
SINS OF THE SON

The Grigori Legacy Book One

Lydia M. Hawke

––––––––

Michem Publishing, Canada


Table of Contents

Title Page

Sins of the Son (Grigori Legacy, #2)

Prologue

Chapter One

Chapter Two

Chapter Three

Chapter Four

Chapter Five

Chapter Six

Chapter Seven

Chapter Eight

Chapter Nine

Chapter Ten

Chapter Eleven

Chapter Twelve

Chapter Thirteen

Chapter Fourteen

Chapter Fifteen

Chapter Sixteen

Chapter Seventeen

Chapter Eighteen

Chapter Nineteen

Chapter Twenty

Chapter Twenty-one

Chapter Twenty-two

Chapter Twenty-three

Chapter Twenty-four

Chapter Twenty-five

Chapter Twenty-six

Chapter Twenty-seven

Chapter Twenty-eight

Chapter Twenty-nine

Chapter Thirty

Chapter Thirty-one

Chapter Thirty-two

Chapter Thirty-three

Chapter Thirty-four

Chapter Thirty-five

Chapter Thirty-six

Chapter Thirty-seven

Chapter Thirty-eight

Chapter Thirty-nine

Chapter Forty

Chapter Forty-one

Chapter Forty-two

Chapter Forty-three

Chapter Forty-seven

Chapter Forty-eight

Chapter Forty-nine

Epilogue

Published by Michem Publishing,

Canada

This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents either are the sole product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously, and any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, business establishments, events, or locales is entirely coincidental.

SINS OF THE SON

December 2018

Copyright © 2018 by Michem Publishing

––––––––
[image: image]


Cover design by Kanaxa

Interior design by Draft2Digital

––––––––
[image: image]


All rights reserved.

No part of this book may be reproduced, scanned, or distributed in any printed or electronic form without permission. 

Purchase only authorized editions. For information or to obtain permission to excerpt portions of the text, please contact the author at lydia@lydiahawkebooks.com.

––––––––
[image: image]


ISBN: 9781999498030

MICHEM PUBLISHING

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

Prologue
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Five thousand years ago

“Do we have an agreement?” the One asked.

“You’re serious.” Lucifer turned from the window, a scowl etched between his brows and his eyes clouded with suspicion. “You would do this to your own son, burden him with this destiny.”

“We would do this to our son,” the One corrected, “because we have run out of other options. We both know the pact between us now won’t last forever. There are too many variables. And if we go to war again, it will never end. Think of it, Lucifer: you wish the annihilation of the mortals, I wish their survival. When the peace between us now comes to an end, let our son decide which of our wishes will be granted. Seth is equal parts each of us. Who better to decide which of us is right about the mortal race?”

Her former helpmeet’s scowl deepened. “How do I know I can trust you? How do I know you’ll abide by the agreement if he chooses against you?”

“Because I am the One,” she said simply. She met his gaze with an unflinching one of her own as his mouth drew almost imperceptibly tighter. She felt her heartbeat catch. For a moment, she wondered if he might have guessed at her secret. Then, deep within him, she sensed his desire to accept her words, his longing to believe her. She offered him a small smile.

Lucifer’s gaze flicked to the wall and then returned to her. He rocked back on his heels, hands tucked into his pockets.

“You’ve always said my mortal children are worthless,” she pressed, “and that there was no point to their existence. If you truly believe that, if you’re certain you’re right, then this is your chance to redeem your views. Our son, reborn into the mortal world as one of them, raised by them, living among them, growing to adulthood—and then, by his own choices, deciding their fate. If he chooses to live a life of good, to live up to his potential by mortal standards, then you acknowledge the inherent worth of all humans and withdraw fully from their realm. If he chooses otherwise, then I accept defeat. And if either of us does anything to interfere with him once the contract is signed, we forfeit. Do we have an agreement?”

“Forfeit how?”

“We accept defeat according to the terms.”

Nostrils flaring and jaw tight, Lucifer stared at her, hovering on the edge of decision. “And us?” he asked at last. “What of us?”

The One hesitated. She had anticipated this question and agonized over it for days before coming up with a response that might satisfy Lucifer without being a lie. Vague as the words were, however, they still proved difficult to utter. She straightened, finding resolve in the certainty that she did what was right. That it was the only way.

Then, without meeting his eye, she recited the words she had rehearsed. “One way or the other, my mortal children will no longer stand in our way.”

“That’s not much of an answer.”

“It is the best I can give. A great deal of betrayal has passed between us.”

“Betrayal on both sides.” Bitterness edged Lucifer’s words, and the One inclined her head, acknowledging his perspective without commenting on its truth—or lack thereof. Lucifer’s jaw hardened. “What is to stop me from breaking the pact now and triggering this agreement you propose? If the decision will be that final, perhaps we should just get it over with.”

“We could. But with an equal chance of Seth taking your path, are you willing to take the risk before you must? I don’t propose this as an alternative, Lucifer, but as a last possible resort.”

He stared at her for a long moment without speaking. Then, suddenly, hostility fell away to reveal raw agony shining from his eyes. “Is there any hope?” he asked. “Will you ever love me again? Can you?”

For long, aching moments, the One stared at him, her most beautiful of all creations, wrought from desire and longing and her own infinite capacity for love. She had not laid eyes on him since his departure from Heaven more than a thousand years before, had refused even to call his image to mind. So now, just for a heartbeat of their eternity, she allowed herself to study him. To remember all he had been, and to see all that he still was.

He stood before her, tall and fair, his eyes the pure, crystalline color of amethyst, his magnificent wings pulsing with a glow that had faded only slightly in the years apart from her. The One’s heart contracted in a spasm a hundred thousand times greater than his pain would ever be. Could ever be. Because even now, even after all he had done and all he had become, it seemed that light itself originated within him. Her light.

Lucifer, her Light-Bearer, stared back at her, waiting.

