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            CHAPTER ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      Monsters are real, and now everyone knows. I was raised on stories of the boogeyman—of soul-stealing monsters that craved my blood almost as much as they coveted my flesh—so this new world isn’t so different for me. The same monsters who threatened my existence yesterday are still here today.

      Same enemy. Same mission. Same fight.

      It’s humanity that’s struggling to play catch up. A few months ago, humans went to bed on a Tuesday and woke up on a Wednesday to a completely different reality. A supernatural one.

      Rumors and speculation circulated the globe, everything from aliens to the end of the world. The truth is that two realms have always existed, but since humans were ignorant about the spirit world and its inhabitants, when monsters from the other realm leaked through the veil, the apocalypse seemed like a fair guess. And it almost came to that. Our enemies nearly succeeded in destroying the barrier between the worlds, which would have resulted in literal Hell on Earth.

      The barren and beaten down city of London stretching out before me is proof of that. Most of the buildings that stood in this once great city are now only piles of concrete and stone, and the sharp tang of ash and death hang in the air. The destruction reminds me of the photos in my Human Histories textbook of the Blitz.

      London has a history of coming back from the brink, but not this time. As ground zero for the battle that almost consumed the Earth, a new dimension was created around its epicenter. The twenty-mile radius around the heart of the city has been dubbed the “Merge Zone,” and at the location where the realms collided the rules that used to bind our enemies no longer exist. Fallen roam free, Forsaken walk in the daylight, and humans stupid enough to willingly enter the zone, or those unlucky enough to not be able to escape, are seen as one thing and one thing only—prey.

      I squint against the mid-day light. It shines down from the bruised sky as bright as it would in either realm. The mash-up of the two dimensions caused a smattering of funky side effects. The sky isn’t even one of the weirder ones. It makes sense that the blending of the mortal world’s blue and the spirit realm’s pink sky would result in purple, but the merge’s effect on some animals is downright creepy. Fortunately, there wasn’t much wildlife in the Merge Zone. I’ve been told the London Zoo, or what’s left of it, is an absolute hot mess. Dogs have been spotted running around with scales, deer have fangs, and don’t even get me started on bunnies.

      Shiver.

      I saw one racing across the open space we crossed, and I’ll have nightmares about it for years. No creature should have that many teeth.

      Human and angelic DNA hasn’t been affected, but who knows if it’ll be just a matter of time. As a Nephilim, I have a mash-up of both sets of DNA, therefore I should be doubly protected against bizarre Merge Zone mutations, but I still sneak a peek at my hand to check for growing scales and run my tongue over my teeth to make sure they are still blunt.

      Scales and fangs would be a hard look to pull off. I mean, I could do it—one of my special skills is being able to make anything look fabulous—but I’m pretty happy with the genetic cards I was already dealt.

      My mind only half on my task, I accidently kick a chunk of concrete and it skids across the pavement, the sound echoing off the skeletal remains of the buildings around us. Up ahead, my dad—our team lead—freezes and then half-turns and levels me with a hard look. Other members of our group slant their gazes in my direction as well, and I wince and offer an apologetic grimace.

      Coming level with my dad, my mom places a hand on his shoulder, tilting her head in a silent urging to keep going. He puts a finger to his lip in an unnecessary reminder for me to keep quiet and then starts off again. The rest of us follow.

      My parents are my heroes. As Nephilim from the power-line of angels, we’re born with a natural affinity for battle strategy and warfare. My parents are regarded as two of the fiercest and most respected power Nephs alive, but it’s not only that, they also never talk down or placate me, they support me and my decisions, and always treat me with respect. I hate disappointing them. Bringing me into the Merge Zone with their unit today is a big deal.

      Shaking off every thought that isn’t mission specific, I refocus on the task: finding and extracting the human family we believe is still hiding in this borough. The Fallen and Forsaken are reported to be the most active in the epicenter, but the neighborhood we’re in is relatively close to the edge of the Zone, so there’s some hope of finding survivors and bringing them to safety without drawing unnecessary attention.

      A crumpled beer can skids across the ground and bumps into the foot of the angel-born to my right. As a unit, we stop, our attention focused on the shaded alley it came from. There’s a shuffling noise and then silence.

      My dad glances at two members of our unit, Hendrix and Starla, and then tips his head, indicating they should check it out.

      With a nod, they take off, padding soundlessly into the alley. The rest of our squad fans out around the opening, keeping an eye out for hostiles on the ground or in the air.

      Only the Fallen—former angels who were booted from grace—can fly, and even though our intel says that most of them have congregated in the city center, we’re not taking any chances.

      It’s far more likely that we’ll encounter a Forsaken—a former Fallen who has possessed the body of an unfortunate Nephilim or human—rather than a Fallen. Outside the Merge Zone, the Forsakens’ activities are restricted by the sunlight, which burns their skin on contact. But within this new, strange realm, they aren’t bound by the same rules and can roam freely during daylight hours, which is why they’ve flocked to this area in droves. Even the conservative estimates of how many Forsaken now inhabit the Zone are chilling.

      Luckily, old habits die hard and the Forsaken are still the most active at night, which is why we entered the area an hour after first light.

      In less than five minutes, Hendrix and Starla return.

      “Whatever it was, fled,” Hendrix reports in hushed tones.

      “If it was a Forsaken,” my mom says, “it’s probably going for backup. We need to check the location and get out.”

      My father casts a quick glance down the now-empty alley. His frown deepens, but he gives a quick nod. “I want us headed out of the Zone in under an hour, with or without the human survivors.”

      He doesn’t wait for agreements or questions. As the mission lead, that was an order, not a suggestion, and he expects it to be followed.

