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      The world below burned. Gabriel perched on the mountain peak like a giant bird of prey, wings folded into her body, her long, black hair snapping in the strong breeze like a flag. She watched the flames wind like rivers of fire through the fragile land. Humans scurried like ants, running from the blaze and the angels battling across the landscape, destroying everything in their path. The earth shook with the force of their rage. How had it come to this?

      They were supposed to be brothers and sisters in arms, loyal to one another, and above all to the Creator. Now, they tore into each other like primitive beasts, grooving out lines of destruction in the ground. The newly made humans they were supposed to protect and shepherd were reduced to mere casualties of angelic rage.

      Heat built behind her eyes and she blinked, furious. Gabriel couldn’t remember tears before humans, before all these conflicting emotions inside her. Before her lover had decided to wage war on the heavens and his fellow angels—all in the name of free will. Her chest heaved as she regarded the chaos below her. If this was free will, the price was too high.

      Tensing, Gabriel prepared to leap off and join the fray when a shadow hovered over her. Whipping her head up, she watched as her lover glided overhead, great ivory wings flapping before landing beside her.

      The Morningstar. One of the most beautiful angels in Heaven. He turned to her, hair the color of antique gold, eyes the deep blue of the sea rimmed in citrine. His gaze was hungry when it roamed over her face, and she desperately wanted to touch him as she never should have. As if sensing her need, he fisted her long hair, the motion lightning fast, and kissed her. Despite the violence raging around them, despite the pain in her heart, she kissed him back, opening her lips and letting him inside.

      He was Gabriel’s forbidden fruit, her slippery slide into the seductive world of emotion. Her lust and want and need all wore his name. And her love. Her love for him rivaled her love for the Creator, and she couldn’t allow that. Free will was a beautiful dream, an idea that seemed to be good and right. But who were they to disobey the Creator? They had a higher allegiance and purpose than indulging here on Earth. Her indulgence in Lucifer had helped lead to this. The death of humans who were so young and just finding their footing in this new world.

      But despite knowing what must be done, she clung to him, memorizing his taste and scent, knowing this would be the last time she’d have him like this. She either had to convince him to stop this madness, or leave him forever and join her fellow angels in squashing the rebellion. Gabriel tore her mouth away, gasping. Leaning her forehead against his, she steeled herself for what she must say, what she must do.

      Lucifer tipped her chin up, and she wanted to drown in the blue of his eyes, give in to his temptation and never leave him. But she couldn’t—she wouldn’t. She beseeched the Creator that she could find the strength to change one of His favorite children’s minds.

      Lucifer stood, taking her with him, balancing on the icy rock of the mountain. “Look, my love, soon we will be free. Soon, we will make our own choices. I will never have to be ashamed again for loving you, for wanting you. For being envious of them and what they are allowed to have that we are not.” He flung his arm out in a sweeping motion, and Gabriel regarded the war scarring the land below.

      She grasped his hand and brought it to her lips, only then allowing a single tear to escape. He tracked that tear, like a predator honing in on prey. He met her eyes, his expression confused, with a smudge of suspicion forming. Swallowing hard, Gabriel tried to find the words to tell him his dream was impossible, to make him understand they had a higher purpose—no matter how much she loved him. No matter how her heart was rent asunder.

      “I love you,” she told him, another tear falling. “I love you more than I should, more than anything.” The confession weighed heavily upon her. Despite her tears, Lucifer relaxed at her words, only to tense again as she said, “And I… I’ve come to realize how dangerous that is. Don’t you see? Look at what we’ve done.” She tasted the ash on the wind and her heart ached.

      Lucifer jerked away from her as if she’d struck him. “What have we done, exactly? Love each other? Want more from life than blind obedience and servitude?” he growled.

      “We haven’t just loved each other, have we? We created a rift in Heaven. I regret my…selfishness,” Gabriel said, ashamed she helped cause so much suffering.

      “Selfishness? Is that what love is to you? Nothing more than a whim you indulged in?” Fury rode his voice and colored his cheekbones ruddy. “Do you regret me? Us?”

      His words crushed her. “No, no, I love you. I could never regret you. I regret the destruction we’ve caused, the death. We’ve turned on each other—angels fighting angels! We’re hurting each other and killing them.” Gabriel pointed to the terrified humans, made clear by her raptor vision.

      “Them.” His voice held quiet venom. “The Creator’s new favorites, unbound by blind obedience. Given a choice, while we—superior beings—are slaves to duty, not allowed to love another, to experience the delights of this world. How is that fair or just?”

      Gabriel pushed past her pain, reaching for him, but he dodged her hand. “We are superior beings,” she said, desperate for him to see. “That means we have a higher purpose and calling. We are their protectors, this world’s protectors. We owe our allegiance and obedience to the Creator. We owe Him our love, not our betrayal.”

      The Morningstar sneered at her, eyes filled with hurt and hatred, and her breath stuttered in her chest. “Yes, I know all about betrayal, my love. And it cuts deep.”

      “Lucifer, please,” she begged. “Please understand, I don’t want to hurt you⁠—”

      “But you are. You are choosing the Creator over me.”

      Gabriel winced. “No, I’m choosing a higher purpose. We⁠—”

      “We deserve to make our own choices. And if you choose to betray me, then that means we’re enemies.”

      She felt like he’d taken his golden sword and skewered her. “No, we don’t have to be enemies. It doesn’t have to be this way, please⁠—”

      Lucifer’s voice was like ice. “You’ve made your choice. You’ve chosen to break me.” With one final look at her, he dove off the mountain toward the battle below.

      Gabriel clutched her middle, pain lancing through her. Pain and regret and horror at what she’d done to him. For a precious few moments, she allowed herself to mourn their love. Then straightening, she shoved all that emotion down and somehow found her calm center. Her sword sang as she freed it from her scabbard and leaped off the cliff.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      Screams flood the cramped room, growing alongside the flames, the writhing tentacles of fire thrashing in every direction, devouring the creaky metal bed frames and mattresses—reaching out to punish everyone present but me. I know in my heart the fire is my friend. It protects me when everything else wants to hurt me.

      It saves me even when the screams make me cry.

      My eyelids jerk apart as I’m jolted awake by the jarring impact of the plane landing. The tires skid against the runway, the hissing of rubber on tarmac uncomfortably loud in my just-woken—and still drowsy—state, the remnants of my nightmare fading like the dying tings of an echo.

      Weird, I don’t remember falling asleep.