Another moment passed as she gathered the truth to her and brought to bear the strength she needed to speak it. And then she answered simply, “I never stopped.”

The hope she needed to inspire within him sparked at last in his eyes. He held her gaze a moment longer, and then crossed the room to the desk. He pulled the parchment toward him, plucked a feather from his wing, and dipped it into an ink pot. The scratch of quill tip against paper as he signed was loud in the silence that had fallen. He held the feather out to her.

“We have an agreement,” he said as she took it from him.

And with all her heart, the One wanted to believe him.
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Chapter One
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“Yo, Jarvis!”

Alexandra Jarvis lifted her forehead from the hand supporting it and peered over the jumble of files strewn across her desk. Fellow detective Raymond Joly stood in the doorway leading to the hallway and the elevators beyond, his enormous handlebar mustache covering the better part of his lower face. Was it just her, or did that thing keep getting bigger?

“You got company.” Joly jabbed his thumb toward the woman beside him before strolling away, coffee cup in hand.

Even before Alex’s gaze settled on her sister, she remembered. And winced. After three weeks of hedging, she’d finally given in and promised to meet Jen for an early lunch at—she shot a look at the clock above Jen’s head—half an hour ago. Great. The entire morning had dragged by in thirty-second increments, and somehow she’d still managed to lose track of time, giving her older sibling yet one more lecture topic.

Heaving a sigh, she climbed to her feet, grimacing at the stiffness of a body unaccustomed to week after week of desk duty. Three files slid off the pile, heading for the floor. Alex grabbed, missed, and with another sigh, stooped to retrieve the waterfall of paper.

Her sister arrived desk-side as she dropped the wayward files on top of the others.

“I think you’re losing.”

“I think I lost before I even started,” Alex replied. She’d known this lunch date was a bad idea. She and Jen had so little to say to one another these days, with both of them skirting the issue of what had happened. What might have happened. What Alex knew to be true and Jen preferred not to know at all.

Jen waved at the files. “What do they have you doing?”

“Cold cases. Making calls to see if anything new has turned up. Some of these go back thirty years, so you can imagine my success rate so far.” Alex grimaced. She paused, then added, “And you can see how far behind I am.”

“Are you trying to get out of lunch, by any chance?”

“I wouldn’t if I didn’t have so much—” She met her sister’s brown eyes and stopped. She couldn’t lie. Not to Jen. Not after what she’d put her sister through. And her niece. She swallowed. “I just don’t want to get into anything with you, that’s all.”

Jen lifted her chin. “And I don’t want to start anything, but you have to know I’m worried about you, Alex.” She crossed her arms and looked away, biting at her lip. “You haven’t been over to the house, you never call Nina...”

“I’m sorry, I’ve just been so busy with the insurance and the repairs and—” Again the lies stuck in Alex’s throat. Aware of far too many ears in the vicinity, she jerked her head toward the conference room. “Let’s go somewhere quieter.”

She led the way into the windowed room and closed the door behind them, then pasted a smile onto her face and turned to Jen. “So how is Nina, anyway?”

“You could call her yourself and ask.”

“Jen—”

Her sister sighed. “She’s okay. We found a great therapist and Nina seems to like her. She still won’t sleep alone, but the nightmares aren’t as frequent.”

“That’s good. I’m glad.”

It was good—and nothing short of miraculous, given that Nina had witnessed the mass murder of twenty-one people, seen a Fallen Angel in his demonic form, very nearly been driven to suicide by the experience, and then narrowly escaped the Fallen One’s clutches when he’d come after Alex. A shudder rippled through Alex at the stir of memories. She crossed her arms over herself and perched on the edge of the conference table. Not going there, Jarvis. Not now. Not with Jen watching.

“The real question is, how are you?” Jen asked, her gaze moving to the scar at Alex’s throat, then dropping to the three additional ridges slashed across her chest.

Alex tightened her arms against the urge to pull her blouse closed over the remains of the gashes that had so nearly ended her life. “Surviving.”

“Are you still seeing the department psychologist?”

“Not by choice”—Alex grimaced—“but yes. It’s force policy. Roberts tried to pull some strings, but he didn’t get far.”

Her staff inspector had been amazing, in fact, doing everything he could to have the usual post-traumatic-event evaluation waived for her. Roberts might not know exactly what had happened in Alex’s house the night she’d almost died, but the careful way he didn’t ask too much told Alex that he had his suspicions. And that, like Jen, he would rather not know.

Not about the reality of Heaven and Hell, or angels and demons, or the impending war between them. A war almost certain to wipe out humanity.

“Is it helping?” Jen asked. “Have you told him what happened?”

Alex snorted at the idea of confiding in the pompous, irritating Dr. Bell. He’d restricted her to desk duty just based on what little he did know. If she told him a fraction of what she carried around in her head these days, he’d slap her into a psych ward and throw away the key.

Well, you see, Doc, it turns out my soulmate is an angel and he’s been cast out of Heaven because he fell in love with me and killed his twin brother. That was the demon who tried to do me in, by the way, and the whole mess may well have triggered the Apocalypse, and...

Oh, yeah. She could just imagine how fast the department shrink would draw up those commitment papers. Alex squeezed her eyelids shut against the ache in her right temple, a dull throb that never quite went away. Another leftover from her near-fatal confrontation with Aramael’s twin. 

Opening her eyes, she met her sister’s frown. “Bell isn’t the confiding type.”

“Then ask for someone else. You need to talk to someone, Alex. I wish it could be me, but—” Jen broke off and looked away, her lips tight and her eyes suspiciously shiny.

“Hey.” Alex reached out and clasped her sister’s shoulders. “Would you stop? You have enough to worry about with Nina. I’m a big girl. Let me deal with my own issues, will you?”

“But that’s the problem, isn’t it? You’re not dealing with your issues. You’re just pretending they’re not there.”

