had
been away. There were times, when certain subjects came up, when
Madelyne felt as though she almost didn’t recognize the woman
behind her sister’s eyes. Belle had grown. She’d developed a
thicker skin and she’d become stronger. Madelyne envied her for
that.

As she rounded a corner that would put the
café out of sight, her shoulder bumped solidly into a moving body,
jarring Madelyne from her ridiculous thoughts and drawing a grunt
from the victim. Her apparently male victim.

Madelyne stumbled back and to the side, on
reflex as much as out of necessity, and opened her mouth to
apologize. “Oh, I’m so sorr—” The words died on her tongue as her
attention finally zeroed in on his face. The face of a demon.

The demon frowned at her, or at least at her
unfinished apology. “Watch where you’re going,” he snapped. He was
taller than her by more than half a foot, so she estimated him to
be in the low or mid six-foot range, and he was respectably well
built. Although she’d already suspected that much. His eyes, which
to her angelically inherited vision were shadowed with dark and
dangerous power, narrowed in blatant irritation. “What?”

Madelyne swallowed hard and curled a hand
around the strap of her purse. Maybe walking home hadn’t been the
best idea today. “Y-you’re a demon,” she said, her voice weaker
than she’d wanted it to be.

What should she do? They were on a small but
not unpopulated road. It was broad daylight. If she made a scene,
some poor, innocent human bystander could get hurt—or worse. But if
she did nothing, she could get hurt. Non. Never
again. She’d sworn to herself, from the moment she’d regained
enough clarity of mind to think, she would never again be
victimized. Not by angels. Not by demons. If he took even half a
step toward her, she was going to run. Run, and scream, and
pray.

He scoffed. “And you’re a Nephilim. So
what?” He paused for just a moment, the glare on his face unfading.
“If my face bothers you so much, quit looking.”

She cursed her eyes as she fought not to
tremble. Of course he could tell just by looking at her. “What … do
you want with me?” Her voice was a little less than steady, but her
words were clear. That was something, she hoped.

The demon made a sound reminiscent of a
sigh. “Absolutely nothing,” he said. “You bumped into me, as you
might recall.”

She shook her head without meaning to. She
didn’t believe him. She couldn’t. That excuse was much too
convenient. “Non. You’re lying.”

He clicked his tongue, his glare darkening
for a terrifying instant. “You need to get over yourself, little
Nephilim. You mean nothing to me.” He flicked a glance past her,
tucked his hands into the pockets of his slacks, and turned
entirely around. “I’ll just get my coffee somewhere else. I don’t
have time for this.” Without waiting for her to respond, he walked
directly into the shadow coming from the nearest wall and vanished
from sight.

Just like that.

Madelyne stared at the space he’d just
occupied, her heart pounding wildly. Could it really be that easy?
Was it possible some random demon had chosen her favorite coffee
place to satiate his own caffeine craving? She had no way to know.
And though a small part of her was curious, she largely hoped she
never had to learn the real answer.

****

The fear in those bright, crystal blue eyes
haunted Sinclair. He couldn’t explain it, couldn’t put his finger
on it, but his mind kept slipping back to that street and that
moment. All he’d wanted was a good cup of coffee and a moment to
clear the frustration from his mind. The Nephilim woman had blindly
walked into him, then panicked at the mere recognition of his
species. He could only assume that meant she’d had a bad
experience, or two, at the hands of demons.

He frowned and drummed his fingers over the
polished wood tabletop in front of him. His mind replayed the
memory of her eyes going wide and her lips parting oh-so-slightly
as recognition hit and fear rushed to follow. Her lightly tanned
skin had gone pale and she’d had a white-knuckled grip on her
overpriced purse. She’d looked for all the world like she wanted to
run and scream, but couldn’t make herself move.

Even two days later, for reasons beyond
Sinclair’s comprehension, it bothered him.

He was unfamiliar with that feeling.

“Sinclair. Been a while,” one of his
contacts said by way of greeting, sliding onto the bench seat
opposite him. It had, in fact, been several years since they’d
spoken.

Sinclair scowled. “You’re late.”

Gordon narrowed his eyes right back at him.
“Be grateful I showed. What you’re asking about is difficult, not
to mention guarded, information.”

“That’s the most valuable kind,” Sinclair
replied.

With an aggravated exhale, Gordon leaned
back in his seat. “You know most demons don’t deal a lot with
Nephilim.”

