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      Alan Beckwourth’s fingers gripped the earth, and bits of rock became painfully stuck beneath his nails. The pain was minor compared to the burn eating its way through his guts. The intensity of the sharp spikes of agony from not shifting, along with a lack of water and food for several days, had left him almost as weak as a month-old cub.

      He had no idea exactly where he was except somewhere southeast of Las Vegas. He’d overheard a guard telling another that El Dorado Valley Canyon was a shit-hole, and as soon as he had enough money, he was leaving. The second guard had cackled and said good luck with that.

      A foul stench rose from the earth, and Alan sniffed the air. Death.

      His vision unaffected by the early morning glare of sunlight, he glanced around. At first, it was difficult to distinguish between the rocky soil and clumps of tumbleweeds, but his keen sight detected several desiccated bodies about ten yards from where he kneeled. Pushing himself up to his feet, he walked to the area. He choked back nausea when he realized they were dead shifters. If he didn’t get moving, he was looking at the epilogue of his fate. At least Kate had escaped.

      What he couldn’t figure out was how the demon knew he and Kate were mated. They’d kept their mating bond a secret ever since her sister went missing. He and Kate refused to live near each other—her lair was near Las Vegas’s Mt. Charleston while he laid his tracks and scent in his home territory near Plumas, California. He’d arrived in Las Vegas to celebrate her best friend’s birthday. A night on the Strip turned into a shifter’s worst nightmare when he and Kate found themselves caged in an abandoned warehouse south of Las Vegas.

      The guards mocked them, telling them the couple they’d come to visit had sold them out for half a million dollars. Alan squeezed his eyelids, his body trembling violently as his mind relived his rage. He and Kate were physically separated until the scientists arrived. The explanation for what was to happen was delivered clinically, devoid of all humanity despite the fact the scientists were human.

      Extraction. Replication. Modification. Genesis.

      Alan choked back the bile rising as the words played inside his head. He had no intentions of allowing himself or his mate to be treated like nothing. He and Kate had carefully planned their escape, and Fate seemed to agree. His regret at the deaths of the humans was mitigated by the awareness the two human scientists died quickly, as did several of the guards. One guard managed to escape, but not before using a taser on him. It took his body minutes to recover before he could shift so he and Kate could flee. Anger drove him despite his injuries. Anger and the need to protect his mate. When exhaustion brought him to his knees, he urged her to continue to his lair where she would be safe, promising to join her once he healed enough to make the trek.

      A tremor seized control of his knees, and he staggered, fighting the impending seizure that would leave him helpless on the side of the highway. He had to find his way back to Las Vegas. Alan focused on the area on both sides of the road before he sniffed the dry air. A familiar scent... Kate had traveled this way.

      Excitement whipped through him, and he darted across the highway. The bellowing of a truck’s horn shocked him into mid-stride stasis and a painfully abrupt shift. His shift wasn’t fast enough as the truck clipped his right leg and sent him flying backward. He landed hard on the pavement, howling in pain at the quick snap of a back leg bone. He needed to return to human form.

      The second shift was excruciating, and he dragged himself away from the side of the road onto the dry dirt that formed a culvert between the highway and the desert. Half-conscious, staring at the sky, Alan forced his mind to buffer the pain, using memories of his favorite crevice where he would hide from his mother and siblings. The thick brush, especially in early spring, completely obscured him from view, and only his mother was able to track his scent and find his hiding place.

      The game had been one of survival as much as fun, and it was how he met his Kate. Before his capture, he’d dreamed of passing the skills he’d learned to his cubs.

      He was dying, his body unable to repair his injuries. Alan prayed for his ancestors’ help to transition with dignity, his mother’s voice a soothing melody in his head. Her chants were familiar evocations of an ancient past, siren songs her people whispered to lull the ocean to sleep when the fishing boats set out. His decision made, he began the shifter’s way to bring an end to his suffering only to find his will blocked by a force more powerful. Release me. I refuse to prolong my suffering.

      Fate prefers you to live.

      Alan’s eyelids lifted just enough for him to see a shadowy apparition walking toward him. Sunlight glistened off vibrant snow-colored wings, a blinding brightness that had him blinking tears. Angel.

      “Who are you, and how do you know Fate’s wishes?”

      “Remiel, Fate’s Guardian, and because she told me. And because you’re still alive. What is your name, shifter?”

      Momentarily stunned that his secret was known, Alan started to lie. At the angel’s raised eyebrow, he reminded himself that he was talking to an angel.

      Archangel. Hierarchy is important among my kind.

      No need to be rude, Patrick.

      “Who is that?” Alan stuttered, hearing the words inside his head.

      “Fate herself,” Remiel quipped aloud. “You do know my name, Consort.”