Alex let her arms drop and curled her fingers over the edge of the table on either side of her. Knuckles aching, she stared at the light switch on the wall.

“If you can’t work with this Dr. Bell,” Jen said, “ask him to refer you. Or let me give you some names. You need to keep looking until you find someone you’re comfortable with. Someone who can help.”

Alex almost laughed at the idea any human being could help her deal with the kind of evil she had faced, the kind of evil that might be unleashed on the world. Except it wasn’t funny, and it wasn’t going to happen. She didn’t care what Jen or Bell or anyone said. Even if she could talk about the secrets she had come to know, she wouldn’t. Because when it came right down to it, she didn’t want to relive it. Didn’t want to think about any of it.

Not about Aramael, lost to her forever; not about Caim or a broken pact between Heaven and Hell; not about Heaven’s contingency plan or the Apocalypse waiting for humanity if that contingency plan failed. 

She slid off the table. “Look, Jen, I know you want to help, and I appreciate it. Really I do. But as much as you don’t want to talk about it, neither do I. Can we please just leave it at that?”

Jen stalked the length of the conference room. “No, Alex, we can’t just leave it at that, because you can’t continue like this. You’re stretched so thin right now I’m afraid you’ll fly apart if someone sneezes too close. And I can’t help!”

“Is that what’s bugging you? That you can’t fix me again?”

“I never fixed you in the first place,” Jen muttered.

“Because it was never your responsibility. What Mom did—what Mom was—” Alex swallowed and pressed on. “What happened was horrific, Jen, but it’s over. Done. We both survived. It’s time to stop trying to compensate for something that happened twenty-three years ago and wasn’t your fault to begin with.”

A tear slid down Jennifer’s cheek.

Alex sighed. She went to Jen and hugged her, crossed arms and all. “You’re not responsible,” she said softly.

“I know. I just don’t know what I’ll do if you—I can’t lose you, Alex.”

Alex leaned her forehead against her sister’s. “You won’t lose me. I’m not Mom and I’m not that easy to get rid of.”

Jen sniffed. “Promise?”

Perhaps some lies weren’t all bad. “Promise. Now I really do have to get back to work before I lose my desk under the mess. How about I come by for dinner on Saturday? I’ll bring a movie and ice cream.”
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LEVERING HIMSELF OFF the filthy pavement, Aramael swiped the back of his hand across his bottom lip and spat out a mouthful of blood. He forced his spine straight against a spark of pain and glared at the Fallen One perched on the fire escape above him. He really needed to stop taking back-alley shortcuts.

His attacker grinned back. “I didn’t believe it when they told me you were here,” he said. “Thought I’d see for myself.”

Aramael spat again. A weapon would be nice right now—something to compensate for the things he could no longer do as a Heavenly outcast—but he didn’t dare look away from his enemy long enough to find one. Even without using their supernatural powers, Fallen Ones moved way faster than he did in his new reality. They hit harder, too.

“You’ve seen,” he retorted. “Now you can go.”

The Fallen One uncoiled, stretched, and dropped lightly to the ground beside him. He linked his fingers and cracked his knuckles. “I don’t think so, Power. Your kind has caused a great deal of suffering among us. It seems only fair one of you should pay for some of it.”

Aramael scowled at the leather-clad figure. Bloody hell, he was getting tired of this. The discovery of his presence had been inevitable, of course; he’d known he would become a target at some point. One of their nemeses, stripped of his angelic powers and cast from Heaven—what Fallen One wouldn’t want a shot at that? But word had spread, the attacks came with increasing frequency, and Aramael’s plans disintegrated further with each.

His path had seemed so clear at first. Find Alexandra Jarvis, the soulmate from whom Mittron had taken such care to separate him, and rekindle the connection between them. If Mittron was right about Alex having once inspired Aramael to abilities beyond what he should have had, perhaps she might do so again. Perhaps he might, through her, stretch beyond his current capacity and find a way to stop Mittron. To stop Armageddon.

With the Fallen Ones dogging his every step, however, it would take him an entire mortal lifetime just to reach Alex—and by then, with his memory of her fading a little more with each rise and fall of the sun despite his best efforts to hold onto it, there might be nothing left to salvage. Nothing he could do.

He eyed his present tormentor, now circling just out of arm’s reach. Despite what the Fallen One may have heard about Aramael’s vulnerability, thousands of years of caution apparently died hard. Aramael was, after all, one of the select few angels capable of imprisoning Fallen Ones in Limbo. Or had been one of those angels until Mittron orchestrated his downfall.

Now, however, he was wingless, powerless, reduced to the same physical strength as a mortal, and sentenced to an eternity of having the crap kicked out of him by his former prey. And, worse, to watching from the sidelines as Heaven and Hell went to war.

He gritted his teeth and rolled his shoulders to ease the tension building there. It wasn’t in his nature to lie down and play dead, so he’d fight back as best he could. He might even land a few hits of his own. But if the three previous encounters were anything to go by, he didn’t expect to remain standing for long.

The Fallen One stepped in with a jab. Aramael blocked him and struck a glancing blow on his shoulder—a blow that, even to him, felt feeble. The Fallen One smirked.

A feral cat, scrounging through a pile of garbage, slinked out of sight behind a row of battered cans. Aramael braced himself. His enemy could take him down in a heartbeat, but he knew from experience it wouldn’t happen that way. There would be pain involved first. A lot of pain.

The Fallen One’s knuckles connected with his cheekbone and a starburst exploded behind Aramael’s eyes. Reeling back, he staggered and shook his head, trying to locate his aggressor through flashes of light. Another hit, this one to the gut. He grunted and doubled over, staying on his feet through sheer willpower. He would not fall this easily. A fist drove into his kidney and agony sheared through him, obliterating his resolve. His lungs sucked for air as all sense of his enemy’s whereabouts disappeared. Forced to his hands and knees, he waited for the next blows. They came quickly. Kicks, now, from which no amount of curling up could protect him.

