
ANGEL GRACE

––––––––

By

J.E. Taylor


Table of Contents

Title Page

Angel Grace (The Ryan Chronicles, #1)

ANGEL GRACE

Angel Grace Chapter 1

Angel Grace Chapter 2

Angel Grace Chapter 3

Angel Grace Chapter 4

Angel Grace Chapter 5

Angel Grace Chapter 6

Angel Grace Chapter 7

Angel Grace Chapter 8

Angel Grace Chapter 9

Angel Grace Chapter 10

Angel Grace Chapter 11

Angel Grace Chapter 12

Angel Grace Chapter 13

Angel Grace Chapter 14

Angel Grace Chapter 15

Angel Grace Chapter 16

Angel Grace Chapter 17

Angel Grace Chapter 18

Angel Grace Chapter 19

Angel Grace Chapter 20

Angel Grace Chapter 21

Angel Grace Chapter 22

Angel Grace Chapter 23

Angel Grace Chapter 24

Angel Grace Chapter 25

Angel Grace Chapter 26

Angel Grace Chapter 27

About J.E. Taylor

[image: A logo with a silhouette of a person and roses

Description automatically generated]

JET-Fueled Fiction

Angel Grace © 2024 J.E. Taylor

2nd Edition

All rights reserved under the International and Pan-American Copyright Conventions. No part of this book may be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic or mechanical, including photocopying, recording, or by any information storage and retrieval system, without permission in writing from the publisher.

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

For additional information contact:

www.JETaylor75.com

Cover Art by Cora Graphics

www.coragraphics.it

Warning: the unauthorized reproduction or distribution of this copyrighted work is illegal. Criminal copyright infringement, including infringement without monetary gain, is investigated by the FBI and is punishable by up to 5 years in prison and a fine of $250,000.

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

ANGEL GRACE

[image: image]


When the devil ripped my angelic father’s head off, that was just the start of my bad day. Walking in on my girlfriend screwing someone else made it officially the worst day of my life. And left one hell of a scar on my already damaged soul.

But it keeps getting worse.

You see, Lucifer wants my meatsuit. He wants my natural powers. He wants Armageddon. And he wants it now. But in order to get that, I have to say yes.

And the devil throws a lot of nasty tricks my way to get me to yield. But I can’t give in, even if it means watching everyone I love die.

If I cave, the entire world will burn.
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I STARED OUT THE window at the horror in front of me. The shrill cry of the baby in the background couldn’t pull my attention away, not with the fight to the death unfolding on the snow-covered lawn. The battle between my father and Lucifer raged, dredging up a white flurry around the two angels. My heartbeat rammed my throat, drawing my breath in fast pants of anxiety as I watched each mighty blow.

Red splattered white and I bellowed at the vision of my father’s head in the demon’s grip. My palms banged against the cold windowpane as blood rained down on my father’s wings. Even my brother couldn’t break through the devastation layering my heart, and my inability to influence Damian’s actions just added to my frustration.

A second trembling cry broke through the blackness shrouding me, and I glanced at my brother. Tom’s gaze was glued to the scene outside while tears slowly tracked down his cheeks. His lips pressed together, and he grieved in silence, but I felt the darkness grip his heart as surely as it griped my own. Tom’s saving grace was the baby in his arms. The child tempered his reaction and the cry of disdain coming from the baby’s lips pulled both our eyes to the swaddled bundle; Damian’s first born.

I tore my gaze away and refocused on the macabre scene outside. Lucifer decimated three angels in a matter of minutes, and I wondered how, in God’s name, Damian could conquer the bastard. Damian held the same vengeful expression my reflection carried and my jaw clenched. My hands followed suit, and my nails drove painful welts into my palms. When Damian’s hand shot toward Lucifer’s chest, I commanded it to smash through the angel’s unbreakable skin. I willed Damian the strength to shatter bone and rip the devil’s heart out.

Power leaped from the center of my being like a bolt of lightning and surprise raked through my form when Damian’s hand came into view, holding a beating heart. And then Damian did the unthinkable: he took a bite of the bloody muscle. Disgust filtered through me, burning through the horror, and my hand shot over my mouth, clamping down control over my roiling stomach.

The moment the last piece of the bastard’s heart disappeared into Damian’s mouth, the heavens opened, and a blinding light encompassed him, dropping Damian to his knees. I stared at the man in the midst of the heavenly glow, wondering if the angel grace effect would last. Tom gasped at the spectacle, and I traded a glance with him before refocusing on the bloodied winter scene. The glow faded, and Damian climbed to his feet. The fury etched into his features made me want to shrink away from the glass and I couldn’t imagine being the recipient of such wrath.

A blast leaped from Damian, enveloping Lucifer, leaving only torched earth where the devil had stood.

Damian took an unsteady step backwards, reaching for the gazebo post for support as he stared at the same blackened spot. His gaze met mine, and he put the back of his wrist to his lips, paling under the bright moonlight. When Damian finally started toward the house, his gait was steady and he ignored the severed heads sprinkling his path.

As the former vampire passed by my father’s head, my gaze locked on the vacant eyes staring at the sky. Anguish encompassed me, numbing my body, and I dropped my chin to my chest, ignoring the birthing process happening less than ten feet away.