      “True, but you angel boys go all proper and shit when I use them, so…”

      Alan felt Fate’s mental shrug in his mind and, despite his pain, laughed. His body was not so amused and jerked in agony.

      Forgive me, shifter. I didn’t mean to add to your pain. Get him to Santa Cruz, Remiel, his life threads are struggling. I’ll let Richard know you’re on your way.

      “Yes, Consort.”

      A curtain of comforting darkness filled Alan’s mind, and his lips curved into a faint smile when gentle hands lifted and cradled him against bare skin as the archangel launched himself into flight.
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        * * *

      

      “Don’t move,” a woman’s voice urged. “I’ve set the leg bone and stitched the cut to your arm. Unfortunately, painkillers don’t always work on your kind, but you should be able to control the worst part yourself.”

      Alan’s eyelids flickered, then lifted. A white woman’s face floated in and out of focus until it finally settled about eighteen inches from his nose. Her eyes were kind, compassion rendering her brusque words less clinical. It was a change from the brutal inhumanity he’d faced in the demon-controlled lab. Memories of the torture shunted into his mind, and he winced.

      Once the two guards became careless, believing him too weak to act, he and Kate had escaped, though his physical weakness slowed them down. His body finally balked at shifting, and he’d pushed Kate to fly to safety. He had watched her tears running down her cheeks, listening to her refusal to abandon him until he swore he’d find her.

      “Hi, I’m Richard Houston, research director of AnthroGen.”

      Alan glanced at the man. “Where am I?”

      “Santa Cruz, California. You’re in our hospital unit, small but the best care a shifter can get outside of our medical facility in San Francisco. How are you feeling?” Richard didn’t wait for his answer as he continued talking. “Based on your genetic codes, you’re a mountain lion shifter and affiliated with the Plumas clan, although I detected some Saharan leopard strands.”

      Alan peered at Richard’s open expression and sensed he could trust him. “Alan. My great-grandmother was from Mali, brought to this country enslaved as a young girl.”

      Alan’s eyes briefly shuttered. “She was all alone, and my great-grandfather befriended her, teaching her ways to survive, protecting her when she needed it. They escaped and ended up in the town James Beckwourth built. Their daughter married one of his sons.”

      His gaze shot from Richard’s face to the white man entering the room. Seconds flicked by before he realized he was not seeing a man but a supernatural.

      “Actually, I’m an archangel, Saraquel. We angels save the word ‘supernatural’ for humans who have abilities.”

      “You’re one of Fate’s guardians,” Alan stammered, glancing at the doorway. “Is Fate here? Can she help me locate Kate?”

      Saraquel peered at him. “No, and I’m actually one of Lucifer’s Guardians on assignment to his Consort, Analise Saria Willoughby. Who is Kate?”

      “If that’s true, Will, that you’re in my service,” Analise’s voice shunted into the room, “why do you always go to the Seraphim and tattle? Where’s the loyalty?”

      “Take it up with my Sire and your Consort, Empress.”

      Saraquel leaned closer to Alan, and despite his pain, Alan flinched. “What is your name, shifter?”

      The angel’s curt tone angered him, but fear had him locking it away until he knew if they would help him. “Alan Beckwourth, and Kate is my mate.”

      “What type of shifter is she?”

      “Are angels always so rude?” Alan asked.

      Saraquel’s expression, already coldly impassive, became even more so. Alan bristled before he said, “She is a multi-shifter, wolf and hawk.”

      “Where is she?” Saraquel demanded. “Is she dead? Why were you near the highway?”

      “She is not dead!” Alan exclaimed. “We were captured and taken to a lab somewhere near Las Vegas. I was too weak to hold a shift for long, so we separated. I was following her scent when the truck hit me.”

      Richard eyed the archangel before he focused his gaze on Alan. “Ignore Saraquel, he’s a bit testy these days. You had a tracking device implanted, and I suspect your mate does as well.”

      Alan shook his head. “She removed hers before we escaped, left it behind in the cell. We didn’t have time to remove mine. Damn! They know I will search for Kate and track me here. I need to leave immediately.”

      “We removed your chip before you were brought to this facility, and by now, it’s resting in a gully somewhere near Nelson, Nevada,” Saraquel stated. “What do you remember about the lab, those involved? Any information you can give us will help.”

      “Honestly, very little. I woke up in chains locked in a windowless room.” Alan rubbed the top of his head nervously. “I have no idea how Kate and I got there. The guards taunted us that our friends…former friends sold us out.”

      “Were the friends shifters?” Richard asked. “I’ve never known shifters of any kind to turn on each other like that.”

