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      A white angel, for Angel.

      Plucking the sticker from the printer, I tape it onto a small cup and begin steaming milk for the hot cocoa made with white chocolate. After making specialty drinks for a year, I can do this one in my sleep.

      When I walked into Lotus a year ago, I expected to find a multitude of teas from around the world, not various flavors of coffee and hot chocolate. It amuses me when people say they love coffee, but require flavored syrups, sugar, creams, whipped cream and the like to stomach the taste.

      A lifetime ago, I would have judged them for taking something that’s unpalatable in its natural state, and dressing it up until it’s not even coffee anymore, just so they can say they enjoy a cup of java.

      A lifetime ago, I wouldn’t be working in a coffee shop.

      As cafes went, I appreciate the personality Lotus offers. With shelves of books available for patrons to read while they sip, it’s more like a library that sells coffee. The working fireplace is a favorite among the patrons.

      I glance at my watch before I mix the white chocolate into the steamed milk. I really want to scratch the itch tickling the end of my nose, but that’s not sanitary at the moment.

      It’s three forty-five which means there’s only fifteen minutes left in my shift. Not that I’m rushing off to do something fabulous. Last time I made plans, I ended up in Hell. Besides, the only people I know in Galway are those I work with. That had been the point of moving to Ireland.

      Our solitude is not natural, my wolf informs me in what has become her daily diatribe.

      It’s not forever, I offer my standard answer.

      I know the time is coming when she’ll push for more specifics. Until that day comes, I’ll continue to live a life of anonymity, in our rented coastal cottage on the outskirts of the city. Our nearest neighbor being a selkie several miles away, gives my wolf a lot of territory to roam and explore. It leaves her satisfied, or at least satisfied enough for now.

      I finish the drink by trimming it with whipped cream up to the rim, and cover the cup with a lid.

      “I have a small white angel, for Angel.”

      I make the announcement as I turn to hand the drink over. Instead, the perfectly crafted beverage slides out of my grip. Vilhelm catches the cup effortlessly before it hits the countertop.

      Hair that used to reach below his shoulders is now too short to display the ringlet curls I remember. The sharp angles of his jaw are clearly visible with the absence of his thick beard. Yet those piercing hazel eyes prevent him from being unrecognizable. They are the only trigger my memory needs to push me back to the last time I saw him, kneeling in front of me in some safehouse warehouse.

      “Hello, Ami.”

      Even the timbre of his voice rouses forgotten impressions. The deep, but gentle, rumble in an accent I can’t place. During our time in Hell, I made him promise to only tell me if I guessed correctly. I never did. It seems a foolish thing to think about now, but I don’t know what to say, so my mind goes to the void of stupid thoughts.

      “Don’t tell me you don’t⁠—”

      “—I remember,” I confirm in an unfamiliar, mousy voice.

      Vilhelm begins to reach for my hand, but stops before any contact is made.

      “Amina,” Charlie, the day manager, barks my name. He returns from the storeroom carrying cups to replenish our dwindling stock. “Flirt on your own time. We’ve got orders piling up.”

      I make eye contact with Charlie and nod. We mutually dislike each other, but since he lacks the authority to fire me, he gets his digs in wherever he can. I try not to provide him with opportunities, but sometimes he gets lucky.

      “The fault is mine,” Vilhelm offers his apology to Charlie, and then swings those eyes back in my direction. “What time do you get off of work?”

      “We close at eight,” I reply.

      In my peripheral, I see Charlie focus his attention on us again.

      Vilhelm’s face relaxes into an easy smile. “I’ll be back to pick you up at eight. If that’s all right?”

      Can angels detect lies? Or more to the point, is it a lie if I don’t correct his assumption? I nod my answer, and hope for the best. Vilhelm heads for the door, while I pluck the next drink sticker from the printer.

      “You told me you couldn’t cover Shannon’s shift,” Charlie states. “Good to see you’re finally becoming a team player.”

      He folds his arms over his barrel chest and looks down his nose at me. The right corner of his lips twists upward in a smug parody of a smile. My reply causes its retreat.

      “I’m not.” I give the steamer a quick clean before using it for the new drink.

      “But you just said⁠—”

      “—what I told him is my business. Just like covering Shannon’s shift is yours.”

      I know he’s silently cursing me out, but he retreats to the storeroom again. I watch Vilhelm head across the street, where I eventually lose sight of him. I doubt he’s staking out the cafe, but when my shift ends, I duck out the back and take an indirect route to a bus stop several blocks away.

      Why did I lie?

      I and my wolf want to know, but my brain refuses to give an answer. The words left my mouth without conscious thought. An instinct to protect myself, but from what? An angel?

      When I reach the cottage thirty minutes later, I head straight to the bedroom and toss my suitcase onto the bed. I’ve emptied out the first two dresser drawers when I stop.

      We don’t run, my wolf informs in a huff when I resume packing.

      I get defensive. Think of it as a strategic retreat.

      Vilhelm is not our enemy.

      I smooth my right index finger over the meaty part of my left palm. Vilhelm made identical incisions in our palms after our return from Hell. Joining our blood together was supposed to link us. The cut has long been healed, but sometimes my subconscious still feels it.

      She’s right. Vilhelm was our ally. But why is he here now?

      The mattress springs protest my flopping onto the bed. If I leave, the why goes unanswered. I also don’t have a current destination, and being a barista doesn’t support a globetrotting lifestyle. I could return to Chicago, but I’d rather face Hell again than explain to my mother why I gave up the viola.

      The clock on the wall reads ten after seven. I twist one of my braids around my finger and rub the tip of my itching nose. Is this what allergies feel like? Instead of getting up to head back to Lotus, my mind dwells on the paralyzing fear that suffused my body at the sight of Vilhelm.

      I swear I hear Gabriel’s cackling laughter.

      But Gabriel is dead.

      I should know. I killed him myself.

      A soft knocking on the front door pulls me off the bed. Even as I take the narrow staircase down to the first floor, I know Vilhelm waits on the other side. He stands on the stoop with his hands shoved into the pocket of his leather jacket. He looks like a runway model, even if the motorcycle jacket and t-shirt support the badass angel vibe.

      “You can’t just turn up on my doorstep.”

      Anger fuels my words. He doesn’t deserve it, but anger is a more comfortable emotion for me than fear. He grins widely enough to produce a dimple in his right cheek, taking my snappish tone in stride.

      “Shall I go back to the coffee shop and wait?”

      His offer takes the wind from my sails. I step back and gesture for him to enter. He steps inside, surveying the entirety of the first floor from the living room.

      “This is cozy,” he states.

      “My wolf requires space. Me not so much.”

      The tiny cottage feels smaller with him standing in the middle of the first floor.

      “Would you like some tea?” I offer.

      His eyes follow me as I cross from the carpeted living room, onto the hardwood floors of the kitchen. With no room for a table or chairs, he remains in the living room, making himself comfortable on the couch, draping one leg over the other. I put on the electric kettle and scan the landscape outside the window over the sink, unsure of what I expect to find.

      “I thought we were
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