      There’s a new tension in the air as we move through the city streets and alleyways. The fine hairs on the nape of my neck prickle. Keeping my eyes sharp, I strain my hearing, twitching at every piece of trash blown into the air. Despite the frigid winter gusts, I start to sweat, making my battle leathers uncomfortable.

      I shouldn’t be this jumpy. I’ve gone up against Fallen and Forsaken before and won. The anticipation of a potential ambush is worse than actually facing off against one of them. I’m not known for my patience. If there’s to be a battle, I just want to get to it already.

      We reach the target location, a brown-brick townhouse with a whitewashed ground floor, and start to search the premises in a leapfrog pattern the moment we’re through the front door. When we reach the kitchen, it’s my turn to enter the room first. I slide by my mother and through the arched doorway with both daggers held up and at the ready. My heart pounds like a bass drum, but no one would ever know. On the outside all I project is a trained and lethal predator. I’m good at appearances.

      I do a thorough sweep of the room, checking every cabinet and hidey-hole possible before giving the “all clear” signal. We move through the rest of the house without finding a single soul. Our search ends in the small parlor off the front of the home.

      Vespa, the third in command of our unit, asks, “We’re sure this is the right location?” She sweeps her ponytail over her shoulder as her green-eyed gaze scans the room.

      “The address and the GPS position match. Maybe the family moved on. Since we have cover for the moment, I’m going to call this into headquarters and let them know we’re heading back.” My father pulls a brick-like walkie-talkie from his belt. Cell phone signals can’t reach outside the Merge Zone, but radio frequencies do.

      Depressing the button on the side, he rattles off his call sign and asks to speak to his liaison. There’s a crackle of response but I wander out of the parlor and into the hallway before the conversation begins.

      Framed photos line the walls. I didn’t bother inspecting the images when we swept the area, but now that I have a few minutes I do just that. A family of four used to live here. A mother, father, and two boys. The photos show the children’s growth from infancy to early adolescence. There isn’t a single photo where the older of the siblings looks more than twelve or thirteen.

      A soft thump comes from below me and I pause. Tilting my head, I listen but I don’t hear anything else.

      My mom comes around the corner. “There you are.”

      “The basement got swept, right?” I ask.

      “It’s a cellar. Barely more than a small storage area, but Drake and Vespa checked it out.”

      I spot the door that leads to the cellar nestled under the stairs. “Mind if I give it another look?” I ask.

      “Just don’t be too long. We’re leaving in five.” My mom trails back into the parlor after I nod.

      Angel-born are naturally tall, and this door must have been made for a hobbit rather than a human. I have to duck to fit through the opening. It’s really more of an access panel than a door. I’m not even sure why I’m bothering to go down here if it was already checked, but something just feels off.

      I pull my blades from their sheaths at my hips. The dilapidated wooden stairs creak under my feet with every step. When I reach the bottom, the ground is packed dirt and there’s a musty smell in the air.

      Scanning the small space, I don’t pick up anything suspicious, but a block of unease still sits high in my gut.

      A full minute goes by and the only sounds besides my own breathing are the angel-born walking around the house above me. I start to lower my guard when something clatters to the floor behind me.

      My heart rate spikes as I whip around, dropping into a defensive stance and ready to take on an enemy. A large gray rat with tiny horns running down the ridge of its spine scurries across the dirt floor and then disappears into a crack in the wall.

      I huff out a half-laugh, glad there wasn’t anyone around to witness my freak-out over a rodent, when a very human cry comes from somewhere behind the wall where the rat disappeared.

      “What the . . . ?”

      Taking measured steps forward, I inspect the wall. There’s a rough outline in the brick pattern that I didn’t see before. Sheathing one of my blades, I run my free hand over the bricks, confirming with touch what I spotted with my eyes.

      Could this be a door? Maybe the family is hiding because they’re afraid? I wouldn’t blame them—we did just storm their home.

      “Hello?” I call out. “It’s okay. We’re here to help. We’ve come to take you out of the Merge Zone.”

      I strain my hearing, and sure enough, there’s rustling and muffled sobs coming from the other side of the wall. Stepping back, I look for a way in.

      It’s a clever hiding spot. I can see how the first team overlooked it. If the rat hadn’t disappeared into the wall, I would have missed it myself.

      Noticing a notch in one of the bricks, I slide my fingers over it, and finding a concealed handhold I tug. It takes a little effort, but the door finally starts to grind open.

      I’m mentally preparing myself to calm a frightened human family when something slams into me, tackling me onto the packed dirt floor.

      The air whooshes out of my lungs and a sharp set of fangs snaps in my face.

      Forsaken.

      Because I’m not a novice, I still have hold of my dagger, and swing my arm forward, jabbing the nine-inch blade into the monster’s side.

      It’s not a death blow but it does the job. The creature shrieks, and I smile.

      That’ll bring a few of my cohorts running.

      While the Forsaken is preoccupied with the blade still sticking out of its ribs, I shove him off me. He pulls the weapon free as I pop to my feet, black ichor dripping from the blade.

      The creature snarls, lifting his chapped and bloodless upper lip to reveal an elongated set of fangs still tinted red with blood. His dark brown hair hangs in greasy clumps that brush his shoulders, and the stench of rust and rot rolls off him, making me scrunch my nose.

      It’s hard to believe he was once human or Nephilim. There’s something about stuffing a Fallen angel’s essence into another body that makes them all nasty on the outside. I don’t understand the mechanics of how or why but it’s not pretty. Chalky skin, bloodshot eyes, and every single one of them in desperate need of a blowout.

      “You’ll pay for that with blood and bone, putrid halfling,” the Forsaken spits at me.