Lying in the alley’s grunge, he endured the punishment. Grimly, resolutely, and with growing bitterness. He might not be able to stop Mittron, but if it took him the rest of his existence, the Highest Seraph would somehow answer for this. For the pain and humiliation; for the loss of what Aramael had so briefly found with Alexandra Jarvis; and for the treason that had brought it all to bear.

A booted foot crashed into Aramael’s skull, sending a wash of red across his vision. Awareness receded down the same darkening tunnel into which sound faded and sensation died away.

Deep inside, the life spark of the weakened vessel he had become snuffed out yet again.
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Chapter Two
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This was it.

Time to decide.

Seth leaned his forehead against the cool oak door of the office of Heaven’s executive administrator. The Highest Seraph didn’t expect him until tomorrow. He could still leave, and no one would ever know he’d been here. What he’d considered doing. He clenched his fist. Felt the same clench in his gut. One way or the other, he had to decide; if he was going to do this, he had to do it now.

The quiet confidence of his mother’s words came back to him. You will do everything you must, my son. I have never doubted that. He’d been so certain she was right. His love for her had overwhelmed him—as had his desire to fulfill the destiny that had been his since infancy.

And then he thought about her.

Alexandra Jarvis. The name surged upward in his mind, dragging with it the dark morass he’d been avoiding for days. The doubts. The desires. Seth’s palms went damp and sweat beaded on his forehead. Doubts and desires so new to him, so foreign, that he had kept them carefully tucked away as the time of his transition crept ever closer. Because he’d known if he did examine them, he might be tempted to do the very thing that brought him to Mittron’s door now.

He remembered how he’d stood in Alex’s living room, witness to her pain at losing her soulmate; how he’d wanted to reach out to comfort her. To hold her. To know her as Aramael had, only better.

If he followed the path set for him by his parents, he would never have that chance. Never even see her again. Unless...

Unless.

His fist tightened on the roll of papers he held. Two sheets of parchment, one in the handwriting and language of a Principality—a list of dates and events that would condemn the Highest Seraph to eternal Limbo; the other a note in his own handwriting that would absolve the Seraph from responsibility. If he complied with Seth’s request. Given the evidence against him, Mittron would almost certainly see the benefit of the latter.

Which brought Seth back to his own choice, within his grasp but still unmade.

He lifted his head and stared at the dark oak grain of the door. The responsibility that had been his from infancy sat like a mantle of lead across his shoulders. If he walked away, he would give up everything. His parentage, his immortality, his destiny, his power...

Everything but a handful of years with a mortal woman soulmated to another, yet irrevocably his.

Desire uncoiled in his belly. It felt as if, ever since Alex’s hand had first closed over his arm in a silent plea for his help, ever since that first, undeniable frisson of awareness had flared between them, he had been consumed by her. Had known that, ultimately, she belonged to him. Known it, fought it, and now...

Now he would forfeit his destiny to prove it.

Separating the papers, Seth rolled each individually and tucked them inside his sleeves.

Accusation in one, absolution in the other.

He raised his hand and knocked at Mittron’s door.

#
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THE GREENHOUSE DOOR opened and the One looked up from tamping the soil around the roots of a newly transplanted geranium. “Verchiel. Thank you for coming.”

The Dominion inclined her head, tucking her hands into the folds of her robe. “I was already on my way when Kaziel gave me your message. I thought you might want an update.”

“You read my mind.” The One set the pot aside and brushed soil from her fingertips. “And? Is everything ready?”

“It is. The transition will take place as scheduled tomorrow.” Verchiel’s voice trailed off into hesitance.

“But?” The One raised an eyebrow.

Verchiel shook her head. “It’s nothing, One. It really isn’t my place—”

“Look at me.”

Pale blue eyes met hers in response to the command, misery shadowing their depths, doubt underscoring the misery. The One shook her head and sighed.

“You think too much, Dominion.”

“I know. But Mittron, One? I know we have no proof, but—”

“And do we not have faith, either?”

Verchiel whitened, and the One curled hands into fists where they rested on the potting bench. For a breath of an instant, she thought about telling the Dominion what she knew, what she planned, what she had no choice but to do. The depth of her aloneness sat like a vast, infinite pit at her center, and suddenly—desperately—she wanted to share her burden with another. To admit she was undeserving of the faith she demanded; that she sensed an indecision in her own son which jeopardized her agreement with Lucifer and the very existence of humanity; that she had failed yet again to see what was before her and would now forfeit her own son’s life in a desperate attempt to remedy her failure.

For a breath of an instant, she wanted to confess all that and more, and then, because she was the One, she made herself voice a reassurance she did not feel. “Everything has a purpose, Verchiel. A reason.”

“Even what Mittron has done? What he might still do?”

“Even that.”

Verchiel stood by her for another moment, her doubt so loud in the silence that it needed no voice. Then, without a word, the Dominion reached out and covered the One’s fisted hand with her own, squeezed gently, and departed.
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“YOU’VE LOST YOUR MIND.” Mittron stared at the Appointed.

Seth halted his pacing by the window and scowled back at him. “Just answer the question. Can you do it or not?”

“It isn’t a question of ability. I simply can’t go against the One’s wishes like that.”

“Oh, spare me.” Seth gave a short, humorless bark of laughter. “We both know you’re way past caring about the One’s wishes, Seraph. You started this whole mess, remember? Don’t insult my intelligence.”

Mittron’s breath snagged in his throat. He didn’t pretend not to understand the Appointed, but neither did he intend to admit to anything. For three weeks, he had lived with the razor-edged threat of discovery hanging over him, wondering how much Seth had figured out, how much he might have taken to his mother. Only when there had been no repercussions had he begun to relax, but never to the point of his original careless arrogance.

