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WHAT STARTED AS A NIGHTMARE turned into a fairytale.

Some might argue Angel Cross was doomed from the start. Born to a life of servitude and raised to be an instrument of death, the girl was never comfortable unless there was a gun in her hand.

Then she went and did the craziest thing of all...she fell in love.

While the rest of her friends slip into a simple routine of domesticated bliss and saving the world, Angel has a harder time finding her footing. Instead of explosives, she finds herself toting a car-seat. Instead of midnight homicides in Berlin, she finds herself sitting in back of the PTA.

An accidental touch of arson sentences her to Carter-appointed therapy, throwing a spotlight on all that dissonance, but things at the PC are growing rocky as well. Case files are being altered and prisoners are going missing. An inside-person may be working behind the scenes.

How long can she pull a thread before the whole thing unravels? Was such a venture destined to fail from the start? What happens if you realize happily ever after isn’t enough?
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When Angel Cross was five years old, her best friend was a toy rabbit.

It was utterly unremarkable, a floppy-eared plushy that had once been quite soft but had been picked up secondhand and was well-used by the time it was placed in her eager little arms. It had been a gift from her older brother. A token of affection to celebrate the day they’d come into each other’s lives. Her birthday, they’d called it. She’d carried it around every moment since.

The rabbit was tucked under her arm when she was playing in the graveyard, hopping from stone to stone. It was a dangerous gamble. She wasn’t supposed to go out in the daylight, she knew that lesson well. But the man who made those rules was gone, as he so often was, and with the silent daring of a child she’d taken her beloved stuffed animal and crept through the darkness out of her room.

The sun was shining, putting a flush in her pale cheeks. She was so rarely allowed to see it, the unfiltered brightness stung her eyes. She squinted ever so slightly, hopping along.

“Alice and Odessa...Jeremiah Pike.”

Her young heart might have belonged to the rabbit, but she had other friends as well. Their names had been carved into the stones that lived above her for as long as she could remember. She’d created faces and stories to go with each one, expanding them as the years dragged on.

Thomas O’Henry had 1,941 cats, which were assuredly buried beside him. Frederick and Vera liked to stay in the shade, while Meredith Montgomery had an infestation of mice.

“Take a left at Charlie, then all the way to Joyce.” She hopped along, mapping her route in a little sing-song chirp. “Stop at Mrs. Walters, for sweets and lemonade.”

A young boy stopped across the street, pointing with a sticky finger.

“Mummy...what’s that little girl doing?”

A set of frazzled-looking parents glanced towards the cemetery, seeing nothing out of the ordinary, until the lovely little girl leapt into view. One arm was held out for balance, while the other clutched at something that looked as though it might have been run over by a car.

“Bloody hell,” the father murmured before returning to his phone. “Was that a real rabbit?”

The woman continued to stare with a slightly unsettled expression, feeling her pulse begin to quicken as that lilting song drifted across the road. After a few seconds, she darted across herself.

“Sweetheart?” she called, waving a hand to catch the girl’s attention. “Do your parents know you’re out here by yourself?”

The child froze with a look of sheer panic, staring through the iron slats of the fence.

If daylight excursions had been forbidden, then speaking with strangers was on a level she’d never seen. That being said, a part of her simply couldn’t believe it was happening. In her entire life, she could remember speaking with just four people. Hearing just four names.

She glanced around the cemetery as if the question might be directed towards someone else, before venturing a tentative step forward. “I’m not by myself. I’m with my friends.”

Strange that the pretty lady couldn’t see it. They were lined up just behind.

The woman stared a moment in confusion, then her eyes drifted to the ancient tombstones littered across the grass. Her mouth dried and her skin tingled. For a fraction of a second, she was on the verge of calling for her husband across the street.

Then a heavy hand clamped down upon the girl’s shoulder.

“Get inside.”

Just two quiet words, but the girl jumped like she’d been struck by lightning. Her eyes went wide as saucers, while her face turned a particular kind of pale. A second later she was gone, leaving the rabbit in the grass behind her. In her terror upon being discovered, it had fallen from her arms.

Back into the tunnels. Back into the darkness.

She ran without breathing or stopping, silent tears flying off her cheeks. She never saw how the woman startled, falling into the shadow of a tall man. She never heard his charming deflections or saw the way his fingers fluttered as her memory was silently erased.

