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      “What’s wrong with her?”

      “Shock,,” Vilhelm answers a female I don’t recognize.

      “So much for humans being God’s best work,” sneers another male angel.

      “That’s close to blasphemy, Alexander,” the female who spoke earlier warns in a snappish tone.

      “She’s lycanthrope, not human,” Vilhelm says.

      “Same thing,” Alexander responds in a dismissive tone.

      Any other day I would verbally slice him, but my mind is awash in a fog. I see the three angels talking around me, but my thoughts are a nonsensical kaleidoscope of words and letters. We are alive, my wolf confirms.

      Emotionally, I wrap my psyche around my wolf to keep us safe. Her presence reminds me I am safe. Physically, I am aware my fingers cling to Vilhelm’s in a death grip. My living, breathing safety blanket. Even so, I can’t stop shaking.

      I killed something. Self-preservation, to be certain, but I’d never taken a life before. People think of werewolves as callous killing machines, but we have to sit with our actions like every other conscience-bearing creature.

      A heaviness settles on my shoulders and pulls me from my thoughts. Squatting in front of me, Vilhelm brings his eyes down to my level. Eyes I thought brown for the past year appear more hazel now. The repulsion I expect to find in those depths is absent.

      “There you are.” The tender words match his tone.

      He uses his right thumb and forefinger to pluck something from my cheek, and then grips the blanket on my shoulder in both hands, pulling it snug around me. Panic surges through my muscles and my hands to grasp at his, but he captures both of my wrists. His lips deliver fleeting kisses to the callouses on my left fingers. Humans assume werewolves heal flawlessly, but we’re not vampires. It took longer, but nearly two decades of playing the viola has left its mark on my fingers.

      “Shh… you’re all right, Amina. You’re safe here.”

      “Vilhelm, you should stay here with her and rest. Point me in the direction of the nest. I will lead the others to clean it out.”

      A statuesque brunette stands behind his left shoulder, with skin many shades darker than mine, and regally sculpted cheekbones. She stares down at me. Her wide nostrils flare when our eyes lock. The sign of aggression chases my gaze back to Vilhelm.

      “I am fine,” he answers his companion.

      He’s lying. Can angels lie? The conundrum is a debate for another time. “You are not fine. Your wings⁠—”

      “—I do not need my wings for this.”

      I whimper out my protest. “If you die⁠—”

      “—I have no intention of dying this day.”

      “What if you are captured again?” It feels like I’m clutching at straws. Saying anything to keep him from going.

      “Then you know where to find me.”

      “We are fucked if we have to rely on her.”

      “Sabina,” Vilhelm chastises, glancing over his shoulder at the female. After another moment he says to her. “Give me your blade, please.”

      Shorter than a sword but longer than a knife, Sabina hands over the weapon blade first. Vilhelm makes an incision on the fleshy part of his left hand, and then gives me a matching cut. With our blood welling up, he presses our bleeding palms together.

      “Now we are linked,” he whispers. “We will always be able to find each other.”

      “We are burning daylight. We need to leave. Now.” Sabina’s voice leaves no room for argument.

      Vilhelm presses his lips to my forehead, and then stands. To keep from reaching for him, I grip the ends of the blanket. Instead of leaving right away, he touches a finger under my chin and tilts my face up.

      “Alexander will stay here with you. If you need anything, tell him. Do not leave here until I return. Understand.”

      I nod.

      He strides away to join five other angels I hadn’t noticed earlier. They all have their massive, white wings bared. All but Vilhelm. Broken nubs protrude from his back. One minute they are standing on the other side of the room speaking in hushed tones. When I blink, they are gone. I inhale the first deep, shuddering breath of free air in a year.

      Without Vilhelm’s presence, I choke on the budding fear of being alone.

      Not alone, my wolf assures me. She’s right. She’s there. So is Alexander.

      I take in my surroundings while searching out my babysitter. The interior looks like a converted warehouse, while the sounds of water outside the walls let me know we are near the water. Not that either helps me with determining my location. I suppose it doesn’t matter. It’s a safe haven. Rugs sporadically covering the concrete floor soften the industrial appearance.

      “Follow me,” Alexander orders as he approaches. “You reek. You’re in desperate need of a shower.”

      The stench of sour eggs and smoke permeates my nose. If there is bodily odor underneath, my nose is blind to it.

      “I haven’t been able to shower in months,” I offer.

      Leaving the blanket on the bed I’m sitting on, I follow Alexander.

      “A month,” he says.

      “Excuse me?”

      He snorts and shakes his head. “You really are green. Time passage is different in hell’s realms. You’ve only been gone for one month.”

      Only? Is there such a thing as only when the realms of hell are involved? Another thought occurs.

      “I need to contact my family.”

      “I’ll see what I can do. In the meantime.”

      Alexander stops outside a door and turns to face me, hiking his thumb at the entrance.

      “Towels are in the cubby to your left. A change of clothes is to the right. There should be something in there that fits.”

      The shower room reminds me of my high school locker room. Three and a half white subway-tile walls with three fixtures apiece. Smaller tiles in the same shade cover a floor that slopes downward from the wall to a central floor drain. Soap dispensers are mounted on the wall between each showerhead.

      A perverse satisfaction comes from watching the blood, guck, and grime drizzle in a trail from my feet to the drain. Once it runs clear from my body, I move on to my hair, and the trail starts anew. Finger-combing my hair in hell kept it from turning into just a massive dreadlock; now it’s so brittle and dry it sheds in mass clumps in my hands.

      With no reason to rush, my shower is slow and methodical. By the time I turn off the jets and secure one of the towels around my body, red undertones my caramel complexion from my unrelenting scrubbing.

      Slipping on a pair of sweatpants and a shirt, I notice that despite the passage of time in hell with nothing to eat, my body shows no signs of emaciation. Almost as surprising is my lack of appetite. Even when I return to the open area of the warehouse and find Alexander has placed a bowl of soup on the table for me.

      “Eat.” He growls the one word at me.

      “I’m not hungry.”

      “Fine.”

      “Why are you angry at me?”

      “I should be fighting with Vilhelm, not babysitting his pet human.”

      I lower my body into the chair in front of the food. Everything causes pain. From my raw skin to the taut ache in every fiber of my muscles. I’m exhausted, but worry and fear keep my brain wired. What if I never see Vilhelm again?

      I need a distraction. And right now, that comes in the form of the slender-faced blond angel staring hate across the table.

      “I’m not human,” I say.

      “Therianthropes, humans, witches, you’re all the same. Fucking mongrels.”

      “I thought angels liked humans.”

      “Why should we? At best humans are pests. At worst… a virus destroying everything you touch.”

      My wolf bristles, but the angel’s insult provokes little reaction from me. At the moment, I lack the energy to care about his opinion. Or maybe his sharp words just can’t compare to the torture I’ve experienced.

      “That’s not true,” I protest.

      “Really?” Alexander shifts from lounging in the chair and sits up straight. “What were you doing in hell? Vacationing?”

      His question makes me pause. Does he have a point?

      “I met Vilhelm in hell.”

      “You didn’t go there looking for him.”

      “No. But he was there all the same.”

      “I’ll ask again,” Alexander demands.

      From across the table, I hold his gaze and make him repeat his question.

      “Why were you in hell?”
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