He had no interest in returning to that state of crippling anxiety again, no matter how intriguing he found Seth’s request.

Or how much he would like to see his own plans resurrected.

He shook his head. “Be that as it may, I am not entirely without instinct for self-preservation. Verchiel has only just stopped dogging my every step. I dare not—” he halted as Seth tugged at the sleeve of his black tunic and produced a rolled paper. A very old paper.

Suddenly, vividly, Mittron remembered where he had last seen the Appointed. Seated in the Archives, surrounded by the records through which he searched. Had Seth found something? A shiver slid through Mittron’s chest. Impossible. He had gone through every single file in the archive himself; had made sure there was nothing to find. The Appointed was bluffing.

But Seth’s casual stroll across the room said otherwise.

A yellowed parchment dropped from Seth’s hand onto the desk. A film of perspiration cooled Mittron’s forehead. He swallowed.

“It’s all there,” the Appointed said. His words were as harsh as they were precise, the syllables dropping like gravel onto metal, one chunk of granite at a time. “Your deceit. Your manipulations. The Principality Bethiel recorded everything.”

Mittron reached with trembling fingers to pick up the paper. Spidery handwriting peeked out from the top edge. The air hissed from his lungs.

It couldn’t be. He’d been so careful. So certain.

“I know how you failed to cleanse Aramael properly,” Seth continued. “How you plotted for him to know his soulmate when he met her, how you arranged for a Nephilim descendant to be that soulmate. I know all of it.”

Mittron’s tongue darted out to moisten desert-dry lips. Outside the office door, footsteps and voices approached. He waited until they receded, fading into silence, and then, hands less than steady, unrolled the parchment. 

The words of his long-gone accuser leapt off the page. The facts with which the Principality Bethiel had once confronted him, proving accurate all that Seth had said. Laying the groundwork for connections to be made, conclusions to be drawn, Mittron’s treachery to be known.

He half dropped, half flung the roll across the desk and laced his fingers in his lap, squeezing until his knuckles protested.

“Where did you find it?”

It. Such a tiny word for something so monumental.

“Among Bethiel’s personal effects. The ones put into storage after his exile to Limbo.”

So, the Appointed knew about that, too.

Seth settled onto a corner of the desk. “Tell me, how many others have there been, Highest? How many angels have you sacrificed in the name of your grand scheme? I know of Aramael, of course, and now Bethiel, but how many more? Two? Four? A dozen?”

“It was a long time ago,” Mittron said, despising the tremor in his voice. Detesting the arrogance of the being who triggered it. “It means nothing.”

“Doesn’t it?” The Appointed reached out and set the roll spinning. “I think you’re wrong. I think it might be considered evidence of treason. Especially when one considers Caim’s fortuitous escape from Limbo. The only escape to ever occur, and it just happened to be a Fallen One exiled because of his propensity for murder, who just happened to be the twin brother of the Power you sent to hunt him. In the city where that Power’s soulmate—a soulmate you engineered—just happened to work as a homicide detective.” Seth tsked softly. “That’s an awful lot of coincidence, don’t you think?”

The scroll revolved lazily on the desktop. Slowed. Stopped.

“I don’t know why you did it,” Seth continued, “and personally, I don’t care. But I guarantee the One will. All she has to do is look into your soul, and she will know everything. And when she sees what is in here—”

Mittron jumped as a hand reached down to flick the parchment roll toward him. He swallowed. “What do you want?”

“I told you what I want.”

Pushing back from the desk, Mittron rose and went to stare out the window Seth had vacated. He needed time to think, to figure out what lay behind the Appointed’s request. Was it a test of loyalty? Had Seth already showed the One the evidence, and now she placed temptation in his path to see what he might do? For an instant, blind panic obliterated coherent thought. Then reason asserted itself. No, if the One knew what was in that parchment, Mittron would not be having this conversation with Seth—would never converse with another soul again.

Which meant Seth was serious. He wanted to defy the One’s wishes. Mittron’s heart rate quickened. Despite his earlier intentions, he wavered. If he agreed to the Appointed’s proposal, Seth would become a willing participant in plans he had thought abandoned. Plans that might be resurrected, that might unleash all kinds of new potential.

But even if he wanted to do what Seth asked, could he?

Removing the Appointed’s powers would require enormous energy—and skill well beyond the normal purview of Heaven’s executive administrator. He would have to tap into Heaven itself, working fast enough to complete the transition before anyone realized what he did. The risks were enormous.

But so were the possibilities.

A thrill of excitement whispered through him. If he managed to pull it off, if he did transition Seth to mortal adulthood, it would change everything. The agreement between Lucifer and the One would be null and void, and things might yet play out the way he had planned, might yet bear the fruit he had desired for so many years.

“An adult,” he said.

“Yes.”

“Fully mortal. Without power.”

“Are you capable?”

Such risk.

Such possibility.

Mittron shrugged off the last, lingering doubts and looked over his shoulder. “I’m capable. If you’re certain.”

“Then we have an understanding.”

“I’ll require a letter claiming the responsibility as your own.”

Seth withdrew a second parchment from a sleeve and set it on the desk beside the other.

Mittron stared at it. “And Bethiel’s notes?” he asked. “They remain unrevealed?”

In response, the first paper’s edges curled, blackened, and caught fire. The evidence of Mittron’s transgressions drifted away in the breeze from the open window. 

“For eternity,” the Appointed agreed. “Shall we get started?”

Rising, Mittron brushed a bit of lint from his robes and lingering doubt from his mind. He tucked Seth’s letter into the bookshelf beside the desk. “I’m ready when you are.”

The Appointed nodded and then frowned. “Before we begin, I’m curious about something. When you tried to stop me from searching the Archives, you said something about secrets. About something being kept from me.”

Mittron went still. Emmanuelle. “I remember.”