      As the plane slows to a stop and the engines cut off, the overhead speakers crackle to life. A male voice makes an announcement in Arabic, followed by what I presume to be the same message in English. “Ladies and gentlemen, welcome to Borg El Arab International Airport. The local time is 9:40 a.m. and the temperature is 28°C. For your safety and comfort, please remain seated…”

      I yawn a few times until my ears pop, releasing the pressure building up in my head. As the pilot’s voice drones on through the cabin, I turn my gaze to the small window beside me. A hazy blue sky and stretch of sand patched with weeds await on the other side of the thick glass, offering a first glimpse at my new home.

      Alexandria.

      I press my fingertips to the warm glass. Despite the strange sense of calm overwhelming my body, I’m not entirely sure how I got here. I didn’t even own a passport before yesterday, and the events of the last thirty or so hours are reeling through my head in a muddled fog surrounded by half-answered questions. Questions, which are strangely lacking in fear. All I know is that less than two days ago, I was in a psychiatric ward in central Maine, isolated with no hope of ever seeing beyond the blank gray walls of my cage. Dorothy in my own eternal Kansas.

      But now…

      My eyes snap to the tall, brunette man a few inches to my left, in the next seat over. He’s handsome and on the younger side—no older than mid-twenties if I had to guess—and while he’s familiar, I can’t recall his name, only that he’s my guardian on this trip, which should alarm me but, for some reason, doesn’t. I want it to bother me. For all I know, he’s abducted me and no one knows where I am. Something tells me that isn’t the case, but still, why don’t I feel afraid? Or more anxious about my first time on a plane? And why can’t I bring myself to ask the questions anyone else would in my position? It’s as if there’s a fog pressing down on my mind, preventing that part of my brain from working.

      Sensing my lingering stare, he looks over at me. His amber eyes seem to glow as he speaks.

      “How did you sleep?” he asks in a lilting voice as a gentle smile curves the line of his lips. I can’t pinpoint where his accent is from. He’s definitely not American. If anything, his way of speaking is a strange amalgamation of several different accents, confusing me nearly as much as how I wound up in Egypt. And why.

      “F-Fine,” I choke out, my answer garbled from the grainy texture coating my tongue from the dry plane air. I must’ve been sleeping with my mouth open. Clearing my throat, I try again. “Fine.”

      “Good.” His smile deepens as he drags the brown leather briefcase on the floor by his feet up onto his lap. As he opens it and gathers our travel documents, I search his sharp, angular face for answers regarding the muddled hours of the last two days. My efforts cease mid-thought when his fair complexion shimmers with something otherworldly, a halo of golden tendrils slithering across the surface of his skin like thousands of small whips of light.

      As my eyes widen, taking in his inexplicable glow, the memory of his deep voice stirs in my ears, drawing forth a flicker of a past conversation between us. I was in that cramped, empty room at the hospital, curled up in a trembling ball on the icy floor, and he was crouched in front of me, speaking in gentle whispers.

      “Luna, do you know why I’m here? I’m taking you away from this place.”

      His hand grazed my shoulder then, but I didn’t jerk away from his touch—not like I have with every other person who has tried to get close to me since the incidents began. I wasn’t sure what, but there was something about him—something that set him apart from the other doctors who had long since cast me off as a lost cause unworthy of their time or attention. A patient incapable of being helped. That something made me want to trust him.

      When I asked him why he wanted to help me, he answered with only three words.

      “Because you’re special.”

      Special. That word rings again in my head, although I still don’t know what he meant by it. If by special, he meant completely deranged, then sure. I’m definitely special, all right.

      The light indicating for everyone to keep their seat belts fastened abruptly shuts off with a resounding ding, and in a flurry of movement, the passengers on the plane all climb to their feet, preparing to disembark. My chaperone follows suit, yanking the faded blue backpack full of my few meager belongings from the overhead storage compartment.

      “Ready?” He gestures behind him, holding out his arm in the unoccupied space in the narrow aisle to keep it open for me.

      Despite the questions beating against the wall of my skull, I nod and reach out to take my bag from his hand, although I’m not sure I’m ready at all. Every moment since I left the hospital has been like some sort of bizarre dream that I’m sleepwalking my way through, only half aware of what’s happening. I can’t even remember stepping foot on this plane. Maybe I was drugged. It wouldn’t be the first time pharmaceuticals were shoved down my throat in the hope of suppressing whatever inner demons make me do the terrible things that I’ve done. By now, I’m used to feeling nothing, and that’s probably for the best. Every time I start feeling, I only end up having to face what I am.

      Dangerous.

      If I weren’t, I wouldn’t have been isolated in a padded room for the past year. Last I heard, the doctors hadn’t made any significant breakthroughs regarding my unhinged mental state, so why was I discharged from the ward? And why can’t I clearly remember agreeing to leave with this man or bring myself to question him about where he’s taking me?

      How can I be ready when I don’t know where I’m going?

      A strange wave of calm washes over me again, dulling my senses and easing my uncertainty and desire for answers, as well as pushing down the fear creeping to the surface like bile rising in my throat. Sedated, I silently trail the man off the plane, letting him guide my steps without question or hesitation like a dog on a leash. As we walk, my gaze drags across the shining white floors and seemingly endless walls of windows, glancing anywhere but at the people around me. I already know what I’ll find on their faces. How normal they’ll look, their eyes unburdened by guilt.

      How I wish I could know what that feels like.

      The corridors we progress through are muggy and hot, even with the air conditioners thrumming on full blast through the airport. When we finally reach the line for border control, the heat in the room becomes sweltering as dozens of bodies press in close on each side of us, encroaching on my much-needed personal space. Perspiration beads along my skin, sticking my hair to the back of my neck and drenching my T-shirt and jeans with sweat. God, what I wouldn’t give for a shower.

      My fingers fumble with the blonde locks that now feel like a heavy curtain draped across my back, bundling them on top of my head and holding them there as I let out a breath. As if reading my thoughts, my chaperone offers me a rubber band to tie my hair up.

      At the hospital, we weren’t allowed simple luxuries like hair elastics. Most of the residents had their hair shorn short to avoid them finding unique ways to use it as a weapon to harm themselves or others. My own golden tresses were left alone, thankfully, but I know that’s only because none of the staff wanted to risk becoming my next victim by forcibly shaving my head.

      What the doctors failed to understand is that I never wanted to hurt anyone. The incidents… They just sort of happened—like the madness was leaking out of my body and simply latched onto the first available target. I couldn’t stop the demons from lashing out, no matter how hard I tried to keep them at bay.