She had lost her rabbit. She had lost her greatest friend.

The punishment that night was worse than any she could remember. As it finished she’d been struck so hard across the face that her ears were ringing and she suddenly wondered, if like an empty seashell, she could somehow hear the sea. He left her crying on the floor of her room, though she’d already grown past such things. She cried that night until she no longer had any tears.

Gabriel rescued the rabbit.

He snuck out of his bedroom after Cromfield locked himself in the lab, roving the cemetery and finding the animal unnoticed it the weeds. He carried it through the darkened hallways under his shirt and pulled it out only once they were both safely inside her bedroom. It could never leave the room again, he’d explained. It would have to stay there forever and no one could ever see.

“Like me?” she’d asked, clutching it to her chest.

His face went still in the darkness. Then he tried very hard to smile.

“Like both of us, Angie.”

*   *   *
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ANGEL OPENED HER EYES with a quiet breath, staring at the ceiling.

The darkness was gone and that sweet little boy had vanished, fading away into memories long since passed. Her window was cracked open and the gossamer curtains fluttered in the breeze, cupping the morning sun like sails and scattering quivering drops of light.

She rolled onto her side, gazing at the beautiful man sleeping beside her.

The sunlight had captured him as well, clinging to his lashes and illuminating every lovely feature in a golden glow. For a moment she just lay there, listening to the sound of his quiet breaths.

Then just looking wasn’t enough.

With the tip of her finger she traced a line across the curve of his forehead, taking a second to twirl the dark waves of his hair. She followed the sharp angle of his cheekbones, brushing his lashes and the hollows beneath his eyes. Then down a little further to his lips, always so quick with a kiss, always so quick with a smile. She knew them by now just as well as she knew her own.

Her finger stayed there a moment as she softened with a pensive smile. It was her favorite part of the morning, these stolen moments. She could have stared at him for hours.

Then all at once...those dark eyes fluttered open.

“Good morning.”

He took a second to focus, blinking in the gentle light.

“Good morning,” he echoed in a sleepy murmur. “You’re up early.”

She nodded vaguely. “I had a strange dream.”

He smiled, resting his cheek on the pillow. “Tell me.”

She flashed a tight smile in return, already holding the story at arm’s length.

She wasn’t going to bring that kind of darkness into her new home. She wasn’t going to slip into some dangerous truth and watch the smile fade from her husband’s face.

But it was a stubborn memory, and there was something about it she couldn’t let go.

“Did I ever tell you about my rabbit?”

His eyebrows rose in surprise. “He let you have a rabbit?”

He. Not Cromfield. Julian never said the man’s name unless it couldn’t be helped. It didn’t used to be that way. It was a habit he’d picked up out of respect for her and Gabriel.

“Not a real one, a stuffed animal. Gabriel got it for me.”

“Oh.” He relaxed ever so slightly, smiling once again. “What was its name?”

She went completely blank.

It had never once occurred to her. All those years she’d carried the thing around, chewing on it and loving on it, kissing and crying into its belly, until it was nothing but threadbare stuffing.

In all that time...she’d never given it a name.

Julian waited for her to answer, then glanced at the window. “What time is it?”

His wife had a habit of freezing the clocks.

“It’s half-past seven,” she replied instantly, having been trained to just know.

“Crap,” he murmured, climbing out of bed. “I’m going to be late.”

He vanished into the shower as she stared vacantly at the ceiling, stretching her toes and fingers towards opposite sides of the bed. The air was warm considering they were heading into autumn, and the pillows had shaped themselves all night into the world’s gentlest cocoon.

What did I call it? Just...rabbit?

It wasn’t often she allowed herself to think of such things. It was even less often that she allowed herself to ruminate once the subject was broached. There was a reason she had never gone back to the church. There was a reason her brother had cratered it into the ground.

The water flipped off a moment later, and Julian emerged in a cloud of steam. She watched as he rifled around the dresser, pulling clothes on at random, damp hair dripping down his neck.

All the men from Guilder were improbably handsome, but she got the best one.

If she’d possessed even half his artistic abilities, she would have drawn him. People like that were meant to be drawn. Every angle, every fleeting expression was a work of art.

I really ought to make him pose like a statue in the garden, she thought with a speculative tilt of her head. Put a gilded birdfeeder in his hand, I could freeze him just so...