“Is it something I need to know before I do this?”

Mittron eyed the One’s son. Would knowing he wasn’t an only child change the Appointed’s mind about what he’d decided to do? Chances were good that Seth might simply acknowledge the information and then carry on with his plans. But there was also a possibility his conscience would kick in, sending him in search of his own replacement and perpetuating this Heavenly farce the One insisted on playing out. He made himself smile. “No,” he said. “It’s nothing.”

Seth wavered for a moment. Mittron saw the brief internal struggle the Appointed waged with himself, the hesitation—and then the dark head dipped once in agreement. The One’s son had accepted his words. 

He had made his choice.
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Chapter Three
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“Well?”

Dr. Elizabeth Riley looked up from her notes and ran a sharp gaze over the man on the other side of the nurses’ station counter. Weariness lined his face and, while he had shaved and his shirt looked clean and pressed, she recognized the rumpled suit from the day before.

“You didn’t go home,” she accused, ignoring his question.

Detective Hugh Henderson shrugged. “It’s been a busy week.”

“You need to sleep.”

Hugh sighed. “For your information, Mom, I got four hours on the cot in the back office.” He jerked his head down the hallway. “How is she?”

Elizabeth pursed her lips. “She’s a mess, is how she is. Which is what you’ll be if you don’t go home soon.”

A heavy gray brow lifted. “Is that your professional shrink opinion? About her, not me.”

She favored him with a glare and then peered through her glasses at the chart, scanning the neat, precise handwriting that made her a favorite among the nurses: Melanie Chiu, age twenty-two, in the mid- to late- stage of pregnancy despite her claim she had been a virgin until two weeks ago. Suffering from an obvious psychotic break, unable or unwilling to detail actual sexual history.

“She’s complaining of abdominal and pelvic pain, but they’re still waiting for an ultrasound,” she told Hugh. “Based on the initial exam, they estimate she’s anywhere from five to seven months along. There’s obviously been a severe emotional trauma, but until she’s more coherent, I can’t tell you what it was. I’ve sedated her for the moment, and I’m hoping she’ll be calmer when she wakes.”

Rubbing a hand over his short-cropped, graying head, Hugh sighed. “So we really have no idea whether she was raped or not.”

“Not yet. It would appear you were called prematurely.”

Hugh’s brow furled. “Don’t go shitting on ER over this, Liz. They were only doing their job. Someone even breathes the possibility and they have no choice but to notify us.”

Elizabeth closed Melanie Chiu’s chart with a snap. “I wish you wouldn’t call me that.”

“So you keep telling me.”

“Then why do it?”

He grinned. “Keeps you humble, Dr. Riley.” Nodding at the chart on the counter, he added, “So now what?”

“Now we wait. I’ve left instructions to be called when she wakes. As soon as I have anything, I’ll let you know.”

“That works. You heading to the cabin tomorrow?”

“I’ll see how Melanie is doing first, but probably.”

“Well, the weather is supposed to be fantastic, so you should go if you can. No telling how many more nice weekends we’ll get.” Hugh ambled in the direction of the elevators, wiggling fingers over shoulder. “Talk to you tomorrow, Liz.”
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WAS IT SUPPOSED TO hurt this much?

Or had Mittron gone back on his word?

Seth curled into a ball against the force crushing in on him, squeezing until he couldn’t breathe, couldn’t move, couldn’t even blink. He fought to detach from the pain, gritting his teeth and swallowing against the nausea, then arched back as a sudden, sharper agony tore through him. A thousand unseen claws shredding body and mind.

It subsided an eternity later, leaving him drifting, hovering at the edge of consciousness, pulsing with aftershock. Remnants of pain jangled along his nerves. Little by little, they subsided and he could reach again for his thoughts, collect them, hold them steady where he could focus on them. Focus on what lay ahead. Mortal life. Alexandra. An end to his part in the struggle between Heaven and Hell.

If he survived.

Another spasm twisted through his belly and Seth curled into himself once more, jaw clenched. Again he wondered if he had been wrong to trust Mittron. The Seraph had appeared willing enough, but maybe Seth had underestimated him. Maybe Mittron’s willingness had hidden his intention to rid himself of a potential problem once and for all. Maybe—

A new agony sliced through him, white-hot, swelling to fill his entire being, deftly excising bits of consciousness, threatening sanity itself. Seth struggled against it, fighting to hold the memory of Alex, to retain his vanishing sense of self. Deep in his mind, fear sparked. Something was seriously wrong. What if this wasn’t Mittron’s doing? What if the One had discovered her son’s betrayal? What if she intervened?

Before Seth could register the consequences inherent in the possibility, agony exploded through his every atom, erasing lucidity in a brutal decimation of all that he was. His life code, his soul, his consciousness, all disappeared into a vortex that swallowed him, rearranged him to fit its immensity, made him one with it...

And then spat him out into nothingness.

#
[image: image]


THE ONE FELT THE SHOCK of her son’s absence like a sudden, vast emptiness. One second he was there, in her consciousness where he had been from the moment of his conception, and then, simply, he was not. She drew a breath, startled at the change in the state of her own being. The unexpected shift.

Then she shook her head at her own naiveté. After all these millennia, after all that had passed, the most surprising thing about this entire mess was that she could still be surprised.

Setting down the pot of soil she held, she went to wash her hands. So. Seth was gone, dead at the hands of an angel she had known would kill him. An angel she had allowed to kill him. She found little comfort in the fact she hadn’t actually condoned Mittron’s actions, had only permitted the unfolding of the free will he had never given up. However she looked at it, she’d known, and the decision to end Seth’s life had belonged to no one but her.

A tiny whisper of doubt threaded through her. She closed her eyes, gripping the edge of the sink. What if she had been wrong? When she had looked into Seth’s soul and seen the potential for betrayal written there, the weakness, what if she had overreacted? Perhaps she had been too quick to judge what she considered a fatal flaw, an unacceptable threat to her agreement with Lucifer. And even if she had been right, even if she had prevented outright annihilation of the human race, this—what she had triggered in its place—would be nearly as bad.