      “Putrid? You’re the one who looks like they haven’t showered in several decades.” My heart is pumping wildly. The rush of blood through my veins pounds in my ears, but I don’t let it show. “But do we really need to resort to name calling?”

      The Forsaken snarls and then leaps at me, but I’m ready for that and have already pulled my second dagger, cleanly slicing into the creature’s arm as I duck out of the way. Black blood seeps from another wound, which only infuriates my enemy more. I’m counting on his anger to make him sloppy, and he doesn’t disappoint. He rushes me with claws extended and drool dripping from his mouth. If he’s anticipating dining on a liter or two of my angel-born blood, he’s going to be sorely disappointed.

      I drop low and spin with one leg extended, taking out his legs. His momentum propels him forward and he flies over my head and into a rack of pickled vegetables. Glass shatters, the rack tips, and the air fills with the acidic scent of vinegar—an improvement over the death-like stench coming from the Forsaken.

      By the time the Forsaken regains his footing, my father, mother, and two other angel-born have pounded down the cellar steps and form a barrier between us. Whether he realizes it or not, the Forsaken doesn’t stand a chance.

      I don’t bother watching them finish him off, already knowing they’ll either sever his head or put a blade through his heart. Just like the vampire lore these creatures spawned, that’s the only way to take out a Forsaken, the only injuries they won’t heal from. But knowing the others will kill the creature isn’t the only reason I don’t watch.

      The death cry of the Forsaken rattles behind me, but it’s like it’s coming from very far away. I have a direct line of sight to the interior of the hidden room, and I can’t take my eyes off the carnage.

      I take slow steps toward a boy huddled in a corner of the closet-like space, the bodies of his family are haphazardly tossed to the floor around him. I pay extra attention to where I place each foot so that I don’t step on one of their limbs.

      That monster. His death wasn’t slow enough, but I hope it was extra painful.

      When I reach the boy—the younger of the two children from the photos, probably around ten—I crouch, getting on his eye level. His lower lip trembles and he presses himself more fully into the corner. His eyes are wild and practically roll in his head as his gaze bounces back and forth. I’m not sure he even sees me.

      “Hi, I’m Nova,” I say softly. “Can you tell me your name?”

      His gaze finally settles on me, but he starts shaking his head—violently. My instinct is to grab him to keep him from hurting himself, but I’m worried that will only make it worse. Since I don’t exactly know what to do to calm him down, I just say the first thing that comes to mind.

      “Did you know it’s Valentine’s Day? I have a box of chocolates. They’re all filled with different types of jellies and caramels. I’ve been looking forward to having one all day.”

      That was so random it shouldn’t have worked, but the boy stops shaking his head and then stares at me. His chest still moves up and down rapidly as he pants, but it’s a start.

      “Would you like to share them with me later?” I ask.

      I hold my breath, half-expecting the child to start screaming or bashing his head into the wall. It takes a handful of seconds, but he slowly nods.

      “How about we get out of here?” When he nods again, I ask, “Would it be all right if I picked you up?” I know he probably doesn’t want to be touched, but he shouldn’t have to walk around the bodies of his parents and brother.

      It’s an eternity before I get another nod.

      Slowly pulling him into my arms, I urge him to wrap his arms and legs around me. When I stand, he buries his face in my neck.

      Good. He doesn’t need to see any more than he already has.

      I pick my way back through the tiny room, trying not to look too closely at the bodies beneath me. The boy hardly weighs anything; he’s not much more than skin and bones. He shivers, and even though his clothes are threadbare and splattered with blood, I don’t think it’s because he’s cold.

      My parents are waiting for me outside the hidden room. My mom places a blanket over the boy’s shoulders, and I maneuver to wrap it around his body the best I can, a difficult task now that he doesn’t seem to want to let me go.

      “You can head upstairs. We’ll do a check and then head out,” my father says.

      He means they’ll verify the family is deceased, but he’s being careful with his words. They’ve seen the slaughter, and their faces say they don’t hold out much hope of finding another survivor. I don’t disagree.

      “Let’s get you out of here,” I whisper to the boy in my arms, who only presses his face harder against my neck. I’m starting to worry that he can’t speak at all. Trauma can do horrific things to people.

      He keens like a crying puppy and my heart starts to bleed. I rub a hand over his back, doing my best to soothe him.

      “It’s all going to be okay,” I assure him as we emerge from the cellar, but in this new topsy-turvy world we all live, I wonder if it really will.
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      I paint on another layer of pale pink nail polish. I usually stick to reds, but the name of the polish, “So Many Clowns So Little Time,” struck me as funny, so I’m going with it.

      “Nova, did you hear me? I asked when you’re coming back to Seraph Academy,” Greyson says.

      I take a moment to blow on my nails before re-focusing on the weekly group chat with my friends. Greyson is in the top left corner of my computer screen, Ash is in the box next to him, and Emberly takes up the bottom portion of my monitor. I’m in a tiny square on the bottom right.

      I’ve heard everything they’ve said in the last thirty minutes, but I don’t like to broadcast my attentiveness.

      “Meh,” I answer. “Eventually.”

      “You realize you really are going to have to go back someday, right?” Emberly says.

      She looks so serious that I can’t help but laugh. “You’re one to talk. How’s your schooling going?”

      “Believe me, if I could, I would be back at the academy in a heartbeat,” she says with a furrowed brow, and then bites down on her bottom lip.

      Ah-oh, Council troubles.

      Emberly is roughly the same age as I am, yet she holds a seat on our Council of Elders as the oldest Nephilim of the seraph-line. It’s a role she didn’t ask for and doesn’t want, and it’s forced her to remain at our leadership headquarters in Egypt these last few months. We have regular calls, and I can see the stress of the job wearing on her a little more every week. She has a horrible poker face.