“Why are you looking at me like that?” he asked suddenly.

She blinked out of her trance. “...what?”

He tensed uncertainly, then took a wary step backwards. “Did I do something?”

“No—”

“Did I forget something?”

“Jules, I—”

“I’m on the clock this morning. If you’re going to attack me, just—”

“I was thinking how handsome you are.”

The conversation came to an abrupt pause as he stared at her in surprise, having absolutely no idea what to make of this. It took a few seconds for him to recover.

“Oh...” He glanced at the floor, then flashed an almost shy smile. “...thanks.”

It was the smile that did it.

She slid covertly from the bed, coming up behind him. He was in the process of buttoning up his shirt, but she slid it back down his arms—pressing her lips to the back of his neck.

“How about you decide to be late?” she suggested innocently. “Just five minutes late.”

He lifted his head with a smile, but continued with the buttons. “Honey, you know I can’t—”

“Just five minutes,” she coaxed, tangling their fingers together. “Check the future. See what will happen if you decide...”

There was a prophetic glow, followed by a quiet sigh.

“I...” He trailed off as her nails slid down his bare chest, leaving the faintest lines behind them. His breathing hitched and little shivers ran down his skin. “I want to, it’s just...” She stretched onto her toes and bit the curve of his ear. “Angel...”

She stifled a grin, hands drifting lower.

Not for the first time, she wondered how things might have been different if Julian had been raised with her and Gabriel in that cave. Their training had left them completely immune to this sort of thing. And while the man had exhaustive training of his own, Guilder did things a bit differently.

In this regard, he was a novice. Almost innocent. It reminded her of—

Bloody hell!

He whirled around and the two of them locked eyes.

Definitely. Not. Innocent.

Her cheeks flamed beneath his gaze and she abruptly realized she wasn’t completely immune to this sort of thing after all. There was a momentary standoff, then his lips twitched with a grin.

“I’m supposed to be in Romania.”

She flashed a beatific smile.

“I love Romania. I love hearing you talk about it,” she added coyly. Before he could say anything in reply, she ripped off his belt and dropped it to the floor. Then, maintaining direct eye contact, she sank slowly to the bed. “Why don’t you tell me a story about Romania, while I do something unrelated...”

There was a collective spike in heartrate. His teeth sank into his lower lip. For a split second, she thought her diabolical plan was working. Then two fingers caught the bottom of her chin.

“I’ll be back tonight,” he promised, gazing down with a twinkling smile. “Lots of stories to tell.”

She nodded in perfect deadpan. “I’ll stretch.”

He snorted with laughter and finished dressing, grabbing a black duffel from the corner and heading to the door. He’d almost made it before he doubled back suddenly to kiss her goodbye.

“I love you,” he said softly, hitching it over his shoulder.

She stared after him, watching as he vanished down the hall.

“I love you, too.”

*   *   *
[image: ]


LIFE IN THE DECKERS’ lovely cottage was a delicate balance, offsetting the peripheral darkness with blinding counterpoints of light. The bullet holes had been patched up and painted over, framed portraits of smiling faces had been hung to cover any splinters that remained. Old habits had been given a new finish. Weapons were replaced with oils and brushes. Beautiful, handcrafted nightlights glowed in every corner to make sure the little house never fully succumbed to the shadows of night.

He rarely spoke of the future. She rarely spoke of the past. Considering their mutual disregard for the grip of time, they made a conscious effort to stay firmly in the present.

Four years ago, that had gotten considerably easier.

Four years ago, they had met Lily.

Angel hopped into the shower herself then dressed quickly, tying back her hair in a long ponytail before tip-toeing down the hallway to her daughter’s room. The door was still cracked open from Julian’s own quiet farewell and she eased it open, staring inside with an anticipatory grin.

The child was barely visible amidst a sea of stuffed animals; like a happy periscope, the only thing that protruded was a tiny wisp of ivory hair. It was only a few nights ago that she’d expressed some worry they’d feel excluded if she was the only one permitted to sleep on the bed. Since then each one had been searched and located after bath time, then ferried back with little hands.

Angel stared a moment, a tender smile warming her face. Then she ghosted across the room and slipped beneath the covers herself, resting her head upon the same pillow.
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