“And you know I don’t like stalling,”
Sinclair said. They were both old enough, and experienced enough,
to know the truth in Gordon’s words. The majority of demons
preferred to ignore the existence of Nephilim altogether, as the
half-angelic species served them no purpose. They couldn’t be used
as hostages or bargaining chips, as nearly all were abandoned by
their mothers at birth. Their souls couldn’t be bartered, thanks to
their lineage, and they inherited only a small fraction of their
parental power—relative immortality and
one seemingly random trait, most commonly that of angelic sight.
Like the woman Sinclair had met the other day.

Angels were the ones known to make problems
for Nephilim. Angels, as a rule, considered the very existence of
any Nephilim an insult. And angels weren’t known for letting
insults slide.

“There are some rumors,” Gordon said. “Most
of what I heard circulates around one commonality. It’s possible
there’s a Nephilim under the employ of a powerful demon.” He didn’t
speak a name, but his dark gray eyes bore across the table, as if
screaming at Sinclair. Gordon kept quiet because he had no proof,
but his instincts were sharp enough that Sinclair trusted them most
of the time. That look meant only one thing.

For reasons yet unknown, a Nephilim had
fallen under the thumb of Achan.

To get revenge on the species that had
wronged her? Perhaps even the mother that had long ago abandoned
her? Or for no reason more complicated than to stay alive another
day?

Sinclair felt his lip curl. He hadn’t
expected that turn. “Can I count on you to keep digging?”

“You think it’s valid?”

“I think it warrants further investigation.”
Maybe even from more than one angle.

Gordon turned his hand palm-up. “I’m going
to need something for this, then.”

A deal was a deal, so Sinclair reached into
his coat’s interior pocket and withdrew the bundle he’d brought. He
hadn’t intended to hand the whole thing over, but it was always
wise to be prepared for this kind of situation. Just in case. He
dropped the cash in Gordon’s hand. “Consider the extra an advance.
Keep me updated.”

Gordon tucked the money away and slid from
the bench. “I’ll be in touch.”

Sinclair waited until Gordon had exited
before laying down the money for the drink he’d previously drained
and taking his leave. He’d been curious to know more about that
Nephilim, but he honestly hadn’t considered that she might have a
connection to his larger goal. Was it really possible that fearful
woman was working for Achan?

A possibility occurred to him and a smirk
teased the edges of his lips. Perhaps she’d agreed to something for
him and then fled. Perhaps that fear had been her worry that he was
there to drag her back. The idea of Achan being even temporarily
inconvenienced in such a way brought a lightness to Sinclair’s
chest. If that were the case, though, she may have run again.

He hadn’t told Gordon about her, so if
anyone were going to check in on her whereabouts, it would have to
be him.

As Sinclair walked through the darkened
street of the city where he’d met his old associate, he wondered
how a second point of contact would go. Should he seek her out, but
observe her from the shadows? Or approach her face-to-face?

There were some inherent risks in making
deliberate contact. Particularly if she wasn’t actually avoiding
her boss. But the memory of her subtly trembling shoulders and the
matching quiver in her voice when she’d spoken kept him from
dismissing the idea.

He came to a physical stop as another detail
finally slammed into him.

French. She’d spoken in French, and
with a lightly discernable French accent. A French Nephilim. What
were the odds?

Sinclair drew a breath, stepped backward
into a blind spot, and let himself fall into a shadow portal. That
cemented it. He’d have to find her, on purpose this time, and speak
to her. And he’d have to have some patience.

****

“I’m sorry, Em,” Belle said from the other
end of the line, her voice almost crystal clear in Madelyne’s ear.
“Believe me when I say I’d rather be shopping for new winter boots,
but there’s no way I can leave right now. With a clear conscience,
at least.”

Madelyne looked up at the nearly cloudless
blue sky overhead, picturing her elder sister with furrowed brows
and that strange half-pout, half-scowl expression she wore when she
felt guilty. “It’s fine, Belle,” she said. “You do important work.”
It was still sometimes amazing to her that Belle had achieved such
notoriety among the angels, but she was proud of her sibling.
Prouder than she knew how to express.

Belle sighed. “Why don’t you go without me?
Call Sloane, maybe she’s available. I get out for recreation so
infrequently, my boots from last season are still in good
condition, anyway.”

Madelyne straightened from the balcony
railing she was leaning against and started walking toward their
garden. “It’s not about whether or not you have any footwear,
Belle. How do you not know this? It’s about the thrill of buying
new shoes!” Possibly Madelyne’s favorite thing about this newer,
more modern world. The shoes.