      A masculine hand reaches over from off screen and tugs Emberly’s lip free. She scrunches her nose, giving the person a mini scowl, but she’s not fooling anyone. Her blush is as bright as the red-tipped ends of her hair.

      “Hey, Steel,” I say, and he drops his head into the frame so we can all see him.

      After jerking his chin in the typical “cool guy” greeting, he plops down on the couch next to his blonde girlfriend, slash fiancée slash soul-bonded mate. Emberly moves her computer back so they both fit in the display. With his arm slung around her and Emberly tucked into his side, they’re the picture of domestic bliss.

      Only a small twinge of awkwardness shoots through me before I shake it off. It’s only a little weird that Steel and I used to date. If I didn’t love both of them so much, I’d find their affection nauseating, but as it is, it’s easy to admit that it’s sweet. Emberly brings out a side of Steel I never saw. They’re good for each other and I’m happy for them, mostly. Besides, even if I wasn’t, I’m not about to argue with fate. The pair are literal soulmates.

      Sterling shoves his face in front of Greyson’s to talk to Steel. “Yo, bro. How’s Dad?”

      Greyson puts a hand on the side of his twin’s face and shoves him out of the way. Sterling falls out of the frame and after a commotion he pops up behind his brother.

      “Uncalled for,” Sterling complains, but pulls a roller chair over and flops into it so he can sit and share the screen.

      The dark-skinned beauty that takes up the remaining square in our group chat rolls her crystalline blue eyes. Her black corkscrew curls bounce as she shakes her head. Ash returned to school in Colorado with Sterling and Greyson after the battle in London but is calling in from her own dorm room. With Steel and Emberly in Egypt, and me in the UK, Ash is the sole remaining buffer between the middle Durand twins. She probably has her hands full, but if anyone can handle that pair, it’s her.

      Steel starts to update his brothers on how their parents are doing and I go back to painting my nails, happy they’re all distracted from the topic of my return to Seraph Academy. I haven’t told them that I’ve asked to be excused from my last two years of novice training. Angel-born usually attend one of nine training academies around the globe until they are twenty, but I’ve had more real-world experience in the last two months than some seasoned Nephilim warriors get in their lifetimes. I don’t see what else I can learn from the professors and trainers back at Seraph.

      I’ve outgrown the academy. My parents support my decision, and now I’m just waiting to get clearance from the powers-that-be to become an official member of my parents’ special ops unit.

      I’ve been reluctant to share the update with my friends, who all think I’ll eventually return to Seraph to complete my angel-born training and education. I’ve told myself there’s no reason to let my friends know until it’s official, but truthfully, I’m not exactly sure what’s holding me back. Speaking my mind isn’t something I struggle with. Maybe it’s just that I don’t want to see the look of disappointment on their faces when I admit I’m abandoning them. But that shouldn’t matter. This is my life. Becoming a warrior for the cause is what it means to be an angel-born.

      Maybe I’m going soft? That thought makes me frown.

      “You doing okay there, Nova?” Greyson asks. “If you scowl any harder your face is going to get stuck that way.”

      I direct a glare at the camera at the top of my computer screen, showing Greyson what a scowl truly looks like. Next to him, Sterling shudders and holds up his fingers in the sign of a cross. I grin, glad to know I still have my edge.

      Ash looks at her watch, her cheeks puffing out as she sighs. “We’ve got to go. Afternoon session is about to begin.”

      Everyone says their goodbyes and we sign out of the chat. When I close my computer, the room feels extra still. The night sky outside the single window in my bedroom is dark and starless.

      I crawl off my bed. Since it’s impossible to extend my arms wide without punching both walls of this minuscule room, I stretch toward the ceiling.

      My parents’ flat outside of London is tiny. It used to be a safehouse, but after they lost both of their downtown residences because of the Merge, they moved us into what was essentially their backup house. My bedroom is no more than a glorified closet. My twin bed touches three of the walls and the remaining floor space is taken up by stacks of clothes and shoes. There’s only a narrow strip of hardwood floor exposed as a walkway to the door. In the past I would have balked at the lack of proper storage for my wardrobe, but I don’t really mind anymore. My priorities have shifted. Finding the perfect pair of boots to match a new leather jacket is nice, but no longer “life-goals” for me.

      Life has a way of punching you in the gut and showing you what really matters. My wake-up call came in the form of the loss of hundreds of thousands of human lives, the deaths of thousands of Nephilim, and the blending of dimensions in one of the world’s most prominent cities. I also suffered loss during the near apocalypse, but that’s something I actively avoid dwelling on.

      Pushing through my bedroom door, I squint against the harsh overhead lighting in the hallway. There’s a flickering bulb that’s particularly annoying but I stop myself from jumping up and smashing it. Replacing it will be so much less messy, but I’m irritated.

      My parents sit at the small table right off the kitchen. I’m surprised to see them. It was so quiet I’d assumed I was home alone.

      “Did your patrol end early tonight?” I ask as I slip past them on my way to the fridge.

      My father blows out a breath, and I glance over my shoulder at them before foraging for food. He rubs a hand back and forth over his head, a move he typically does when he’s frustrated. I inherited my hair color and thickness from him, but right now his dark auburn hair is buzzed close to his scalp, military style, but if it were longer it would probably be a disheveled mess right now.

      “Lochlan’s unit took over for us a few hours early,” my mother answers for him, but I can tell she’s distracted as well.

      Grabbing a chilled bottle of sparkling water, I shut the door and then lean back against the fridge, studying them as they hunch over a piece of paper and speak in hushed tones.

