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Duty is a double-edged sword. It means putting yourself last, ripping you away from everyone you love while you complete an unreasonable quest just to keep them safe.

Tom Ryan left York. He left everything he loves to safeguard the last angel descendants.

Now he’s back, still damned, still persecuted. Prophecy says York will burn, and everyone left who matters to Tom is in York. With no time to catch up and reconnect, Tom is thrust into a battle he’s destined to lose.

There are only so many ways you can break a man before his wrath changes the status quo.

Rekindled by family, by love, by home and memories, the ruthless son of Ty Ryan steps into the shoes left under the family tree by his dad, and this time he’s out of mercy.
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I TAKE A SEAT in the private airport in Greece and pull out the ragged map from the inside pocket of my equally worn leather jacket. Ten years ago, I set out to close all of Lucifer’s portals around the world, and I’ve seen every corner of the planet in the process. My dog has been with me all this time, as well, and I stroke Sam’s fur as she sits by my side, laying her head on my lap like she does after every long journey. It’s as if she knows I’m damned tired.

I unfold the atlas, crossing off the last circle just outside of Athens and I send Sam an exhausted smile.

“It’s done,” I whisper and fold the remains of the map, tucking it back in my pocket. Her soft whine prompts me to rub her ears again. “Well, girl, I think it’s time to go home.”

Home.

The word seems foreign on my lips, especially since I really didn’t think I’d live to set foot in York again. And trust me, there were times that doubt was warranted, and both Sam and I have the scars to prove it.

All told, I closed thirty-eight portals; some were easy, some not so much. I got in, scrubbed the land and got out. Most times, I didn’t encounter resistance from anything, but when I did, it usually came in the form of a horde of demons or an equally undesirable foe.

But nothing was a match for my angel fire, especially when I thought Sam was in danger. Well, nothing except Lucifer. And that bastard only showed his face once. In Death Valley, of all places. Much to my chagrin, he kicked my ass and nearly killed Sam before I got my head in the game and let the angel fire rip. I rained it down with such force I left a crater behind.

Sam had been in bad shape, bloodied and broken, but at least she was still breathing when I carried her out of that crater. I hauled her close to ten miles across the desert. A normal healthy male would have plenty of issues carrying a seventy-pound German Shepherd that distance. It nearly killed me, between my blood loss, coupled with heat exhaustion, and a busted shoulder just to top it all off. The vet said it was a miracle she survived, and my doctors proclaimed the same about me.

Seeing her limp to my side again when I picked her up at the vet was well worth the six days in the hospital, followed by four months in a cast, followed by another six months in rehab, before I was given a clean bill to move on.

It was a valuable lesson.

I hadn’t used my head. Instead, I operated on fury alone and lost the calculated advantage. I swore I wouldn’t let that happen again. Unfortunately, I never got to test that theory.

A glance at the clock tells me I have a solid two and a half hours before someone from Ted Beaumont’s organization lands to pick me up. I lean back in the chair, tucking my chin to my chest with Sam’s leash hanging on my wrist. I close my eyes, drifting back over the years to the day I found Sam.
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MY PHONE BUZZED YET again, like it had been for the past six hours, and I glanced at the caller ID. Bridget O’Keefe. Again. She wasn’t going to let this go. I clenched my fists, fighting every instinct to answer. Instead, I glanced out the window of the little coffee shop in some rural nowhere in Ohio. The strip mall across the street had nothing of interest on my first scan, except maybe the miniscule animal shelter housed at the end.

Needing some sort of diversion to keep me from answering her calls, I threw money on the table, took one last sip of the coffee, and stepped outside. The road wasn’t busy, so I crossed, taking my time to glance at some of the window displays on the storefronts. Anything to keep my brain occupied with something other than Bridget.

Last night I’d nearly turned around a dozen times, just thinking of her soft flesh under my hands, and the taste of her. I knew that memory would both drive me and bite me in the ass, but I didn’t expect the fucking turmoil accosting me with every thought.

When I stepped into the shelter, my mind totally blocked Bridget out. The sheer chaos of the open space and playtime for the dogs had my focus. I gave a nod to one of the shelter workers and she bounced over with a smile.

“Hi. My name is Nikolina. How may I help you?”

I returned her smile and just watched the dogs playing. I turned my gaze to hers, and, on impulse, asked, “You wouldn’t happen to have any German Shepherd puppies, would you?”

The blues and greens in her aura flared at the question, as did the light in her eyes. “You’re in luck! We had a litter delivered today. Come with me,” she said, and led me to the rear section of the shelter and a smaller play area with bumbling pups.