A soft, brief laugh escaped her sister. “I
know that’s what it is for you, Em.” There was a muffled voice in
the background which Belle paused for, and her amusement was gone
when she spoke again. “I’m sorry. Have a good day, all right? I
have to go.”

“Go, go,” Madelyne said. “Save another
life.” They disconnected and Madelyne lowered the phone to her
pocket. She trailed her fingertips over the soft petals of a slowly
wilting blossom before continuing down the path.

It would be easy, really, to just be a
recluse and never leave their property. Though she technically
lived with her sister and brother-in-law, they lived in the larger
main house a full acre of property away. The distance and physical
separation gave her enough sense of independence. And since
Madelyne’s home, a guesthouse likely once intended to have been
someone’s “mother-in-law suite,” was set a little back, she was
actually closer to their portion of Lake Ontario. Their private
little piece of paradise.

Madelyne let out a breath. Yes, it would be
easy to hide away from the world for another hundred years. But
why? She would never become used to it, never grow to like
it, if she didn’t first make a habit of walking through it. So she
would take Belle’s advice and go shopping—on her own, like the grown-up she was supposed to
be.

The face of the demon she’d bumped into
several days prior flashed through her mind and her lungs seized
for just an instant.

There’d been no sign of him since, or any
other demon. Nothing. She had to conclude that maybe it had
been some kind of cosmic fluke and nothing more. Though she
wondered, in the back of her mind, if Belle would have made the
suggestion for her to go out by herself if Madelyne had told her
about that incident.

Madelyne laughed to herself as she stepped
into her shoes, imagining Belle asking Kai to chaperone her instead
of doing his actual high-ranking angel duties. She almost wished
she hadn’t kept it to herself, just to see the look on his face.
Almost.

Half an hour later, she was greedily taking
in the sight of carefully positioned boots of varying lengths, heel
heights, cuff styles, and colors. She couldn’t wait to try on all
of them. The ones in her size anyway. How many could she justify
bringing home? Surely at least a flashier heel and a shorter, more
practical heel. Oh, and a warmer, faux-fur styled boot, too, for
the winter snow. Excitement bubbled up in her chest just thinking
about it, but before she could bring any shoes home, she had to
first get started. She hadn’t even lifted her hand toward the first
pair she wanted to try on when a vaguely familiar male voice spoke
behind her. To her.

“We meet again.”

Her heart leapt into her throat. It was him.
The demon she’d encountered the other day. It wasn’t a fluke.
Madelyne curled her hands into fists, tight enough to keep them
from shaking visibly, and carefully turned around to face him. At
least this time she was somewhat prepared for the sight.

He arched a brow, and after a second he
sighed. “You already know what I am. Why keep looking? It clearly
upsets you.”

She swallowed, hoping to push down the lump
that was threatening to choke her, and ignored his question. “Do
you still insist you want nothing to do with me?”

“Last time I didn’t,” he said calmly. “This
time I’m curious.”

Curious? She drew a shaky breath. “Just stay
away from me.”

“I mean you no harm,” he said, looking her
straight in the eye. It was unnerving. “I just want to have a
conversation.”

Something in the back of her mind whispered
a curiosity of her own—was it possible he was being sincere? Once
upon a time, she would have been willing to take him at his word.
Particularly since he’d never shown her any sign of hostility. But
fear had a firm grip of her heart, so she valiantly ignored that
flicker of her old self. “Leave before I pray.” Really, why hadn’t
she already?

He hummed briefly. “So you’re not afraid of
the angels.” It wasn’t a question. “Then you are connected to
Belle?”

Madelyne sucked in a breath. “Don’t say her
name!”

At her shout, a couple of passersby glanced
their way, curious, but showed no sign of alarm.

“I find it hard to believe there are two
French-born Nephilim on side with the angels,” the demon said,
remaining calm. “Simultaneously.”

“Kai will smite you, right where you stand,”
Madelyne said in warning. It was absolutely her fault that this
demon had made the connection between her and Belle, but she wasn’t
going to cave just because he had a brain. “All I have to do is
think.”

“I don’t know your relation to him,” the
demon said, “but I would wager that as long as I don’t move to harm
you, you might be wrong about that.”

She’d honestly expected the demon to have a
reaction to Kai’s name. Even a century ago, when Belle and Kai had
been playing “secret lovers,” most demons knew to fear him. This
demon’s non-reaction gave her pause.