      My parents may look like a young attractive couple in their late twenties, but thanks to our slow aging process you’d never know they are actually over three hundred years old. Humans would probably be skeeved if their parents only looked a handful of years older than them, but I’m not. That’s just how it’s always been.

      My mom tucks a clump of shiny dark brown hair behind her ear and shoots me a look that has my spine straightening.

      “Something’s happened. Is it the boy we rescued earlier this week? Could they not locate a living relative?” I ask.

      I try to compartmentalize the different parts of my life, locking any horrors away behind a steel door in my mind where they can never be accessed. It’s just what needs to be done to keep myself sane, but the encounter with the boy who lost his family shook me. I’ve had a hard time not seeing his big brown eyes filled with tears and shaded with heartbreak when I close my eyes at night. The soullessness of the Forsaken is never clearer than when I witness the aftermath of such a tragedy.

      “No, no. The boy is fine.” My dad heaves a sigh. “Relatively speaking, of course. He started speaking again yesterday, and they found an aunt that lives in Newcastle. She has a husband and kids and he’s being transported to live with them today.”

      “Killian, we need to tell her,” my mother says as she taps the paper on the table in front of them.

      “Yeah,” he agrees with a nod, and then leans back, folding his arms. “Nova, why don’t you take a seat?” He gestures to a chair in front of them.

      Narrowing my eyes, I set the bottle down and then cross my arms, mimicking my father’s pose but remain standing. “Something tells me I’m not going to want to be sitting down in a minute.”

      “Your request for early graduation from Seraph Academy has been denied,” my dad says. “They want you back in classes by the end of the week.”

      My stomach bottoms out. I was not expecting that. A few seconds of silence tick by before I erupt.

      “What? What possible reason could they have for making me go back? They can use every able-bodied angel-born warrior available right now. The world’s a mess.”

      My dad points to the paper he was studying with my mom. It must be the official rejection. How old school to send an actual piece of paper when the world is digital? Just goes to show how ancient Nephilim thinking can be.

      “They said they’ll reevaluate after you’ve gone through metamorphosis,” he says.

      Anger immediately lashes through me, its barbed tail slicing my insides as it demands release.

      “What? Why does it matter if I have a set of wings or not?”

      Metamorphosis is the stage when an angel-born comes into their full powers. For Nephilim of the power-line, that almost always includes wings and increased strength, but I’d already proven I was strong enough to fight Fallen and Forsaken without any extra abilities.

      My mom stands and walks over to me. “You know if it were up to us, we’d keep you here and make you an official member of our team, but it’s not. There’s an angel-born hierarchy we have to obey.”

      I grit my teeth. My parents are good at toeing the Nephilim company line. They’re incredibly powerful, passionate about their mission, but don’t like to step outside the lines. In that way we differ. I was raised to believe in and obey the chain of command, but when the barrier between the mortal and spirit realm crashed, the world wasn’t saved by the angel-born who followed the rules, but rather the ones who broke them. My faith in the higher-ups always knowing best was more than shaken, it was shattered.

      Rising from his seat, my dad joins my mom and me. “You’ve been through a lot more than the average angel-born your age. You’ll have your whole life to fight in this war. Taking a few more years to prepare won’t be a bad thing. There’ll be enemies to fight when you graduate.”

      “The need is here, now,” I argue. “And I don’t want⁠—”

      I cut myself off. Going back to the academy to be trained to fight an enemy I’ve already come up against definitely feels like a step back, but I’m not naive enough to think that’s the only reason I’m reluctant to return. If I go back to Seraph I’ll have space to process all that went down when the barrier between worlds fell. It’ll only be a matter of time before the fortified safe where I sealed those horrors will crack, forcing me to relive the blood-soaked memories. I’d rather face off against a horde of Forsaken and Fallen than do that.

      Forget self-reflection. Killing monsters is totally cathartic.

      “It’s going to be okay,” my mom says, and then she and my dad lay a hand on my shoulder and each other’s, and then wait for me to return the gesture.

      With a sigh, I lift my arms and mirror their stance. We tip our heads, touching our foreheads together in the center of the triangle we just created—the traditional power-line gesture used for greeting, bidding farewell, or offering comfort. I know my parents are using it for the latter, but in this moment, it feels an awful lot like goodbye.
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      Turbulence causes the plane to bounce in the sky. My stomach dips and rolls with every jarring drop and violent rebound. It’s eleven hours into what should have only been a ten-hour flight and I’m seriously regretting not having waited until the next day to catch a military plane back to the States. This aircraft must be operating on half an engine to take this long to get over the Atlantic Ocean. I’m not snobby enough to insist on traveling in one of the Council’s private jets, but flying in this stripped-down hunk of junk was a mistake. Prisoner transports leave a lot to be desired.

      The door leading to the cockpit swings open and the co-pilot yells back to me, “You doing okay back there?”

      Rather than shout back, I plaster a smile on my face that I’m pretty sure is more grimace than grin and give a thumbs-up.

      With a nod, he pulls the door closed just as we lose altitude. I lift an inch into the air and then slam back down, landing on my tailbone. Pain shoots up my spine.

      Never again.

      It’s another thirty minutes before the turbulence stops. I wobble to my feet, needing to move around. I take three steps until I hit the other side of the plane, then turn around and repeat the movements. Rolling my shoulders, I crack my neck to work out the aches and pains from the last several hours.

      After my fifth turn, I’m crazy bored. The interior of the plane resembles an empty tin can with steel benches. There aren’t windows, so I can’t distract myself with the view. The only thing of interest is the door in the back. Or more specifically, what lies beyond it, but that area is off-limits.

      With a sigh, I pull out my phone and type a text to my friends. Of course, there’s no reception, and it doesn’t go through. I should have at least downloaded a game app or some movies before I jumped on this flight.