      The people who get close to me always suffer.

      I fling my hair into a ponytail as the line inches forward one trudging step at a time. With every passing moment, my racing heart picks up speed until my pulse is throbbing in my veins like a physical presence trying to break out of my flesh. When I inhale, the dank air—filled with the chaotic hum of dozens of voices all speaking over each other in different languages—presses down on my lungs, suffocating my already irregular breaths and making me feel even more out of place.

      Closing my eyes, I breathe in through my nose and out through my mouth like the counselor at the hospital taught me to do when things begin to get…overwhelming. I can’t recall the last time I was around so many people or cooped up in such a crowded space, and the pandemonium of it all is too much to endure. An irrepressible desire to be outside in the fresh air tickles across my skin like an itch.

      But then, that peculiar sense of calm courses through me again, and gradually my heart rate slows, and my breathing steadies to a normal pace. When my eyes flutter open, I’m surprised to find myself standing at the front of the line. Strange. I could’ve sworn we were much farther back. I peek up at the graceful form of the man beside me who grins when I meet his gaze, as if he somehow knows what I’m thinking.

      My lips part to speak, but he grabs my arm and escorts me forward before I can utter a word. Clamping my mouth shut, I let him lead me toward the immigration officer beckoning for us to approach her.

      The woman, an attractive middle-aged Egyptian wearing a burgundy hijab, holds out an expectant hand for our travel documents. The man offers them to her with an amiable smile.

      She glances at my companion’s passport first, and as she stamps it, I catch a brief glimpse of his name. Alaric Walsh.

      That’s right, I remember now. He introduced himself at the hospital.

      Another recollection breaks free from the fog in my head.

      “Are you a doctor?” I asked, looking him up and down with raised brows. He didn’t seem like the other doctors who had all tried and failed to help me since I was committed.

      “Yes,” he answered in a soothing voice. “But more than that, I’m a friend. You don’t belong here, Luna. These people don’t understand you.”

      “There’s a problem with these documents.” The immigration officer’s curt tone shakes my attention away from the memory. She looks at me, her expression stern. “I can see you have an entry visa, but without evidence of a return flight, I cannot admit you. There’s also the matter of your Letter of Consent… As you are a minor traveling internationally with an adult who is of no relation to you, it needs to be signed by your legal guardian. This hospital release form is not recognized consent.”

      My heart drops into my stomach at the thought of what this setback could mean for me. I don’t have a legal guardian who can permit me to travel. I’m a child of the state, and Dr. Walsh—“Call me Alaric,” I remember him saying now—was my one ticket to freedom from who knows how many more years in that padded room. If I can’t enter Alexandria as he intended, does that mean I’ll have to return to Maine or be admitted to some other psychiatric ward back in the States? And if I am allowed into Egypt as planned, what alternative awaits me here?

      Which path should I be more afraid of?

      Either way, I know one thing for certain. I would rather die than go back to a hospital, and if it comes down to the choice between freedom or captivity, I’ll make a break for it. I’ll run as far and as fast as I can to avoid wasting away in a cage.

      “Please,” Alaric urges, placing his hand on the smooth, gleaming surface of the black counter. The mischievous glint in his gaze unnerves me. “Could you check the documents again?”

      Out of the corner of my eye, I notice his forefinger lift a few inches and hang there, suspended in the air, as if he’s pointing at something. His smile, which I had assumed was a permanent fixture, has vanished, leaving his lips set in a serious line.

      “That…” The immigration officer trails off, her dark brow furrowing in confusion. “That’s odd,” she continues after a pause. “I could’ve sworn it said⁠—”

      Alaric’s finger drops back to the counter. “As you can see, our documents are in order.”

      “Y-Yes.” The woman looks up at him with wide ocher eyes then directs her gaze back down to the bundle of documents laid out before her. In the space of a few seconds, her dubious expression melts into one of indifferent acceptance. “Of course,” she mutters, stamping the pages. “Welcome to Egypt, Mr. Walsh. I hope you and your daughter have a pleasant stay.”

      I balk at her casual—and wildly incorrect—statement.

      Daughter?

      Alaric’s careful smile returns as we slip away from the counter and continue past the luggage carousel, through customs, and finally toward the exit, following the overhead signs written in English and Arabic to sweet liberation from the stifling confines of the crowded building. The sliding doors swish open at our approach, welcoming us into the dry morning heat. Although there’s no breeze, a faint salty aroma hangs in the air, indicating that we’re close to the water.

      Excitement buzzes through me. I’ve never seen the sea in person before.

      The minutes pass by without either of us speaking as we stand at the taxi rank outside, waiting for the next available cab. Gradually—perhaps thanks to the fresh air in my lungs—that curious fog lifts off my brain. As it fades, freeing me of that invisible restraint, I blurt out, “Why did she suddenly think I’m your daughter?” My stomach twists at the thought of a family—the one thing I’ve never had the luxury of and can’t imagine ever having. As much as I crave a father, this man is a stranger to me, so him feigning the part has me flustered, regardless of how kind he’s been since we met. The mere notion of it doesn’t make any sense either. Alaric doesn’t look remotely old enough to be the parent of a seventeen-year-old—a fact the immigration officer should have noted.

      A thousand other questions spiral through my head, but I’m too afraid to ask them. Asking questions never did anything good for me. Silence was always safest around doctors and social workers, even though they were meant to protect me.

      “A simple mistake, I’m sure.” His tone is innocent, but he keeps his eyes fixed ahead on the bright yellow horizon, avoiding my questioning gaze.

      “I’m not buying that,” I force out, despite my reservations. “She had two reasons for refusing to admit me, and one simple ask from you and she swung the gates of Egypt wide open.”

      Maybe Alaric does magic tricks as a hobby or side gig to make extra money. From what I’ve heard, illusionists are good at sleight of hand. Why else would the immigration officer let me through after stating my documents weren’t in order unless she thought she read the provided information wrong? Which Alaric and I both know she didn’t.

      He considers me for a moment, averting his gaze when a battered black and yellow taxi approaches. As it rolls up beside us, he opens the back door and offers me a nonchalant shrug. “Let’s just say I used my incredible powers of persuasion.”

      I climb into the taxi and sink into the seat with his cryptic answer swirling through my brain. Alaric slides into the backseat next to me, slamming the door shut behind him. “Serapeum, min fadlik,” he instructs the driver.