War between Heaven and Hell. Between her beloved angels and their fallen kin. War that Lucifer would ensure was fought on mortal soil, taking out as much of humanity as he could in the process. Her fingers curled over the cool porcelain. So many lives... so much grief... and all because she hadn’t dared trust her own son.

Flicking water from her hands, the One reached for a towel hanging by the sink. Her lips drew as tight as the band around her heart. She had either set the universe on the only possible path to be taken, or she had just made another in a line of monumental errors. Either way, it was too late now to change her mind.

Either way, she would still mourn the first life to be lost in this new conflict—that of her own child.
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MITTRON STARED AT THE space Seth had occupied, and then at his hands. Hands that should have held the pulsing, living energy of the Appointed’s immortal power but were instead empty—stunningly, impossibly empty. He’d expected it to be difficult, but he’d been confident he could do as Seth asked. Certain. What in Heaven’s name had gone wrong?

He raised his gaze to the Dominion who stood in the doorway. Met the betrayal in her pale blue eyes. The horror.

“What have you done?”

He flinched from Verchiel’s whisper, a sound harsher than any shout could have been, and returned his gaze to his hands. They trembled now, and a sickness had begun to wind through his chest. Mittron swayed. He needed to sit down before he fell down. But he didn’t have time. All of Heaven would have felt this. They would already be on their way. How long did he have? Minutes? Seconds?

“Mittron!”

Verchiel’s voice cut across his thoughts, startling him and then sparking annoyance. Wiping clammy palms against his robe, Mittron met the accusation in the other angel’s eyes. He held himself upright, defying the weakness spreading outward from his core. He was the Highest Seraph; he would not stumble before a Dominion.

He lifted his chin. “Don’t look at me like that. It wasn’t my fault.”

“Not your—” Verchiel’s mouth hung open.

Mittron tried to wave away the Dominion, but his hand lay against his robe as if disconnected from its owner. The tremor reached his belly and continued spreading, an odd weakness following in its wake. He swallowed. He needed to get out of here while he still could—his breath caught. Get out. Is that what he was going to do? What he wanted to do?

Did he have a choice?

Why won’t my hands move?

“I did only what I was told to do,” he told Verchiel, focusing his entire being on moving just one finger.

Nothing.

“You were to transition the Appointed to mortal infancy.”

“That was what the One wanted. Not Seth.”

“Seth—Seth asked you to destroy him? But why?”

“Not destroy. Transition as an adult. And I didn’t ask.”

Hadn’t asked because it hadn’t mattered. Not once he’d understood Seth’s proposal and its implications: refuse and face exile; agree and the dominoes he’d so carefully set in place might still fall as planned. There might still be a chance the One would call on him to rule at her side in the final conflict.

It had seemed so clear, so certain.

Then Seth’s life force had slipped from Mittron’s grasp and he hadn’t been able to catch it back. All the carefully arranged dominoes had randomly, irretrievably scattered, and the accusation in Verchiel’s eyes marked only the beginning of what he would face.

The Dominion stiffened and looked over his shoulder. Mittron’s gaze tried to follow, but he couldn’t move his head. Was that them? Did she sense their approach? Why didn’t he? He fought to calm himself, to assess his state of being. Shaky. Everything in him felt so shaky. Verchiel’s gaze flicked back to him, softening with pity.

The air around Mittron stilled. Panic clutched at his throat. They were nearly here, and he couldn’t make so much as his little finger twitch. The angel who had once been his soulmate crossed the room and placed a gentle hand beneath his chin, held him so he would meet her eyes.

“Tell me,” she said. “Tell me now—everything—and I will speak to her. Perhaps I can spare you some of what you—” She looked past him and broke off, her face going white and her head inclining in unhesitating supplication. Her hand dropped to her side.

Mittron heard the rustle of feathers, and his bowel filled with ice water. His heartbeat slowed until it was a bare thread of rhythm.

No.

Verchiel’s gaze met his again, horror behind her expression. Horror not for what he had done this time, but for what she knew was coming. What they all knew was coming.

No.

“There’s a letter!” his mind screamed, but the words remained locked inside him, unable to pass through lips now frozen into the same stillness as the rest of his body. The rustle of feathers grew louder, filling his head with a noise so great the rest of the universe faded into nothingness. Then, silence.

And a new female voice, devoid of expression, devoid of warmth. “Mittron of the Seraphim,” the Archangel Gabriel said, “you have been called to Judgment.”

Please, no...
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Chapter Four
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Elizabeth lifted her hand from the SUV’s horn and waited as the forest’s nighttime stillness swallowed the blast. Not a creature stirred in response.

Not even the naked man in her high beams.

Well. She exhaled, breath fogging in the chill air from the half-open driver’s window. Well. She studied the figure sprawled across the porch of the cabin. Male, a good twenty years younger than she, well-developed musculature, unmoving, and bare as the day he was born.

Altogether as out of place here as a grizzly would be on her verandah in the city.

She tapped a finger against the leather wheel. Part of her wanted to go to him, to see if he was all right. He hadn’t so much as twitched in the five or so minutes since she’d arrived, and while she couldn’t see any sign of obvious injury, neither could she tell from here whether he even breathed. Another part of her, the consulting-police-psychiatrist side, urged extreme caution based on twenty-three years of experience. She found it damned difficult to argue.

Tap, tap, tap. 

Cell phone service didn’t exist up here, and while the landline that ran to the cabin might have survived the unpredicted storm, a nude stranger lay between her and it. Her only other option was to drive back down the mountain to the nearest pay phone, a good hour away. With the road partially washed out in places, help would take another hour to get up the mountain to meet her, then they’d have to follow her back here... 