      “Kate’s friend was a carrier, she couldn’t shift. He was a non-shifter human. Reba Williamson and Jason David, they lived in North Las Vegas. We were on the Strip, heading to a club and…”

      Alan’s face scrunched, then he blew out a breath. “I don’t even remember going into the club or its name. I don’t know how Kate and I got to the lab. I don’t remember a fucking thing about what happened inside that place.”

      Saraquel ignored him and turned to Richard. “Can he travel to San Francisco? The Consort might be able to get at his memories.”

      “No!”

      Richard stepped around the archangel and stood next to Alan’s bed. “The Consort is my friend and employer, Analise Saria Willoughby, who would never allow you to be harmed. She is Fate—and probably the only one who can help you and Kate. Analise is the one person who fully understands what you’re going through, why you and Kate were taken.”

      Alan stared at Richard’s face, knowing the man saw the twin emotions of fear and hope in his eyes. “Fate is the ancestress of all shifters. If she can help me find Kate, I will do what I can to help you find those responsible.”

      “Thanks,” Richard said. “We’ll take you by helicopter. Will you be okay to fly? This will be our first time transporting a wild cat shifter.”

      Alan rolled his eyes. “I do believe I can remain in human form for however long the flight takes, Dr. Houston. Shifting is not spontaneous.”

      “Ooh, burn, Dr. Houston,” Saraquel quipped.

      “Chill, angel boy, or I’ll find a way to give you a haircut.”

      “You’re going to need your boss’s help, and even that won’t be enough.”

      Richard snorted. “If the Empress said, ‘get a haircut,’ you’d do it.”

      “Yep, but you’re not Analise Saria.”

      Alan watched with amusement while the two traded insults and threats. When the nurse entered the room, all banter ceased, and the energy turned serious as he was transferred to a gurney and wheeled out to a waiting medical helicopter. The nurse tapped his shoulder.

      “Do you need me to start the pain med? It might make the trip go smoother.”

      He adjusted his body, then quickly nodded as a jolt of pain whipped through him. In a few seconds, he felt drowsy and closed his eyes.
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      Black-tipped lashes drifted down to conceal gray eyes, and the archangel Gabriel shivered. His physical reaction wasn’t because of the early morning Saharan cold. No, it came with the weight of memories that settled on him as soon as he landed. Two years ago, his brother Uriel died for a lost cause in this desert, and he’d lost a part of himself he’d never regain.

      Lifting his eyelids, Gabriel scanned the land around him. Aïn Sefra still carried the scars of the last battle between the Fallen and the Hierarchy’s armies. Hollowed-out trenches and gullies captured the infrequent rains, but nothing ever grew. Deep beneath the sand-covered gullies lay the wreckage of the destroyed village and the lab it once shielded. The seraphim Ser had taken care to relocate all humans living near the village before ordering the razing of Aïn Sefra.

      Reminding himself he was Lucifer’s First Guardian, Gabriel rejected the guilt that came with the memories of his brother’s death, and instead, he kneeled and placed his palm on the cool sand, his head bowed. Granular bits of rock sought the warmth seeping from his fingers, and the coolness dissipated. He’d never understood Lilith’s love for this place. It was where she’d fought to save Satan’s life and failed and, for a second time, died to protect angels and humankind from extinction. The harsh Saharan landscape had been left as it was to honor her sacrifice. Lucifer and Fate marked the land so nothing could survive.

      Crystalline tears the color of bright pewter tumbled from his eyes to slide off the back of his hand and drift to the dry sand, absorbed into the earth as if he’d never shed them. Two years and his heart, like the land, carried scars that wouldn’t fade. In spite of all that passed between them, Uriel’s presence had always been a faint pulse along their shared familial thread.

      No longer. His brother’s life threads were no more—only the incisor-sharp psyche wounds he’d left behind.

      Through a watery gaze, Gabriel watched the earth claim the wetness, tears of loss that did not belong on this world, grief that should have been shared among his family and his kind. Rage poured through him. It was senseless, the loss of lives all because Satan couldn’t handle the second son role.

      Gabriel marveled at Analise Saria and Lucifer’s ability to live with the psychic pain wrought by all the deaths caused by Satan. Although they never spoke about it, Gabriel knew they held themselves responsible—especially Analise Saria, who, as Fate, carried the knowledge she’d set it all in motion.

      So much anguish to angels, supernaturals, and humans, all because of one angel’s ego.

      The quick stirring of sand and air preceded the light pressure of a thigh against his head. The flesh was warm, the muscles sinewy, the rhythmic movement of blood beneath skin a reminder he was not alone. The life mate thread vibrated inside his chest, and calm flooded his soul, a peace that always comforted yet saddened him.

      He glanced up and saw the face of his beloved Raphael. If there was one thing Fate had done well for angel kind, it was the life mate bond. Once two angels’ life threads mated, the joining connected them telepathically. His life mate had come.

      “Have you forgiven him?”