      My gaze shifts to the closed door.

      “What’s that?” I say, knowing there’s no way my voice will carry to the pilot and co-pilot. “There’s a noise back there I should check out?” I tap a finger against my lips as if considering their nonexistent request. “I agree, I should see what’s going on in there.”

      Maybe just a peek?

      Running a hand over my ponytail, I pull it forward, draping it over my shoulder. These drab overhead lights do nothing to bring out my auburn highlights—not to mention what it’s doing for my skin—but it hardly matters if I’m not at my best physical appearance.

      I cast a glance over my shoulder to make sure the guys up front aren’t watching, then stride toward the door at the back of the plane. I was warned several times not to open this door, go near this door, or even think about this door, but in my opinion rules are strong suggestions rather than hard guidelines.

      Reaching the door, I flip the lock. If I’m not supposed to take a look-see at the cargo, this area should be secured better. As it is, anyone could get in here.

      That’s practically an invitation.

      I open the door just wide enough to slide through and then shut it quickly behind me. It’s pitch black. The crummy lighting in the main hold was bad, but no light is worse. I can’t hear anything but the rumble of the engines.

      It’s creepy, especially since I know I’m not alone.

      My angel-born eyesight, which works a bit like night vision, kicks in after a few blinks and I start to make out some of the details around me: shipping crates of various sizes holding who knows—or who cares—what, two jump seats to my right and left, and in the very back I can just make out the outline of metal bars. Beyond them, it’s an abyss.

      I slink forward, a bubble of anticipation growing in my chest. Just one quick look to satiate my curiosity.

      It’s not until I’m almost pressed up against the bars that I can make out the figure inside the cell. He’s seated with his legs spread on a narrow bench, his wrists shackled to a rod that runs behind his neck and over his shoulders, forcing his arms to stretch in either direction. Taut chains connect to the ends of the rod and bolt to the sheet metal behind him. The contraption forces him to hunch awkwardly, but I know comfort isn’t the Council’s first concern when it comes to this particular monster.

      With his head hanging forward, white-blond strands fall over his forehead and brush his cheekbones. Through the thin curtain of hair, he assesses me in a way that makes me feel like I’m the one behind bars instead of him.

      “Enjoying the view?” he growls.

      His voice isn’t loud, but I still start. He was so still and silent, my mind tricked me into believing he was a statue rather than a living, breathing person. Frustrated with my reaction, I try to cover it with sass.

      “Not particularly.” I cock my head, exaggerating my inspection. “I’m trying to figure out what all the fuss was about. You’d think the leader of a Fallen and Forsaken army would be . . . bigger.”

      We haven’t been formally acquainted, but this isn’t the first time Thorne and I have crossed paths. The most recent encounter was right after Tinkle’s death. My heart squeezes whenever I brush upon that memory. At the time, I was more than half-crazed with grief and fury and would have clawed Thorne’s eyes out with my bare hands if my friends hadn’t stopped me.

      Good thing I hadn’t, since it turned out we needed him to fry Seraphim out of Emberly and then use his power to break the magical barrier around the orbs to stop the apocalypse he helped start. But I suppose he could have done both those things without his eyeballs, so I’m back to being bummed I didn’t get the chance.

      “I’d probably enjoy it better if you were shirtless though,” I add with a smirk as I pack down those memories. I’m still not up for deep diving into my emotional damage.

      “If you’d like to relieve me of these shackles, I’d be happy to oblige.” The resonance of his rumbled words is just the right timbre to cause a zing of awareness to fizzle over my skin. The slight British accent doesn’t hurt either.

      I’m annoyed but not surprised by my body’s reaction. Thorne is my type, after all—emotionally unavailable tough guys who break hearts on the regular. Only the slightest twinge of guilt registers from categorizing Steel that way, but up until Emberly burst into his life, that description fit him to a T.

      I look down at my nails, feigning boredom. “Couldn’t if I wanted. Wouldn’t if I could.”

      “Pity,” he practically purrs. “I have a feeling you and I could get into all sorts of trouble together.”

      He jerks his head, flinging the hair off his face. I have to remind myself not to react. With his shirt on or off, he’s one good-looking, evil angel-born.

      “Trouble’s not really my thing,” I say.

      “Liar.”

      I bite my cheek to keep from smiling. I do like a little trouble, but not the kind he’s insinuating.

      I open my mouth to shoot off a pithy remark but shut it again with a snap when I realize what I’m doing. Sure, seduction is one of my go-to deflection methods, but there’s something very wrong with entertaining any type of flirtation with this particular beast.

      My almost-smile melts into a scowl. I got my look; it’s time to go. Nothing good can come from conversing with the devil.

      I turn to leave, then the ground drops out on me. I’m airborne for three whole seconds before I plunge to the metal floor. My legs crumple under me like an accordion, and I land painfully on my back, stunned.

      Flopping over on my stomach, I push to my feet and grumble under my breath. This stupid, defective, World War I era plane should have been decommissioned several decades ago. I suppress a groan. There’s no way that spectacular lack of grace went unnoticed.

      I’m expecting a snide remark or even a low chuckle from Thorne, but he remains quiet, so I can’t help but peek at him before I go. His eyes are squeezed shut as he clenches his teeth. His facial muscles tense when he tries to roll his shoulders; the bar he’s attached to now rests at an awkward angle.

      That last drop must have popped his shoulder out of joint. But what can I do about that? Is there even anything I want to do? After all the death and destruction he caused, the pain from a dislocated shoulder is the least of what he deserves.

      Old Nova would have laughed at his pain, but now leaving him like that seems wrong.