I squatted and waited. My eyes studied each puppy until they fell on her. Sam was sitting on the opposite side, staring at me. When our eyes met, she trotted through the pack to the spot right in front of me, where she sat and waited just as patiently as I had. It was eerie and felt right as rain.

“I want this one.” I pointed and looked up at the salesgirl.

Her eyebrows were already arched, and then her gaze moved from the little puppy to me.

“That’s the damnedest thing I think I’ve ever seen.” She nodded as she spoke, and I couldn’t help but smile.

“Dogs choose their owners. Not the other way around,” I said and scooped the puppy up into my arms, following her to the front.

She pulled out paperwork for adoption and slid it across the counter for me to fill out. I scribble the information while the puppy licked my face. I laughed and dodged her tongue, but for some reason, I didn’t want to put her down, either, for fear someone else would step inside and steal her from me before I could finish the paperwork.

“You really are lucky. We don’t normally get them this young. Usually the dogs are older, and the owners just don’t want them anymore.” She glanced over her shoulder at the dogs playing together. “At least they seem to get along, but sometimes we get one or two that have to stay in their kennels during playtime.” She smiled at me. “I’m sure these puppies will go fast. It’s unfortunate, but the owner passed away and their family had no idea what to do with these little rascals.” She kept chattering on and I finally pushed the paper across the counter.

“I guess I need supplies as well,” I said and glanced around at my limited options.

“I can hook you up with a collar and leash, but for anything else, I’d suggest Petsmart, which is only a mile down the road,” she whispered over the counter.

I gave her a nod, she found a small red collar and a light leash, and I passed her the shelter fee along with another twenty-five bucks for the supplies.

With the leash on, I gently put Sam on the ground and started out of the store.

“Good luck!” Nikolina yelled after me and I gave her a wave before I walked back to the crosswalk. Instead of letting Sam cross on her own, I scooped her up and jogged to my car.

The minute I got her within the confines of the car, she sat and just stared at me as if I was supposed to impart some ancient wisdom or something.

“I hope you don’t mind me calling you Sam,” I said. Her tail wagged, and she stood, letting out this pitiful puppy yelp that immediately formed a grin on my face. I pulled my phone out and snapped a picture of her. “You just sit down and stay right there until we get to Petsmart. Then you can show me all the things you want. Okay, girl?”

Again, the wag of her tail and a bark followed.

I searched for the store, and just as the GPS loaded, a text flashed on my screen.

Fuck you, Ryan.

Bridget’s use of my last name told me just how pissed she was, which was better than having her a crying mess. I debated on answering, but starting a dialog would only string her along and give her hope where there might be nothing but heartache for her.

The dog crawled across the console and onto my lap, as if she knew I needed reinforcement of some sort, and I glance beyond the phone in my hand at her. She lay her head on my thigh and gave the biggest sigh I’ve ever heard from a puppy.

I popped the phone on the console plug and moved her to the passenger seat before I put the car in gear and headed to find dog supplies.
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“MR. RYAN?” A VOICE cuts through the memory, and I open my eyes, glancing at the pilot approaching me.

I stand and study him for a moment. Ten years flood back, along with the unwelcome sorrow. “Josh,” I say, as his name pops into my head. I stick out my hand to the pilot who had flown me home from this precise airport the night my daughter died.

He hesitates and then clasps my hand. His memory flashes in my head and I drop my hand after a quick shake.

Sam whines at my side, as if she can feel the cracking of my reinforced heart.

“This is my dog, Sam.” I lay my hand on her head, reassuring her I am okay. It has been long enough that I don’t curl into a tight ball, fighting the pain through tear-stained vision anymore, but she remembers, just as well as I do.

“Ted said there will be a car for you in Wolfeboro,” he says and reaches for my bag on the seat. This time, I let him carry my cargo onto the plane. “Unfortunately...”

“You don’t have a flight crew,” I finish his thought.

He lets out a soft chuckle. “And I’m getting near the max flying within twenty-four hours.”

“I can help fly if you need a co-pilot,” I say, and his eyebrows rise. “I had a bit of time to kill when I was laid up in California and figured a pilot’s license might come in handy.” I pull out my wallet and show him my certificate.

“I might take you up on that,” he says, but his mind is shadowed with doubt, especially with the memory of my mental state being so fractured the last time he flew me home from Greece.

I don’t respond. I just follow him with Sam at my heels.

The flight home takes much longer than that first trek, but I’m not using my powers to make this sucker fly at some insane mach speed like last time, either. Sam is the perfect traveling companion, calm and serene, and as always, has her head in my lap.

The hum of the airplane drops my eyelids farther and farther until the shadows mix together.
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THE BUMP OF TIRES on pavement jerks me out of sleep and I rub my eyes, pushing myself up from the arm of the chair. Sam jumps off the seat and stretches, yawning in the process, and I follow suit.