      “Not entirely, but I’m doing better at it than you,” Raphael shrugged.

      “When will I forgive him?” Gabriel murmured brokenly.

      A large hand stroked the top of his head. “When you grant yourself forgiveness and let your grief find its place in your heart.”

      “What the fuck am I suppose to grieve, Raphael Moremison? The thousands of lives destroyed by my brother’s bad decision-making? That he was beheaded even though I begged him to surrender? The heartbreak in my father and mother’s eyes when I returned to the Enclave with a handful of dirt from this planet, telling them it was all that was left of Uriel Everardson?”

      Gabriel stared at the archangel standing beside him. “He would not have hesitated in taking my life, Raphael. I doubt Uriel would have grieved my death.”

      “As you would have taken his life to protect those important to you, those you love,” Raphael responded gently. “We will never know with certainty, life mate, but I do believe your brother would have grieved at some point.”

      He sighed when Raphael’s strong warrior fingers moved across his scalp with the tenderness he only revealed in private. “Mourn him, Gabriel. Mourn the death of your brother and give yourself peace.”

      Gabriel rose to his feet to face his life mate. Raphael’s deep reddish-black hair flowed in spiral curls behind his back, the strands stirred by the faint desert breeze rising with the sun. The archangel’s dark brown skin, the color of an unblemished cacao bean, glistened in the half-light of dawn. Raphael was square-jawed and gifted with piercing dark brown eyes that were either one chuckle away from amusement or a flash of anger from threatening the end of a life.

      He slipped his arm around Raphael’s waist and leaned against the archangel’s shoulder to press a kiss against the smooth skin. “The seraphim Rapha is right, we have become more human-like.”

      Raphael’s laugh swept across the quiet desert. “Did you expect otherwise with Lilith’s descendants in our care, especially Lucifer’s Consort?” He gripped Gabriel’s chin and tilted his head up, staring into his eyes. “I am grateful to their species for teaching us not to hide what we feel, life mate.”

      Raphael’s mouth caressed his, and Gabriel adjusted so he was flush against his life mate. When the kiss began, he felt the emotional tug inevitable with the life mate bond. Raphael stroked the inside of his mouth and opened his mind to him, sharing his joy and pleasure. Gabriel’s mind absorbed the quick increase in the archangel’s heartbeat, the soft moans rising from Raphael’s throat. His hands gently gripped his life mate’s hips; the warm flush of desire playing on Raphael’s skin and the hardening of his penis against his thigh were physical sensations Gabriel knew he stirred in his life mate but rarely experienced himself.

      Frustration seeped into the kiss, and he abruptly pulled away from Raphael’s arms, turning his back to his life mate. He focused on the Ahaggar Mountains in the distance. “How do you live with this, Raphael? The indifference I have for the sexual act can’t be an easy way for you to live.”

      “Why do you do this to yourself, Gabriel?” Raphael’s hand tugged the braid resting against Gabriel’s jaw. “Do you honestly believe I only love you for your hot body and pretty face? You are indifferent, not averse, and I have no difficulty thinking of you and gratifying my lust for you. It is your soul and heart that make living easy. You are my life as I am yours. Fate intended our bond.”

      “Fate should have talked to me first.”

      “The joys you give me are more than you can imagine. No life mate bond is solely defined by physical pleasures, as you well know, Gabriel Everardson. I can accept your guilty brooding because you couldn’t convince Uriel to take another path—even if your heart’s emotion is wasted because of Uriel’s treason. What I will not accept is you bringing this guilt to our relationship.”

      Raphael speared him with a stern look. “Uriel, like his Sire, used whatever weapon he could to destroy us, to destroy you. Are you going to continue his work? Not if I can help it. Do you love me? Are you pleased I’m part of your life?”

      Gabriel wrapped his arms around Raphael and held him tightly. “You have no idea how much happiness you bring me each day.”

      “Then get your brother’s meaningless words out of your head,” Raphael said. “You desire, Gabriel—it’s just not bespeckled with expectations of fucking. So get over yourself, widget.”

      “Widget? You do realize Analise Saria has given us a more colorful vocabulary than ‘widget.’” Gabriel laughed, shaking his head.

      Raphael shrugged. “Widget fits your thinking at the moment. Temporary brainlessness does not becometh thee, beloved. Now, if you are done wallowing in misery, we have been invited to dine with our Sire and his Consort.”

      “If our Sire did the inviting, you mean commanded.” Gabriel eyed Raphael, and a slow, mischievous smile formed on his lips. “Hmm, Dream Candy and Empress of the Universe… I could use a good fight with either one, preferably the Consort. Are Jess and Michael in charge of food and wine?”

      “Yep, and the day she beats your ass, several archangels will go laughing to the bank.”
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