“Ask him if you want,” the demon said, as if
sensing her inner war. “But I’m rather certain I’m not on his
‘Instant Kill’ list.”

Madelyne knew of a demon, who was slowly
becoming human, and was an exception to that … list, as this one
had called it. Was it possible Kai had more than one demonic
contact? “Tell me your name, then. If I’m to trust you.”

“Sinclair,” he said easily. “And I would
sincerely appreciate if you stopped staring at my raw energy.”

Sinclair… She didn’t know that name,
but that was hardly surprising. More importantly, she was sure,
after this secondary contact and extended dialogue, she’d never
glimpsed him before. That was a small point of reassurance. She
closed her eyes and willed her power down. Or at least to cease
acknowledging what she already knew. With an exhale, she blinked
her eyes open again, and the world came back into focus.

Sinclair remained exactly as he’d been,
physically. He hadn’t moved, hadn’t even removed his hands from his
pockets. His slightly overgrown, black-as-ebony hair was brushed
out of his face, not at all obscuring his intense, dark green
eyes.

Madelyne’s heart did something funny inside
her. Sinclair was … handsome.

She averted her gaze entirely, not sure what
to make of her own stupid, immediate reaction at the sight of him.
In the more than two years since she’d been functional—since she’d
taken her first tentative step back into the outside world—she’d
yet to really take notice of any man that way. Why did the first to
grab her attention have to be a demon? Maybe Sloane’s right.
Maybe I just need to get out more.

“Are you going to be sick?” Sinclair asked.
There was something in his voice she couldn’t identify. It didn’t
really sound like concern, but it didn’t reach the level of
disgust.

Madelyne attempted to focus on the foremost
pair of ankle boots, entirely unfunctional in the worst of winter,
but adorable nonetheless. “Non,” she said. With an inner
wince, she corrected herself. “No. I’m fine.”

He made a sound indicating he was less than
convinced, but didn’t challenge her. “I do speak French.”

She paused, her fingers resting over the
soft exterior of one boot, and unintentionally turned toward him
again. “What?”

He arched a brow. “You keep slipping to
French. If that’s easier for you, it’s fine. I’m fluent.”

Madelyne pursed her lips for a moment and
pulled her hand from the distraction she didn’t need. “I’m making a
life here,” she said. “That’s just a bad habit. And more
importantly, I never agreed to have any conversation with you.”

Sinclair sighed. “You’re obviously
frightened,” he said. “I can only make assumptions as to why. And I
don’t intend to ask, if that’s what you’re afraid of.”

“You say you want to talk,” Madelyne said,
thinking as she spoke, “but you don’t want to know about me?”

He shifted his weight to accommodate a
passing civilian, never taking his stare from hers. “I never said
that.”

“But what else—” The answer slammed into her
and Madelyne sucked in a breath. Belle! He’d figured out she
had a connection to the angels’ Master Healer, and he wanted to
learn more. Most likely to exploit it. He wanted to see if she was
a weapon he could use against her own sister! She narrowed her eyes
in a firm glare. “No matter what I fear,” she said, “I will not
help you harm Belle. If that is your intent, I would advise you to
run.”

Both of his brows went up, his expression
briefly speaking to something she could only describe as surprise.
Did he think she was dumb? His shoulders slumped with a sigh she
didn’t hear. “I know all I need to about Belle,” he said. “She’s
not exactly why I’m here. But I suppose your link to her is part of
it.”

Madelyne felt her nostrils flare as she drew
a sharp breath. “Whatever you think you know—”

“I was hoping to discuss with you the rumors
of a Nephilim under demonic employ,” Sinclair said, cutting her
off. “At first, after our encounter, I wondered if perhaps that was
you. Until I pieced together the higher likelihood of your
connection—whether biological or sentimental—to the armada’s Master
Healer. So, either you’re playing a very long and very dangerous
game, or you yourself are in danger.”

The anger left Madelyne in a rush. Was what
he said possible? She’d spent nearly one hundred years under the
scalpel of an Archangel who worked more closely with demons than
his fellow angels. What Sinclair said had to be possible.
Her voice quieter than before, Madelyne asked, “Why do you assume
this Nephilim you mention has anything to do with me or Belle?”

“I don’t, actually,” Sinclair said.
“Presuming you aren’t her, then I have to take your fear into
consideration. That’s what tells me you’re in danger, whether it’s
from the Nephilim we’re discussing or an entirely different
force.”