      I scrunch my nose. More evidence I’m going soft. I don’t like it one bit.

      I spin away from the cage and force myself not to care about Thorne’s injury. When something tweaks in my heart, I tell it to shut up, and it shrivels up and dies.

      Weaving between the plane’s cargo, I head back to the passenger section of the fuselage, but on the way there’s a loud blast and the plane dips to the side.

      My body goes weightless. I scramble for a handhold, grabbing a rope securing one of the shipping crates as I float above it, but as soon as my fingers wrap around the cord, the plane starts to roll. Like a shoe stuck in a clothes dryer, my body bangs against the shipping crates and curved metal ceiling.

      I don’t need to look out a window to know that we’re going down. It’s clear this isn’t regular turbulence and that was a very real explosion.

      Tasting fear at the back of my throat, I refuse to give into it.

      It takes me a second before I get my bearings, locating the exit several feet away. I know that’s where I need to go to get out of the tail, but I’m reluctant to abandon the rope chafing my hands to get there.

      Gritting my teeth, I do my best to propel myself forward, keeping my gaze lasered on the door. It’s not an epic fail, but it isn’t a perfect shot either. I smash into the ceiling and crates, falling against the door as the plane keeps tumbling. Grabbing a safety bar anchored into the wall, I wrench the door open just as we stop spinning and go into a true nosedive. I almost fall through the opening but slam my feet against the doorframe to keep from toppling forward.

      There’s a hole in the side of the fuselage the size of a person.

      A vortex of wind whips my ponytail forward and drags at my clothes. If I leave this part of the plane, I’ll be sucked into the sky.

      Up ahead, the cockpit door is gone, as is part of the wall. The pilot and co-pilot are wrestling with the controls, their safety straps keeping them secured to their seats. Through some miracle, the plane starts to level even as it shakes wildly.

      I’m not about to breathe easy but flying horizontally is preferable to falling vertically.

      The co-pilot turns his head and gestures wildly with one arm. I have no idea what he’s trying to tell me, and I don’t get a chance to interpret it because something detonates and obliterates the cockpit completely. The explosion propels me into the tail of the plane, where I collide with the metal bars of Thorne’s cage with a bone-jarring thud.

      What’s left of the aircraft starts to nosedive once again, and I grab the bars just as gravity pulls my feet out from underneath me.

      This is bad. This is so bad.

      I don’t have a parachute, and I don’t have wings.

      I’m going to die.

      A repeated clanging rings out over all the other ruckus. Thorne’s chains have broken. There’s still a metal rod running behind his shoulders, forcing his arms out on either side of him, but he’s not letting that stop him. Bracing himself against the opposite wall, he pounds away at the cell door with his feet. Some of the bars are bent, and the lock looks like it’s about to give way at any moment.

      After four more hits, it does just that.

      The door swings wildly as what’s left of the plane starts a death spiral. I have to adjust my grip on the bars to keep my hold, but Thorne, not able to grab on to anything, gets tossed around his cell.

      “Get in here and get this thing off of me,” he roars over the sputters from the dying engines and rushing wind.

      I only pause for a half-second, then straining my muscles, I pull myself to the cell door and through the opening as quickly as possible. There’s a ticking clock in the back of my mind. I don’t know how high up we were before the explosions occurred, but every second that goes by we race closer toward the earth.

      Thorne does his best to keep his back toward me as we’re jostled around the small space. Finally getting a grip on the rod, I pull. It slides free from one of Thorne’s cuffs, and then I’m slammed into the wall.

      With one arm free, Thorne yanks the rod through the circle on the other cuff and tosses it out of the cell, where it clangs against the plane’s metal interior. Thorne then forces his dislocated shoulder back into place, and I grimace.

      “We have to get out of here,” he yells.

      I don’t disagree, but where are we supposed to go? It seems to me that our choices are to die in the plane or die out of the plane. Is one really better than the other?

      The door between the tail and what’s left of the aircraft swings open and shut. Thorne shoves himself out of the cell and then makes his way toward the middle of the fuselage, a feat only a supernatural being could perform in a falling plane. I’m more focused on following Thorne as he jumps from one piece of cargo to the next than seeing what lies beyond.

      Reaching the door, Thorne grabs hold of a crossbeam to stop himself. I grasp the same hold to keep myself from falling into the void, but almost lose my grip when I catch a glimpse of what’s out there.

      It’s worse than I thought. The front end of the plane is gone, and we’re hurtling toward sparkling sea below. We can’t have more than half a minute before impact.

      “The parachutes are gone,” I yell over the wind.

      Thorne scowls as his white-blond hair whips around his head. “We clear the plane, and I’ll fly us down.”

      Great idea, except Thorne doesn’t have a set of working wings. Steel ripped one of them off when they fought several months ago.

      “How are you going to do that when you only have one wing?” I point out.

      “One wing is better than nothing right now,” he says as he grabs me.

      Shoving my face into his chest, he ducks through the opening and jumps. His back slams into what’s left of the plane’s wing, and we ricochet into the air. The hit loosens his grip on me, and I start to slip, but I loop my arms around his neck and lock my legs around his waist, determined to stay connected even if he lets go.

      I can barely tell which way is up or down as we plummet toward the water. The water below blurs with the sky above as we summersault through the air.

      Thorne releases his wings, but all that appears is one full wing and the useless stump of the other. Our bodies tilt and jolt as his single wing catches the air, but one wing isn’t enough to truly slow our momentum, and we spiral like a spinning top. Centrifugal force drags at us, trying to pry my body from Thorne’s, but I tighten my hold and squeeze my eyes shut. I’m not prone to motion sickness, but this is too much.

      The plane crashes into the water below us. Close. Too close.