      The man in front of me, who smells strongly of tobacco and garlic, grunts and takes off at a breakneck speed that sends my stomach lurching.

      Stewing in my own confusion and annoyance at Alaric’s lack of a proper answer, I stare out the window, watching the city—a mesh of ancient and modern—whip past in a dizzying, sand-colored blur. Occasionally, I spot the Mediterranean Sea peeking back at me through the staggered gaps in the buildings, but it, too, flashes by before I can get a good look at the sparkling surface reflecting the sun. Disappointment rises in me, extinguishing what little excitement had managed to break through my shroud of doubt and unease. Nothing new there. My life has been a constant shift from one place to another like I’m nothing more than a piece on a chessboard—a pawn surrendered to an invisible enemy in a game I never asked to play. Why should my move here be any different? I’ve never had any say in what happens to me, which is why I don’t waste my breath questioning these things anymore. Others will always dictate my fate.

      But what fate does Alaric have planned for me? And why did he let that lady believe I’m his daughter?

      I roll my teeth over my lower lip, considering the nagging thought biting at me like a mosquito in the heavy heat of the summers in New England. “Back at the hospital…you said they didn’t understand me.” Although I don’t turn to look at Alaric, I can sense his perceptive eyes watching me.

      “Few can.”

      “Because I’m crazy?” My voice catches on that word. I’ve always hated it. I hate how it’s come to define who I am.

      Warm fingers wrap around my shoulder, comforting me much like the same action did two days ago when we met—the bright-eyed doctor and the broken girl.

      “You aren’t crazy, Luna. You just don’t know what you are.”

      What I am?

      This question scratches at the seam of my lips, but I can’t find the courage inside me to ask it. My voice wobbles when another thought pushes through in its place. A dangerous thought. A thought that terrifies me to my core. “Where are you taking me?”

      “Someplace where you will be among others like you. Someplace where you will be safe.”

      Safe from what? From myself?

      Nausea churns my stomach as I gauge the deeper meaning behind his statement. “So, another hospital,” I realize with dread.

      His soft voice fills my ears as his slender fingers squeeze my shoulder again. “No, not another hospital,” he promises.

      The cab comes to a screeching halt, throwing me forward. The seat belt locks, and I wince when the rough fabric strains against my chest, cutting into my neck. Beside me, Alaric’s posture is poised and eerily still, as if the sudden stop hasn’t had an effect on him.

      “We’re here,” he says in a buoyant tone, offering me an encouraging smile.

      My brows knit together as I glance between his bright, joyous expression and the mound of rubble waiting outside. The only elements still intact that I can see from the taxi are a statue of a sphinx and a random pillar, but even those don’t provide any clues or context that would suggest this could possibly be our destination.

      I wrinkle my nose. “These are ruins. There’s nothing here.”

      With a low chuckle, Alaric pushes open the door. “Just because you can’t see something doesn’t mean it isn’t there. Come on.”

      He slides out of the taxi, and I follow closely behind despite my hesitation, standing off to one side of the road as he pays the driver, who takes off in a burst of speed a moment later without a second glance back at us. When Alaric appears beside me, I narrow my eyes at him, trying to figure out what he’s up to and whether or not I should be afraid. He laughs again at the disgruntled look on my face.

      “Now…” He leans in until his mouth is right next to my ear. “Look closely. See beyond the ruins before you. Only then will you understand why we’re here.”

      I cock an eyebrow, unsure what he means. “See beyond?”

      See beyond it how?

      “Just trust me,” he murmurs, his tone pleading.

      With a sigh, I relax my shoulders, relenting. Focusing, I skim my gaze across every rock and every broken stretch of wall. As I take it all in, the air in front of me ripples, warping like a mirage in the heat until the ruins before me vanish behind the distortion. In their place stands a magnificent cream and gold-colored building towering at least one hundred feet above me—a conglomerate of pillars, decorative arches, and domes, which cripple the surrounding landscape with their beauty.

      I stumble back in awe and trip over a rock, the ground rushing upward to meet me. Alaric catches me with a hand on my arm before I land flat on my ass. “How did you do that?” I gasp.

      Smirking, he sets me back on my feet before proceeding up the staircase where only moments ago there was nothing but sand. He pauses halfway up the steps to glance back at me. “I didn’t unmask it. You did, Luna. You just had to want to see it.”

      “See what? What is this place?”

      The amber eyes watching me flick upward toward the ornate doors at the top of the staircase. “A school. For special people like you.”

      There’s that word again.

      “Special how?” What are you talking about? I want to scream. A school for what? My hands ball into fists at my sides, my palms hot and slick with sweat. The one question I couldn’t bring myself to ask before tumbles from my quivering lips in a whisper. “What am I?”

      Alaric gives me a careful smile then turns, continuing his slow ascent up the stairs. As the doors at the top swing open at his arrival, his voice echoes down the slope of steps and burrows in my ears, touching the deepest depths of my soul, like a hand carefully shaking me awake from a dream.

      Disbelief ignites in my gut like a flame as a single word sets my world on fire.

      “Nephilim.”
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      The clean scent of citrus trees in full bloom surrounds me as I stroll through the lush Hanging Gardens. I’ve always loved the Gardens. The jewel-bright colors both stimulate and soothe my senses. I wander here when I need a break from my friends or my latest hookup. Or when I’ve been surrounded by humans and their special brand of chaos and need to recharge.

      The Tower of Babel looms over the scattered ruins. To the human eye, Babylon is nothing more than a rotting husk from an ancient civilization adjacent to Hilla, a small city never able to achieve the wonders of Babylonia. Archaeologists constructed a fake gate of Ishtar for tourists, even though the real gate stands next to it, flawless in its navy-blue beauty, although invisible to the mortal eye. Its alternating rows of bulls and dragons are etched with breathtaking detail. The one they display in a mortal museum is a well-crafted copy. I never grow tired of looking at the real one, this stunning ode to the goddess of love and war made by human hands.

      Carefully concealed with angelic magic, the Tower has been preserved, perfect and untouched by time, along with other parts of the city. Like a handful of other ancient sites around the world, it houses one of the seven academies for Dark Nephilim, children of the Fallen bloodlines.

      The midday sun floods the Gardens with heat, despite the pools of water nurturing the fruit trees. I step out of a puddle of shade into bright sunshine, my bronze skin absorbing the rays. With a lazy hand, I push back my black hair. It’s grown a bit shaggy, but I find that women like to run their hands through it. And shit, I like it a little messy. What’s the point of being a rebel if you don’t enjoy looking the part?