He’d done a lot of thinking in the last few
days. She wasn’t sure if she was flattered or frightened. “It’s not
me,” Madelyne said, with as much conviction as she could muster.
For some reason, though this demon was a stranger to her, she
wanted him to believe her.

Sinclair inclined his head. He didn’t even
bat an eye.

Madelyne chewed on her lip for a moment and
glanced quickly around, all of a sudden worried about
eavesdroppers. But there was no way she was going anywhere with
this man, so she’d have to risk it. “Why should I even believe what
you’ve said? How do I know you don’t work for … someone terrible?”
She wouldn’t expose more of her past than she had to, but it seemed
like a sensible concern to voice.

“I work for myself,” Sinclair said. He
pulled one hand from a pocket for the first time and extended his
arm, holding a business card between his fingers. As if he wanted
her to take it. “But you’re welcome to verify that information with
your own resources.”

That wasn’t at all what she’d expected him
to say. She stared, stupefied, at the card for several long
seconds. Finally, hesitantly, she reached out and gingerly grasped
onto the outer edge. As soon as she had hold of the card, pinched
between her index finger and the tip of her thumb, Sinclair let go
and let his arm fall away.

Somehow, his retreat was reassuring.

“We can continue this conversation another
time,” Sinclair said as he tucked his hand back into his pocket. He
turned, obviously intending to walk away.

“Wait!” Madelyne ignored the couple of heads
that again turned their way at her shout, but he stopped and looked
over his shoulder toward her. “Madelyne,” she said. “My name is
Madelyne.”


Chapter Three

 


Madelyne stroked her thumb over the business
card for what must have been the thousandth time as she reflected
on the conversation that had happened at the mall. She hadn’t been
able to focus on shopping after Sinclair had walked away, and
though she’d detoured back to her favorite café, she was once again
home. She was curled up on the hanging bench seat on her back
porch, facing the lake.

“You’re welcome to verify that
information with your own resources.”

That was definitely what he’d said. And
after some internal deliberation, she’d decided it would be stupid
not to. Plus, if he was telling the truth, he might have
information she needed to pass along. Information that could become
important to her family. Though she didn’t particularly relish the
idea of the conversation that would follow, once her overprotective
sister learned she’d been in communication with a demon.

Madelyne let out a breath.

First, though, she needed to figure out how
to verify Sinclair’s identity. And associated claim of … being
something less of a threat, at least.

Her initial instinct had been to reach out
to Kai. The demon had claimed familiarity of some kind with him,
and Kai would certainly be honest with her. But then she realized
the natural problem. Kai would tell her whether or not he was
trouble, but he would be angry regardless, likely assuming the same
thing Madelyne was—about how Belle would
feel—and Kai would decide to “handle it”
himself. She didn’t know if that would mean the demon would survive
or not, but she knew she’d never finish the conversation they’d
started. For whatever reason, once she’d played that scenario in
her mind, she realized she wanted to finish that
conversation. Even if she didn’t know what she wanted beyond
that.

That ruled out her brother-in-law, no matter
how angry both he and Belle would be later. They would ultimately
forgive her.

Madelyne lowered the card with Sinclair’s
information, picked up her cell phone, and opened her contact list.
Belle had programmed in a list of more names—and numbers and
emails—than Madelyne would likely ever need, saying it was always
good to be prepared. Never mind the fact that, in a true emergency,
they both knew who Madelyne would call. It certainly wouldn’t have
occurred to Belle that Madelyne might use one of these contacts to
gain information that Belle would probably not want her involved
with. She’s too paranoid. But, was she, really?

Madelyne hesitated as she pulled up the name
she wanted. She knew he was the right choice to ask, in lieu of
Kai, but she’d never actually met him. Cold-calling a man who used
to be, or was still partially, a demon, was nerve-wracking. But
this was the best alternative.

She pressed the button and put the phone to
her ear, her gaze resettling on the expanse of Lake Ontario as the
ringing started. The gentle rolling of the semi-distant waves had
eased her nerves by the time the line connected.

“Hello?” an unfamiliar, briefly distorted
male voice asked.

Madelyne held tighter to her phone. “Hi,”
she said, feeling awkward. “Is this Knox?”

“Who’s asking?”

Please let that be a yes. “My name is
Madelyne. You … helped save my life once.”

There was a pause, followed by a mumbled
curse she only half heard. “Please tell me there’s not some
emergency.”