Josh comes out of the cockpit looking haggard and exhausted, and I give him a nod of thanks.

“I didn’t want to wake you,” he says and waves towards the seat where I fell asleep.

“I appreciate it.” I am still groggy, but I don’t think I’ve slept that soundly since I was a teenager. When Josh reaches for my bag, I say, “I’ve got this. You look like you need some rest.”

I exchange a handshake and climb down the stairs into the cool spring New Hampshire air. Sam follows and I open the hangar door for her, letting her lead the way.

“Mr. Ryan?” a chauffeur stands, folding the paper he had been reading.

“Yes, sir,” I reply, and head towards him with Sam and my light load.

“Mr. Beaumont said I should take you anywhere you want to go.”

I smile my appreciation. Being as foggy as I am, I probably will make a better passenger than a driver.

“I need to make a stop in Brooksfield, and then I’ll want to head to York.”

“Sure thing,” he says and glances at my dog. “She’s a beauty,” he adds.

“Thanks. I’ll have to find a grassy spot for her before we go.”

He opens the door for me, and I glance at the small parking area and a large grass patch on the opposite side of the asphalt. I unhook Sam and she waits.

“Go on, girl.”

She takes off straight for that grass and her sniff-circle-sniff-pee routine ensues. The relief in her features is actually readable and I smile at her, waiting. As soon as she is back, we climb into the back of the town car.

From Wolfeboro, it’s less than a half hour south to Brooksfield and I give him the address to Steve’s cottage on Mirror Lake where Paradise Cove resides. My hand passes over the map in my breast pocket and I close my eyes, saying a brief prayer that it’s enough. I’m done with being a nomad with little to no connection with those I care about. I want to plant roots and let Sam live out her days chasing balls in the surf.

When we pull into the long dirt driveway, I have a moment to wonder if Steve and Jennifer are at the cottage, but as we round the last bend, the darkened windows and empty driveway indicate no one is home. The driver pulls to a stop and puts the car in park.

“Wait here, I shouldn’t be long,” I say as I slip out of the back seat. Sam climbs out with me and I cross the dark lawn, smiling at the crunch of the grass under my feet. I don’t hesitate, like I had that night ten years ago. Instead, I tromp through the path in the woods until I’m standing on the soft green moss underfoot.

Nothing has changed. Nothing ever changes in the cove. Even in the dead of winter, flowers poke from the edges of the snow, creating a surreal landscape. Now that the winter snows have melted, the flowers bloom vibrant, even in the dark, creating a luminous glow like that of a nightlight.

I pull out the map and clear my throat, not sure of whose name to call. Eventually, I look up.

“Mom?” My voice sounds meek, like a scolded child’s voice, and Sam whines and leans her entire body against my leg. I shift, disgusted with how weak I sound. I’m almost forty, for God’s sake; I shouldn’t sound like a scared little kid.

By the end of my mental rant, I realize there has been no answer.

I repeat her name a little louder and my question echoes out onto the lake.

Still no answer.

“I did what was asked.” I hold up the map as if the heavens could see it.

“Mom? Dad?” I call, because the silence is deafening. Sam nudges me again, her ears falling back on her head as she reads my budding distress correctly.

“God damn it! Answer me!” This time my voice bellows with a growl.

Nothing. No ripple of the air, no smoke, no heavenly light, and I’m left in the dark.

“Raven!” I scream, the anger getting the best of me, I can feel it building under my skin, the burn of it right there in my simmering blood.

This time, the air changes and the form standing in the middle of the cove, doesn’t settle my nerves. As a matter of fact, I’m much more on guard than if it was a member of my family.

The archangel Michael walks towards me, and his face is a mask of wrath.

“You dare step onto this sacred ground?”

“I closed all the goddamned portals,” I wave the map at him, but take a step back, wary of the archangel. I not only harbored Lucifer’s grace, but in killing Damian, I also absorbed Gabriel’s and Michael’s grace.

So, I am as much a target to Michael as I am to Lucifer. I shift, setting myself in a defensive position, protecting my chest at all costs.

Sam’s low growl causes me to look away from the angry angel and down at her.

Her teeth are bared, and all the hair on her neck stands on end.

“Sit,” I command and her growl fades as she glances up at me in confusion. “I know he’s dangerous,” I whisper and look up at Michael, weighing my chances. He no longer sports wings and his power is not as strong as it once was, but he could do the same type of damage that Lucifer did to Sam and me back in Death Valley, especially since this is Michael’s home turf.

Paradise Cove is a portal to heaven. And based on the reception, it looks like I’m still not welcome.

“I closed the portals. Every last one of them,” I say and throw the map in his direction.