      A stunning woman captures my attention in a grove of trees to my left. She stretches her long-limbed figure to pluck a tangerine from a branch. Her white dress clings to dangerous curves. I stop, giving her a wary stare. Her presence here can’t be a coincidence. Damn it.

      Ishtar turns toward me, her scarlet lips curving into a slow smile that makes me want to step back. To mortal eyes, she appears as the epitome of seduction. But she hasn’t earned her immortal reputation as a goddess of love and war by accident. She is the academy’s professor of persuasion, teaching the Dark students how to wield their mental powers with precision and responsibility—although she does that last part begrudgingly. Even she has to follow the rules.

      Raising my hand in a brief salute, I hope to pass her by. As a first generation Nephilim, Ishtar’s power is strong. She’s almost achieved immortality through her Fallen blood—almost. It may take another thousand years but she’ll die. A fact I know that she resents. Hell, I resent it, too. My father was a second generation Nephilim and my mother human. Although my powers rival a second generation’s, I’m a third. That means I’ll live a long damn time, but I won’t get forever. Despite all the power I possess, I’ll eventually wither and die just like my mother.

      “Darling Caleb,” Ishtar calls to me, voice husky and sweet. I shiver at the sound and the way it kisses my skin. I hate that she can affect me, but she affects everyone, so I don’t feel like too much of a chump. “I’ll walk with you. I’m ready to return, anyway.”

      I pause, like the obedient student I am. Well, the Dark teachers don’t encourage blind obedience, but they do demand respect. And only a fool disrespects Ishtar. I offer her a warm smile.

      “It’s always a delight to be in your company,” I say as she draws up beside me.

      She’s chosen Babylonian-style attire today, the gauzy white fabric of her dress draped and folded around her lush figure, and held securely at one shoulder with a beaten gold pin, emphasizing the time period in which she flourished.

      “Liar,” she scolds, musical voice teasing as she slips her hand into the crook of my proffered arm. “I make you want to piss yourself.”

      I scowl. “No one but Lucifer could make me piss myself.” Then I give her a genuine grin. “But you come pretty damn close.”

      A surprised laugh escapes her lips. “To compare me to the Morningstar is a compliment indeed.” Her onyx eyes search mine, her brown skin gleaming in the strong sun. Her blue-black hair cascades down her back in gentle waves. “You’ve been to see your mother?”

      I stiffen. Her question is innocent enough, but I know she disapproves. Not that I give a shit. She may be a badass bitch, but even she doesn’t get to interfere in my relationship with my mom.

      “New York was fun,” I reply, keeping my pace steady. “Mom’s got a new job. And Queens is surprisingly cool. So many gorgeous ladies to play with.” And play I did.

      “Practice your mind tricks, did you?” Ishtar asks, amused.

      “No, I don’t need mind tricks to get laid. I’m a smokeshow. And like all the Darks, I believe in free will. Human or not, I’m not robbing anyone of theirs.” My anger overrides my respect and cautious fear of the woman beside me for a moment.

      Instead of the rebuke I expect, she pats my hand. “Spoken like a true Dark. I may hate the rules preventing me from showing the world how truly powerful I am, from keeping me from ruling over these lesser mortals, but to rob someone of their choice is to go against everything the Fallen stand for.”

      Not that we Darks aren’t above manipulating human minds when we need to—like when mortals see something they shouldn’t. And I know some feel it’s fair game to mess with humans when it doesn’t directly involve them. That’s a fine line that will lead to punishment if you land on the wrong side, though. And punishment sucks. Yeah, I heal fast, but it still doesn’t mean broken bones feel good. Or the lash of a whip.

      And of course, it’s always fun to play with the Lights. Stuck-up assholes.

      I’m beginning to relax when Ishtar says, “When are you going to give up this unhealthy relationship with your mother?”

      I bite my lip hard, straining not to resort to violence. I could get some good jabs in, make her bleed, but in the end, she’d break my spine to teach me a lesson. I glare at her. She’s tall, but at a couple inches over six feet, I’m taller.

      “Never,” I say flatly. “I love her. She took care of me when my dad didn’t give a shit. He was happy to play and then just ran off. I’m not going to abandon her.” Mom knew exactly who she was raising, and instead of dumping me in the nearest orphanage because she couldn’t handle it, she loved me. She prepared me. And when the Dark Nephilim came to take me to my primary academy, she let them. Not because she didn’t care, but because she knew it was best for me.

      “She’ll die long before you. Don’t you want to spare yourself pain?” Ishtar counters. “This attachment anchors you too strongly to the mortal world.”

      My laugh is bitter. “I’m part mortal and so are you.” Her eyes cut into me and I flinch, but continue, “I’m anchored whether I like it or not.”

      She digs sharp nails into my arm and jerks my chin down to meet her eyes with her free hand. Her black eyes are fierce. “You’re better than humans. Remember that. We’re better.”

      “I like humans,” I say and it’s the truth. I love their messiness and their creativity. I even love their pain. They’re like mayflies, trying to make the most of their short lives.

      We resume walking and Ishtar snorts. “I like them, too, but they’re not my equals. Never forget that you’re superior to them, no matter how much they amuse you. Remember your bloodline.”

      “As if I could forget,” I say, resentful. I never forget my bloodline.

      Alexander the Great. My grandfather. He’s also a first generation Dark Nephilim. After he tried to conquer the world, the Lights entombed him somewhere. Since he’s like Ishtar, he would still be alive. But we brokered a truce with the Lights to avoid another war, and he’s not coming back. That’s what you get when you try to take over the world and go against the original agreement between the angels and the Fallen. Alexander had a good run, though, he almost made it. I wish I knew him. Maybe he wouldn’t be a dick like my dad.

      We walk past the stone lion tourists flock to. There are a couple of them out this morning, although with the political situation in Iraq, they’re rare. Ishtar and I remain invisible to their eyes with a simple illusion that renders us as nothing more than part of the landscape. The lion stands tall and proud, and I trail my fingers over the smooth rock.

      The Tower sprouts up ahead, shaped like a round, tiered cake built of fired brick that grows narrower as it reaches for the heavens. The masonry work is intricate, the carvings detailed. It’s a stunning achievement, even if it is Nimrod’s middle finger to the Creator. Nimrod might be a first generation Dark Nephilim, but he’s also a bit of an asshole.