The wariness in his voice was oddly
reassuring and Madelyne breathed a sigh of relief. “No,” she said.
“Belle gave me your number a while ago, but she doesn’t know I’m
calling. I actually have a question … I was hoping you could help
me answer.”

Knox paused again, but this time there was
no cursing. “No offense,” he said at length, “but I’m not in that
game anymore. I’m retired.”

“I understand,” Madelyne said quickly. “I’m
not asking you to be some kind of informant. It’s just … if I ask
Kai, he’ll do something drastic. I only want to confirm the
identity of a demon who approached me today. He gave me a business
card.” She hoped she hadn’t said too much, considering Knox hadn’t
technically agreed.

The man on the other end of the line sighed.
“Not sure I even agree with that,” he said. “But fine, this once,
I’ll help you out. As long as you understand that I can’t teleport
anymore. So it has to be long distance.”

Madelyne smiled. “Thank you.”

“So, do you have a picture or something you
can text me?”

“No,” she said. “Just a card, and the name
he gave me. He said his name is Sinclair, and that he doesn’t think
he’s on Kai’s ‘Instant Kill’ list. Those were his words.” She
looked down at the card in her other hand. “Would you like me to
send you a picture of the card?”

“Sinclair?” Knox repeated, ignoring
her question. “Tall, well dressed, green eyes?”

Madelyne drew up a mental image of the
demon. “Yes.” It concerned her, though, that Knox sounded so
shocked. “Is that bad?” Perhaps she should have gone to Kai, after
all.

Knox made a strange sound, like he was
choking back the words he’d almost started to say. “No,” he finally
said. “Sinclair’s okay, I suppose. He’s probably right about that
list, at least.” Knox heaved a breath. “He’s just a pain in the
ass. Or he was for me, anyway. But it’s blowing my mind a little
that he’d bother showing himself to make contact. Does he know who
you are?”

Absently wondering if the concept of “Kai’s
Instant Kill List” was a demon thing, Madelyne said, “I don’t think
so. From what he said, it took him a day or two to piece together
my French accent and the possibility of a connection with Belle,
and I was careful not to clarify what that actually is.” Though
she’d definitely outed that there was one. “He certainly
didn’t when he approached me.”

“Listen, Sinclair’s smart,” Knox said. “He’s
also cautious. Take that for what you will. If he’s approaching you
and leaving you business cards, then he thinks he has more to gain
from communication with you than not, for whatever reason. But keep
in mind that’s not guaranteed to run both ways.” His speech was
oddly interrupted by a muted thud, like the closing of a door.
“However, if he knows you have a connection to Belle or Kai, and
he’s still willing to communicate, then you can probably assume he
means you no harm.”

Madelyne arched a brow. “Because he knows
better?”

Knox chuckled. “Yeah, basically.” He was
quiet for a moment. “Well, and also because I think he might
actually be working toward the same agenda. In his own,
questionable way.”

That wasn’t what she’d expected to hear.
“What do you mean?”

“Did you hear about the time Kai almost
caught Achan?” He didn’t ask her if she knew who Achan was, and she
wasn’t sure if she was grateful or bothered by that.

The sudden intrusion of that name in the
conversation made Madelyne’s heart rate spike and she sucked in a
breath, forcing herself to think through the flare of panic. It was
just a name. It wasn’t even the name. She licked her lips.
“Oui.”

“The chains we got for the trap,” Knox said,
“came from Sinclair. He knew who the target was before he
volunteered them. And you should know, if you’re going to deal with
him, Sinclair doesn’t volunteer information or help. He
deals in that shit professionally, so with him, there’s always a
cost.”

Madelyne took a deeper breath and focused on
Knox’s words. The demon who’d approached her in the mall, the same
demon she’d met possibly by accident, wasn’t just maybe telling the
truth about his association with Kai. He was actively working
against one of her personal enemies.

That was really all she needed to know.

An easy smile lifted her lips. “Thank you
very much, Knox,” she said. “I will keep all of that information in
mind. Is there anything else about him I should know before I
decide whether or not to contact him?”

“I don’t really know him that well,” Knox
said. “But if I were you, I’d consider what it’ll cost with your
sister.” She swore she could see him shrug, despite that she didn’t
know him well enough to know what he looked like. “It’s your call,
though.”

“I understand,” she said. She did, and she
knew what he was saying, just as surely as she knew that she
couldn’t snub this unexpected opportunity. “Thank
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