      With a roar, Thorne maneuvers his wing to minutely slow down our descent and rotation, but it’s barely enough to cushion our impact.

      We slam into the water, and it’s like we’ve been chucked into a cement wall. My ribs crack; pain bursts along the right side of my body. Bubbles surge from my mouth as we plunge deep into the ocean’s depths.

      Thorne and I are a tangle of limbs as we disengage from one another and struggle toward the surface. I’m out of air, and only one half of my body will cooperate. My booted feet act more like weights than fins as I kick toward the ripples of light above me. My fingertips are almost there when a disc-like hunk of plane debris crashes into the waves above me.

      The chunk of sheet metal slices into my shoulder and down my bicep. Red blooms around me as the salt water leaches the blood from the wound. It stings like crazy, but my lungs hurt worse from lack of oxygen.

      Out of nowhere, there’s a surge of power, and I’m forced into the spirit realm, phasing against my will.

      I gasp, sucking in a mouthful of ocean water. Brightness surrounds me from every side, and I can no longer tell which way is up and which way is down.

      My muscles jerk with involuntary spasms, and as my body begins to fail me, my resolve doubles.

      I will not survive a plane crash only to drown in the ocean.

      Committing to a direction, I fight, kicking and flailing to make progress toward what I hope is the surface. The water in the spirit realm is blindingly bright, so my eyesight is completely useless. I think I’m about to break the surface, but then something wraps around my ankle and hauls me deeper. I twist and squirm to escape, but my struggles are pathetically weak.

      Fear and anger churn in my gut, giving me one final spurt of energy. My foot slips from the sea creature’s grip, but the next moment it has me by the back of my jacket.

      I hang limply in its grasp, my body no longer obeying my commands. At this point, I just hope I pass out before something tries to eat me. I don’t want to be nom-nommed on while I’m conscious. What an awful way to go.

      My eyelids start to slide shut as I’m hauled from the ocean and tossed on a flat surface. A fuzzy image of Thorne comes into view as he hovers over me.

      Huh, not a sea creature after all, I think as I fight to keep my eyes open.

      “Why were you swimming down? Are you trying to drown yourself?” His voice is sharp, but the look in his eyes is filled with unrestrained panic.

      I may not be underwater anymore, but that doesn’t mean I’m not dying. My attempts to suck in air around the water clogging my lungs are pathetic. I don’t even have the energy to gasp, only open and close my mouth like a gaping fish. My vision dims.

      Thorne utters something in Enochian—each syllable harsh and guttural—and then bends over. He pinches my nose and seals his lips to mine, blowing air into my lungs. It’s not until the third breath that my body starts to take over. I cough and hack until salt water, and what’s left of my undigested lunch, crawls up my throat and fills my mouth.

      Rolling to my side, I spew the chunky mixture back into the sea. When I have control of myself again, I sit up. Thorne’s scanning the water around us. I turn my gaze outward as well, but the brightness from the spirit world water is so overpowering that I can’t see much except the pink spirit realm sky above us.

      Looking down, I realize that we’re floating on a square shipping crate. Our makeshift life raft is mostly intact, and bobs and sways when I displace my weight. There must be something airtight inside or it wouldn’t float, especially not with both our weight on top of it. Pieces of the wreckage sink below the surface around us.

      “Why were we forced to phase into the spirit realm?” I’m talking more to myself than Thorne, but he swings his gaze back to me, a snarl of disgust lifts his upper lip.

      “Isn’t it obvious?” he says. “I wasn’t the only high value item being shipped on that plane.”
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      Thorne jumps into the air, trying to use his one wing to lift him, but without the counterweight on the other side he barely ascends before he tips and plummets toward the waves. His head breaks the surface, and he flings wet hair off his forehead, spraying drops of water my way. It only takes a few powerful strokes before he’s back at our makeshift life raft.

      “Did you really think you’d be able to fly on one wing?” I ask as he pulls himself out of the water and onto the shipping crate. His clothes—a simple gray t-shirt and dark jeans—are plastered to his body and aren’t doing a thing to hide his muscled physique.

      He dematerialized his wings in the water, which makes sense because they probably just weigh him down—or at least the one remaining wing. There’s hardly anything left on the other but an awkwardly angled footlong stump that he can move. It doesn’t do a thing to aid with flight.

      With a hand at his brow, he stops scanning our surroundings long enough to glance down at me. The look on his face isn’t exactly hostile, but I wouldn’t call it warm either. “I wasn’t trying to fly, I wanted to see if there is anything around us. All this water is blinding.”

      He isn’t wrong. My eyes sting from the reflection of the sun off the spirit world’s crystalline water. It’s like being stuck in a glass prism, and a headache starts to form.

      I try to phase back into the mortal world for at least the tenth time, but once again I’m unable to do so. Besides his cryptic comment about there being another item of value on the plane, Thorne and I haven’t really broached the subject of why neither one of us is able to phase, but I have an idea of what he believes is going on.

      The only thing I know of that would force us to remain in the spirit world is one of the spirit orbs. There are only two of them in existence. One of them forces humans, angels, and angel-born into the spirit realm, and the other keeps them out of it. But even knowing that there’s an orb that can disable our ability to phase out of the spirit world, I have a hard time believing that’s what’s causing this. The orbs are supposed to be under lock and key in Egypt, not on a random prisoner transport plane.

      “So, is there anything out there?” I ask, pushing our phasing issue out of my mind.

      We have more immediate concerns. Finding land or a boat—or anything beyond endless sea—will mean the difference between life and death.

      Shoving to my feet, the crate bobs wildly beneath us and I reach out and grab Thorne’s bicep to stabilize myself. He yanks away from my
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