      Ishtar speaks again, breaking our silence. “As you might already know, tensions are running high between us and our Light brethren.”

      I chuckle. “Aren’t tensions always high between us and those goody-goody pricks?”

      She arches an imperious brow. “This is different, Caleb. Some of us tire of hiding. We’ve chosen Earth as home, and we’d like to be completely free here.”

      I look at her, slightly alarmed. Yeah, total freedom sounds like a blast. To be able to show my powers and just walk around letting it all hang out, but I don’t like the idea of humans getting hurt. My mom getting hurt. And if the Lights and Darks go to war, that’s what will come out of it.

      “What’s happened?” I demand. I was only gone for two weeks. Did my entire world go to shit in that time?

      Ishtar’s smile is sly. “Nothing. Yet.”

      My unease grows as we climb stone steps worn smooth by thousands of years and thousands of pairs of feet.

      “I hope you understand that I’d never condone harming humans,” she says, and my brow raises. “They serve their purpose, and they are endlessly entertaining, but despite all their advancements, they’re still like children. Greedy, only thinking of the now. Gold and war and destruction. Look at what they’ve done to their own lands?” She makes a sweeping gesture with an elegant hand.

      Beyond our little oasis is a region torn by years of war and strife and terror. I can’t argue with that, so I remain silent, waiting for her to get to the point. My gut churns.

      She tosses her silky mane back, and I catch a whiff of honeysuckle. It’s intoxicating like her, but she’s too scary to ever let my mind wander down that path. She’d eat me for breakfast and pick her teeth with my bones.

      And though you’d have to drive a spike in her eye to get her to admit it, I think Ishtar is still hung up on that Light jerk, Gilgamesh. I was accidentally in a room with them once, and the pheromones were flying so fast, even I wanted to smoke a cigarette.

      “We were made to rule them,” Ishtar continues, bringing me back to the here and now with a hard bump to my shoulder. “They need a firm hand to show them their folly. We could stop this foolish hiding, take our rightful place as lords of the Earth, and all prosper.”

      “That’s a great dream, but the Lights won’t ever agree to that. You’re talking war. How do you plan to win without killing half the planet?” Shit, humans have no issue offing themselves now in conflicts. I can’t imagine a global-wide slaughter. No matter how appealing freedom is.

      Her smile turns triumphant. “Alexander the Great.”

      The enormous wood doors before us swing open of their own accord, spanning at least two-stories high, and the ringing voices and bustle of the academy spill out around us, but I might as well be deaf to it, my attention wholly focused on the goddess next to me.

      I sneer. “Um, isn’t he entombed somewhere, trapped, basically rotting away until death pays him a visit? I don’t think he’s going to win this one for us.”

      Rage shivers along the corners of her mouth, and it takes everything in me not to step back. Okay, so I might have been too much of a dick with that statement, but I get tired of bitter Darks talking about waging a war against the Lights. And yeah, if Alexander were around, he might succeed—he almost did before. But he’s not.

      Ishtar snarls, “Foolish child! Do you think you know everything? In your eighteen years, have you accumulated the wisdom I possess? Do you proclaim to know more than me?”

      Each statement is like a slap I deserve. A few Nephilim exit the cavernous doorway, giving us a wide berth, as if they can smell the tension. I ignore them as does the furious woman staring me down, eyes like chipped stone. Without thinking, I move into a defensive stance, setting my feet wider apart. If she comes after me, I’ll be ready.

      I keep my voice calm as I say, “No, I don’t claim to know shit, but I’ve been told my whole life that my grandfather is lost to us. You’ve told me that.”

      Her face shutters, the rage vanishes, and she shrugs. “I have the wisdom to admit I was wrong.”

      I startle, my own anger subsiding. “What do you mean you were wrong?”

      Ishtar reaches for me again, slipping her warm hand back through the crook of my arm. We cross the threshold into the cool interior of the Tower. It’s crowded here, the ground level housing classes for first-year students as well as the administration offices. The ancient architecture has received an update with some creature comforts and modern technology, but the ornate style is still stamped on everything.

      Narrow, tall, arched windows allow sunlight to spill over the gray marble floor shot through with silver veins. Just like the rings of a tree, the first ring around the academy is a wide corridor with doors leading into the second ring, where classrooms are found, and the administration offices await in the third ring. The surface of the stone walls are painted a bright blue with mythical creatures marching in rows across its surface. Above the painted wall runs a stone relief, carved in meticulous detail, depicting the Fall and the war between the angels.

      My brow arches as I wait for Ishtar to continue when she surprises me yet again. “The Lights have suggested an exchange program to help ease the tensions between our people and bridge a better understanding of each other.”

      My mind spins as I stare at her, confused. “What? An exchange program?”

      Ishtar nods, a slow and satisfied grin curving her lips. “Yes, a Dark Nephilim will spend a year at a Light Nephilim school. We get to choose the school and the student, of course. And Asmodeus has already approved my selection.”

      A sinking feeling drags at the pit of my stomach. Although I already know the answer, I ask, “And who’s the sucker you’ve chosen?”

      Genuine mirth colors her laugh. “You do have a unique way of describing a wonderful opportunity, lovely boy.”

      “Getting treated like shit by a bunch of stuck-up Lights is an opportunity? Pass.”

      Her black gaze clashes with mine, and I still at the predatory gleam reflected there. “You’ll not only embrace this opportunity, child, you’ll thank me for it.”

      I scowl, both dreading and anticipating her answer. “Why?”

      “Because I’m sending you to the academy at Alexandria, and guess who we’ve discovered is imprisoned deep within the bowels of the Serapeum?”

      “Alexander,” I breathe, stunned.

      “Yes, and you’re going to help us free him.”
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      My eyes lock on Alaric’s back, his tall figure enveloped by that peculiar golden glow that seems to descend from the cloudless sky and wrap around his lithe body. As he steps through the doors, which hang open to welcome us, the answer he gave me vibrates through my head.

      “Nephilim.”

      A few years before I was committed, I took a History of Religion class at a Catholic school I was enrolled in during a brief stint with a foster family in Boston. My guardians at the time thought force-feeding me Bible verses would help to suppress my inner demons, like some weird, new-age exorcism. Unlike with the other classes I had to take at that school—and at every other school I ever attended—everything the teacher told us resonated with me like I had heard it somewhere before, a distant memory I couldn’t quite bring into focus. My teacher’s lessons plunged me into a constant state of déjà vu, and yet I couldn’t explain my fascination with the subject matter.