“We are very well aware of what you have done.”

The venom in his tone catches me off guard. I’m at a loss and I just stare.

His eyes narrow and he crosses his arms. “You really have no idea, do you?”

“Apparently not,” I say. “I kind of expected a thank you,” I add, pointing at the faded map lying at Michael’s feet.

His sardonic laugh echoes. “You really are an inept fool.” He scoops up the map and scans all my red marks for the closed portals.

“I worked my ass off to close every goddamned portal on that list!” Anger brews beyond a simmer and the heat spreads. “I spent the last ten years doing CJ’s job, and this is the thanks I get?”

He glares at me and tosses the paper back. 

I catch it before it hits my chest. 

“You closed the portals, but you left Lucifer topside,” he growls and takes a step towards me.

Like a flash, Sam is between us and her menacing growl fills the space.

My anger dulls and I blink, trying to reconcile my achievements with what he just stated.

“I closed the portals,” I say again, but with less force.

“Yes, and you locked Lucifer out of hell, you stupid bastard!”

The map crumples in my hand, and I glared at Michael. “How the hell was I supposed to know that? Huh?” I step closer with purpose, crowding Sam between us. “I was told to close the portals, and I did. And now you’re insulting me?”

The burn rakes my skin and from the widening of Michael’s eyes, I know I’ve transformed. His shock is momentary, and then his growl of anger forming Lucifer’s name announces his intentions. He charges and I sidestep my dog, parrying into a block before I toss Michael over my hip and he slams into the ground on his back.

“I am not Lucifer,” I yell in his face and step back, calming the burn. I know I look exactly like that murdering bastard when I lose my temper, but I am not the devil. I take another step, and another breath, putting more distance between us. “And I don’t understand. I did what was asked of me. Why are you so pissed off?”

Michael sits up slowly, still staring me down. “Give me my grace,” he orders.

I know from CJ how to transfer grace, but I hesitate and shake my head. I had other plans for the magic inside me, plans that would ensure the safety of my nephew and Damian’s daughter. “No. I’m saving that for my nephew,” I say. “I have a feeling he might need it more than either you or I.”

The anger burning in Michael softens and his head cocks. “You... care about his welfare?”

“Why the fuck do you think I’ve been running all over the world? It certainly isn’t to enjoy the perks of travel.”

“I didn’t think you gave a damn about anyone but yourself, especially after what you did to Damian,” he snaps.

“I thought I could save my daughter.” I glance out at the water for a minute before looking back at Michael. “I screwed that up royally.” I step closer and offer him my hand.

Michael stares at it and then meets my gaze again. He takes my grip and the instant he is on his feet; his hand forms a claw and covers my heart, his fingers dig into my flesh with purpose.

My reaction is immediate, and the explosion moves outwards from the center of my being, knocking him back into the woods beyond the edge of the cove. I can’t pull the power back in. It’s already formed a life of its own and it engulfs the cove in flame, like it has every other portal on the planet, obliterating it off the map.

I turn, scooping up Sam before she is consumed, bolting towards the path. My heart thunders in my ears as the voices of my family echo in my head in one final chorus of “Don’t!” Then the door slams, shutting off any further contact with the dead.

I trip on a root, and Sam goes flying. She lands on her feet, and I find myself on my hands and knees, horrified at what just transpired.

I roll and scan the crop circle that is left. All the beauty and lushness of the cove is gone and only dirt remains. Michael slowly stands in the protection of the woods a few feet beyond my destruction.

Holy fuck.

My chest clenches with the knowledge that I’ve just locked Michael out of heaven.
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THE DRIVER KEEPS LOOKING at me in the rearview mirror, as if I’ve lost it completely.

I can’t blame him. I came skidding back nearly throwing myself in the car yelling for him to go, to drive, to get the hell out of dodge—right now.

I think we were moving even before I got the door closed, leaving a path of dust and dirt.

Sam pants next to me and I turn just in time to catch Michael stepping on the lawn. Even with the building distance, I gulp at the glare in his eyes. He’s coming after me.

In resignation, I lay my head against the seat, going over my options. I’m not sure if CJ will back me up on this. Not when I’ve closed his only contact with our parents. I run my hand over my face and lean forward.

“Instead of the address on Roaring Rock, please take me to 375 River Road.”

“Yes, sir.” He glances at me again with a nod.

I calm my raw nerves by stroking Sam’s head. She huffs that heavy sigh like she did that first day, and I give her a gentle pat before continuing the calming stroke, from between her ears down to below her collar.

Lucifer’s on the loose.

That thought keeps pinging into my consciousness, bringing with it a fear that my coming home might put those I love in the crosshairs between two angry angels. The dark scenery
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