Hell, it would be at least three hours before anyone even put a blanket over the guy. If he hadn’t already succumbed to hypothermia, he certainly would have by the time she returned.

Brushing back a strand of hair that had come loose from its customary coil at her nape, Elizabeth went back to studying the form sprawled in front of the cabin door. Questions crowded in on the options. Where in God’s name had he come from? Hers was the only human habitat for miles, and she’d seen no sign of another vehicle on her way in on the former logging road, and he certainly couldn’t have walked far without clothes in this weather. Had someone dropped him in the area? Left him for dead?

Drug related, maybe. Or the Russian mafia, so active in human trafficking along the coast. She grimaced and shook her head at herself. Caution was one thing, an overactive imagination quite another. And while she stewed, he might very well be dying. She opened the door and slid out from behind the wheel, leaving the headlights on.

With the car’s open-door reminder chiming behind her, she walked toward the cabin, feet squelching in the thick, wet carpet of evergreen needles. The forest damp crept through the gaps in her clothing and she shivered, wrapping her cardigan around her. The retreating storm grumbled in the distance.

Still the man didn’t move.

She stopped at the bottom of the stairs and, balancing humanity with common sense, picked up a broom propped nearby. Hefting it, she reached out to poke the figure on the porch. Nothing. She prodded a second time, and then a third, with increasing vigor. Illuminated by the headlights, the man’s chest rose and fell in a steady rhythm, but he displayed no other sign of life.

So. Alive, but out cold and not an immediate danger. Elizabeth went up the stairs, stepped across the prone form, unlocked the door, and switched on the porch light.

Then, taking a deep breath, she considered the problem of moving a large naked man into the cabin.
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THE WORLD RETURNED in millisecond bits.

Cold.

Wet.

Something jabbing into him. A lightening of the darkness. Footsteps, silence, more footsteps. Hands running over his limbs, sliding under his shoulders, lifting him, tugging at him. Movement. Something soft beneath him. Warmth.

With great effort, he forced his eyelids open and stared at the face looking down at him. Lines appeared above the eyes that stared back. A mouth opened, and sounds issued forth. Unintelligible sounds.

Consciousness fractured again.

Faded.

Ended.
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ELIZABETH DIDN’T KNOW how long she stared down at the man in her arms before her knees, pressed against the floor, began to protest. He’d opened his eyes so unexpectedly. Not a groan, not a murmur, not even a catch in his breath. Just those eyes. Blacker, deeper, and emptier than she’d ever seen. As if they opened onto a void rather than a person.

And then he’d been gone again. She’d spoken one sentence, a single reassurance, and then—nothing. A closing of eyelids as abrupt as their opening had been, and she once more faced the task of caring for an unconscious stranger.

She pushed herself to her feet and surveyed her guest in his makeshift bed on the floor, waiting for her breathing to return to normal. Morning runs and yoga aside, she was too old for this kind of exertion. She’d tried to get him into the actual bed, but when she’d nearly dropped him—twice—she’d resorted to building a pad out of blankets, rolling him onto it, and covering him with a spare duvet.

At least she’d managed to get him off her porch and out of the elements. She studied him, deciding her first age estimate had been relatively accurate. He looked to be in his early thirties, black hair, at least six two, and powerfully built. Even in his unconscious state, he had an aura of coiled strength about him that made her wonder what he would be like when awake.

A shiver of unease slipped down her spine. It wasn’t something she cared to find out on her own. She reached for the phone on the bedside table, her heart calming a fraction at the sound of the reassuring dial tone, and punched in a number.

“Sex Crimes. Henderson,” a gruff voice announced after the third ring.

“Hugh? It’s Elizabeth. You’re not going to believe what I found on my front porch.”
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“WELL, MITTRON OF THE Seraphim, are you satisfied with what you have achieved?”

The One’s words fell like small, hard pebbles into the silence filling the Great Hall, sending ripples of movement through the gathering. Mittron swallowed, his throat tightening against any chance of responding.

Had the Creator’s voice ever been this flat? This cold? He shivered as a thousand eyes bored into him with shock and accusation and dismay. Only the One did not look upon him, and he felt the absence of her gaze as he would his own heart.

A door opened at the side of the vaulted space and Verchiel rushed in. Skirting the assembled angels, she hurried to the One, who stood by one of the soaring windows, shunning—as she always did—the plain, high-backed wooden throne from which she had once ruled the universe. The seat unused since Lucifer had left his place at her side.

The One took a paper offered by the Dominion and Mittron’s heart gave a tiny leap. Seth’s confession. Verchiel had found it, and now the One would understand. She would know why he had done it; know it hadn’t been he who betrayed her. His Creator scanned the letter, but not so much as a flicker of expression gave away her thoughts. His fingers grew numb from the bonds around his wrists.

The One handed the paper back to Verchiel. Mittron waited for her to look upon him, waited for her understanding to fill him. Her forgiveness to wash him clean. Instead, she closed her eyes and lifted her face toward the ceiling. Fresh panic trickled through him, stealing the oxygen from his lungs, the strength from his limbs. He locked his knees against their need to buckle. His brain screamed at him to say something, to defend himself, but his throat closed, refusing passage to the words churning within.

It was Seth’s idea. He wanted this, chose it. It was he who abandoned you, just like his father did. It wasn’t me. I would never leave your side. Never. I want only to remain with you, to fight with you, to rule with you as I should have from the beginning.

At last the One lowered her head and looked upon him. The sadness in her eyes cleaved his soul in two. He shook his head, denying the reflection of himself he saw here. The words in him descended into babble, ceaseless, mindless.

I didn’t betray you I didn’t I love you too much better than Lucifer did better purer it wasn’t my fault it wasn’t—

“Mittron of the Seraphim, you stand accused of treason. Will you answer to the charges?”

Let me show you love you serve you—
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