      Especially any part about angels.

      From what I remember, the Nephilim were the offspring of angels and humans and were viewed as an abomination by God. But rather than punish the angels for their deviancy, God chose to punish the humans by inflicting them with the worst penalty He could think of.

      Mortality.

      Or so the stories said. I never had cause to believe any of it was true…until now.

      But do I believe it, even after what I’ve just seen? Maybe this is all a fantasy I’ve concocted, and the reality is that I’m still at the hospital, living out some grand delusion in my head from the confines of my padded cell. That’s the only explanation that makes any sense.

      Alaric disappears into the depths of the school, and the imposing doors remain open behind him, as if urging me to follow. The soles of my worn sneakers smack against the cream-colored stone as I race up the wide steps after him.

      At the top of the stairs, my feet slow to a stop, and my eyes crawl over the towering entryway. The gilded doors, which stand several stories high, are decorated with protruding shapes depicting an image of angels engaging in battle. Carved clouds separate them into two groups—one above and the other below—and every angel wields a weapon as the world beneath them is consumed by an eddy of swirls my gut tells me is fire.

      I glance at each of the angels in turn, but my attention is drawn to one face more than the others. The beauty of the Fallen angel emanates from the shimmering golden surface, and for a moment, I’m hypnotized by his gaze, which looks up at the heavens with rage and remorse. The pain driving his actions seems to leak from the metal, tempting my fingertips to touch his sculpted cheekbones. As my skin grazes the hard interpretation of his, there’s a split second where I almost understand what he’s feeling.

      A gasp parts my lips as the echo of receding footsteps reaches for me through the still open doorway, dragging my thoughts back to my pursuit of Alaric. A long hallway with a high, vaulted ceiling stretches before me, and at the distant end, I spot him.

      “Wait!” I yell out, sprinting over the threshold. My hurried steps resound off pristine white tiles cut through with streaks of gold that sparkle in the midday sun filtering in through the narrow stained glass windows lining the walls. The panes channel the light into starbursts of color on the floor. As I race forward, closing the distance between us, I catch glimpses of the statues situated on each side of the path. Seven made of white marble on my right, seven made of black on my left—facing one another across the wide path like opposing chess pieces. Fourteen in total. The statues are angels, some male, others female, but they’re all vastly different in their portrayal, with such incredible detail I can’t help wondering if they represent real people.

      Not people. Angels, I correct myself. Assuming what Alaric has said about this place is true, and I haven’t jumped off the metaphorical cliff into full-blown hallucinations.

      Alaric glances back over his shoulder and smiles at me with a look that suggests he knew I wouldn’t be able to resist following him. He waits patiently at the far end of the corridor, allowing me a chance to catch up.

      Once I’m standing beside him, my natural tendency to not question anything in my life fades away. To hell with keeping quiet. None of this, from why I’m here to the mere existence of this place, makes any sense, once again forcing me to doubt if I’m not actually back in the hospital and all of this is just some figment of my imagination. I’m not sure which I’d prefer—the comforting but disappointing notion that I’m normal but crazy or the idea that there’s something more to what I am. That, although my entire life might be a lie, there’s also some answer as to why I’ve done the horrible things I’ve done.

      “This is…all…some sort…of joke…right?” Every word escapes me in a pant as I bend over, my hands on my knees, out of breath. Spending a year in a psychiatric ward certainly hasn’t done me any favors with fitness. “You don’t…really think…I’m a⁠—”

      He shakes his head. “I think nothing, Luna. I know. Just like I knew from the second I saw you that you weren’t disturbed like all those ignorant mortals believe.”

      “Mortals?” I straighten, arching a dubious brow at him as a choked laugh escapes me. “You say that like you aren’t one.”

      An amused, crooked grin forms an endearing dimple in his left cheek. “Half actually. Like all our Nephilim brethren unless we want to get technical with percentages. Our life spans only differ depending on what generation we are. The more diluted the blood, the weaker the ancestral link, and the farther from immortality one is. Of course, anyone with angelic blood will still portray powers. It’s merely the strength and lifespan that will differ.”

      I draw in a faltering breath then push it out through my nose. “Is this some kind of weird test to check my mental state or something? You’re not making any sense.”

      “With time, everything will,” he assures me with a chuckle. “Right now, you’re in shock, and your body is coming down off the Calm. It’s to be expected that this would all seem disorienting.”

      More like batshit crazy.

      I’m debating whether Alaric is as off-his-rocker-bonkers as I am, but I keep those thoughts in check. Clearly, this guy believes what he’s spewing.

      “Calm?” I ask, wariness creeping into my voice.

      Alaric averts his gaze and gestures toward a steepled wooden door behind his right shoulder. Beyond it lies a manicured courtyard filled with species of flowers I’ve never seen before in my life, in person or in any book. Petals of glimmering gold and silver surround us while others burn with the flaming color of fire. I take it all in as we walk side by side, staying under the cover of the encompassing cloister.

      Several moments pass before Alaric breaks the silence. “When we landed in Alexandria, did you feel peculiar at all? As if you’d been asleep for a while and like everything was sort of hazy?”

      I think back to when I woke up on the plane, remembering how fuzzy my memories of the previous two days were, and how everything felt like some sort of strange dream I was wading my way through, as if I was waist deep in muddy water. It wasn’t the first time I’d experienced such a sensation given how medicated I was at the hospital, and yet, the apprehension that normally went hand in hand with the experience wasn’t there this time. Despite the disorientation that muddled my head during the journey here, I wasn’t afraid, even though the logical side of me kept insisting I should be. The worst I felt was a grating uncertainty.

      “That’s called Calm,” he explains, clamping a hand on my shoulder. “It helps make the transition process to an academy less daunting for new students, especially those who’ve had no previous experience being around other Nephilim or were raised to believe they were human, like yourself. It takes away that initial fear. This is, after all, quite the revelation, and yet, it’s not as surprising to you as it should be, is it?”

      My mouth opens and closes again. He’s…not wrong. If he had told me all of this back at the hospital, I probably would’ve thought he was as crazy as I am. But now, with that instinctual terror and doubt stripped away, I’m not finding what he’s said as inconceivable as I should. Could it really be possible? Could I be a Nephilim? Or am I so desperate for an answer to explain why I am the way I am that I’ll believe anything at this point?

      I shake my head. Good intentions or not, I can’t ignore the sting of betrayal I feel at his words. “So, you drugged me?”

      Shrugging away from his touch, I stop walking and stare up at him, the accusation written all over my face. He’s been kind, and because of that, I wanted to believe he was different. I needed to believe he wasn’t like all the doctors who viewed shoving pills down my throat as the only cure for my condition…whatever the hell that is. I don’t know anything for sure anymore.

      “No,” he murmurs, “but I understand why you’d think that. It’s more like I used my powers of persuasion to alleviate any worries or anxieties you had.”

      It occurs to me this is the second time he’s used that phrase: “powers of persuasion.”

      “Like how you made that woman at border control think I’m your daughter?” I knew he did something to convince the immigration officer to let us pass. I just didn’t know what, or how exactly, he managed to do it.

      He nods. “Just like that. I can make others see what I want them to see, and I can make them feel whatever I want them to feel. All Nephilim have their own special abilities. Those happen to be some of mine.”

      His words tumble through my thoughts as I consider the idea of what he’s explaining to me. Every syllable presses against the walls of my brain, offering only one explanation I’m able to process.

      “So…it is like magic.” My suspicion that he dabbled in tricks of illusion wasn’t too far off track after all.

      Alaric chuckles. “Something like that. In time, you’ll discover how it works for yourself.”

      He turns and carries on down the stone path, past rows of vibrantly colored flowers and manicured shrubbery. I watch him go, debating if I should follow. Wondering if I even have a choice in the matter.

      Pausing at the turn ahead where the cobbled walkway veers off to the right, Alaric waves a hand in beckoning. “Come. There’s someone here you should meet.”

      My chest swells with doubt, but behind it, I sense an overriding calm that I now know Alaric planted there for…what, exactly? To make me believe him? To help with my integration here? To make sure I wouldn’t have another outburst that could endanger someone like what happened with my last foster family and the countless others before them? To avoid a repeat of my past incidents? Considering where Alaric found me, he must know that much about my life.

      The thought of my past surfaces in the back of my mind, but I push it away before it can choke me. If only Alaric could take away those dark memories, then I’d accept his weird sorcery, no questions asked. Who knows, maybe this place could teach me how to do that. He said it himself—all Nephilim have their own special power.

      Maybe mine could help me forget.

      Driven by that hope, I trail Alaric through the cloister into a long-stretching corridor of an adjacent building. At least half a dozen wooden doors branch off from this hallway into what I assume must be classrooms. The bits and pieces I catch from the booming voices on the other side of each one confirm that suspicion.

      Ornate, carved pillars stand at the end of the passage, framing a set of glass doors leading into what appears to be a surprisingly modern administration office given the aesthetic of the rest of this place. Considering how many times I’ve transferred schools, I’ve gotten a vibe for what these offices look like—even if this academy exceeds all expectations of what I’ve come to expect from even the stuffiest private establishment.

      A woman with gleaming chestnut hair twisted into a fashionable braid smiles as we step into the office. Like Alaric, a golden light outlines her body.

      “Morning, Evangeline. Is she in?” Alaric jerks his thumb toward a black door in the corner bearing a silver crest of a G in the middle of a shield with wings extended out to each side. Inscribed into the wood around the emblem are tiny feathers, which seem to drift to the floor.

      The woman behind the desk—Evangeline—beams up at Alaric with longing in her sapphire eyes. A faint blush stains her cheeks, coloring them a flattering shade of pink as she practically sings, “She sure is.”

      I cast a sidelong glance at Alaric, wondering if he notices how obviously in love with him this woman is. I’ve been locked up for the past year and suck at even the most basic social encounter, and even I’m able to see it.

      “Great.” Pressing a hand to my back, he crosses the office, guiding me toward the black door. The fingers of his free hand curl into a fist as he raps his knuckles three times against the polished, dark wood.

      From the other side, I hear a muffled, “Enter.”

      Alaric inches open the door and pokes his head through the gap. “Headmistress.”

      “Ah, Alaric,” a coy feminine voice says. “I was wondering when you’d turn up again. What news from the outside world?”

      “I actually have a new student for you.” He pushes the door open the rest of the way to reveal a pristine, spacious office. The furnishings are elegant but sparse—clean and organized with everything in its rightful place—and in the middle of the floor stands a large, wooden desk lined with gold trim, just like everything else I’ve seen here. Behind the desk, a youthful woman stares at me with wide brown eyes so dark they almost appear black. Only when the light from the window catches her face do I notice the caramel tint to her irises.

      “Luna,” Alaric continues as the woman rises from her seat, “this is Gabriel. She’s the headmistress of this academy.”

      Gabriel? As in the angel from the Bible?

      I gape in disbelief at the statuesque woman before me, my eyes trailing from her long, ebony hair to the light burning across her ivory skin like a sweeping mass of golden flames. Her features are severe, as if they’ve been cut from glass, but she’s beautiful—more stunning and regal than anyone I’ve ever seen before in my life. She reminds me of the statues I glimpsed in the entry hall, and despite the fact that she’s likely been around longer than the entirety of the human race, she looks to be no older than her late twenties, trapped forever in eternal youth.

      I stare at her, unable to tear my gaze away even as her brilliance sears into my retinas. How anyone can stand to look at her blinding radiance for more than a few seconds is baffling.

      The flutter in my stomach only grows wilder when she takes a step toward me.

      “H-Hi,” I stammer, unsure what else to say. How are you meant to greet a renowned angel who’s been alive for thousands of years?

      Her lips pinch into a tight, reserved smile—an expression I’ve come to expect from school principals. “Welcome to Alexandria.” Her hawk-like eyes turn from my face to Alaric’s. “Alaric, may I have a word?”

      Gabriel struts toward the window on the right side of her office, which overlooks another lush, vibrant garden. After so long cooped up in my room at the hospital, I’m drawn to the idea of exploring the outdoor spaces offered at this school. Assuming I don’t mess things up, get expelled, and end up right back where I started.

      When Alaric approaches Gabriel, she grabs his arm and pulls him close to her side.

      “Where did you find her?” She says the words under her breath, but I hear every one as clearly as if I’m standing beside them and involved in their conversation instead of being the subject of it. Her gaze burns orange in the light streaming in through the window.

      “A psychiatric hospital for adolescents in Maine. Everything you need to know about her is in here.” Alaric opens his briefcase and hands Gabriel a large brown envelope containing my medical records, transcripts, and, if I had to guess, a detailed account of my incidents.

      “Just…be gentle with her,” he
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