I didn’t want to be here.

I didn’t want to know there were such dark creatures crawling top-side.

I didn’t want to experience this type of devastation again.

What I wanted was Sandy.

Sandy had always stood by my side, keeping me sane after my sister died and again many years later when we buried my older brother. She held my hand at my father’s funeral and again at my mother’s. Losing my brother and then my parents so close together nearly undid me, and Tom was no help during that dark period. He was too busy insulating himself from everyone after being kidnapped and tortured by a madman.

Sandy kept me in line when my world nearly fell to pieces. I couldn’t help but blame Steve. Even though I knew it was only the proximity to the former FBI agent that got most of my family killed in that small span of time, it still didn’t stop me from feeling he caused the catastrophe. The twist I never saw coming was my father becoming Steve’s guardian angel. Because of that, I could hear my father through Steve’s mind, and hearing his voice tempered my rage, but not the sense of loss.

Sandy helped fill that void. She was there at every turn, even when her parents forbid her from seeing me. I breezed through college in two years instead of four and had to wait for her to graduate. The past two years seemed to stretch forever, but this spring, she would get her diploma and I planned to pop the question the moment she stepped off the podium.

I hadn’t seen her since Christmas break and that disaster was still in the forefront of my mind. Her father had refused to let me in the house and, while I could have forced my way in, I didn’t; not with Sandy shaking her head and silently pleading for me not to make another scene.

It was the first time she had truly given into her father’s will since she’d turned eighteen and it irked the hell out of me. I left her present in the driveway with the keys in the ignition; and I can still hear her father yelling for me to come get the goddamned car as I trudged away from the house.

It wasn’t my worst Christmas, but it came close. I hitched home on Christmas Eve, and Sandy and I didn’t talk until New Year’s, when she was able to find the time to call without her father standing over her shoulder.

This semester had been tough to deal with. Her course load was insane and with a part-time job and an internship, it made it nearly impossible to catch more than a moment with her by phone and no luck at all with seeing her in person. She kept saying she’d let me know when she had a day off, but it’d been close to two weeks since we actually spoke, and all my messages garnered was a quick text response or an equally brief message in my voicemail box.

I stared at the blood-soaked snow and decided spring was too long to wait.

I needed her now.

The wail of a third baby pulled my attention, and I turned in time to see the little girl swaddled and placed on Naomi’s chest. Damian rattled off the names of the boys honoring the fallen angels, my father included, and I gave him a nod of thanks. When Damian and Naomi decided on the name Grace, for their little girl, my lips curved into a ghost of a smile.
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WHEN WE ARRIVED HOME, the feds swarmed around us and the media had already pitched camp outside the gate. I traded a glance with Steve and pulled my keys out of my pocket.

“I’m going to see Sandy.” I stepped toward the decimated doors of the garage, ignoring the chaos surrounding our home in Maine.

Steve gave me a nod. “Drive safe,” he said before he turned towards his ex-boss, effectively dismissing me.

I didn’t envy him; trying to explain the blood-soaked family room and equally stained back yard was going to be difficult and I know the death of his old partner was something that would eat away at him for years. Instead of staying and helping, I bolted, leaving the four of them to clean up the mess. Sliding into my car, I backed it out of the driveway, away from the police and away from the cameras and microphones.

As soon as I hit the highway and the silence descended, the previous night’s events hit like a tractor-trailer mowing through a stalled car. My eyes stung and my vision blurred. The road wobbled under the sheen of tears and I swallowed, forcing down the lump wedged in my throat.

“Damn it.” I swiped the wetness from my cheeks and pressed the gas pedal, tipping the speedometer into the territory of dangerous. By the time I hit the interstate 84 interchange, my tears had dried up, but my eyes still burned and the emptiness overtaking my soul still threatened.

The rest of the drive into Hartford was quiet, and I concentrated on breathing, on relaxing the coil that had tightened in the center of my chest. My head throbbed as I pulled into the visitor’s parking lot outside Sandy’s dorm at the University of Hartford. I took a moment and leaned my head on the edge of my steering wheel, trying to get my emotions in check.

I exhaled when I realize I’d been holding my breath and pulled the keys from the ignition, stepping out into the cool night. The slap of cold air cleared my head, and I scanned the parking lot. I really didn’t want to have to wait for her in the lobby of her building, or worse, track her down at her job. It took two passes before I located her car and relief settled into my muscles, leaving me unsteady, like I’d had too much to drink. I closed my eyes, willing myself to shake it off.

I was not in the mood for chatting with the resident assistant at the desk while I waited for Sandy to come sign me in, so instead of buzzing in as I had in the past, I silently commanded the doors to open and kept walking past the busy reception desk, like I belonged. No one paid attention to me and I slipped up the stairs, tuning out all thoughts accosting me.

I didn’t bother knocking on her door, either, and when the wood swung open, I stopped, frozen in place, with my hand on the handle. Sandy turned from her straddled position and gasped. Neither she, nor the guy she was riding, expected visitors and they certainly did not expect me.

I couldn’t move. I just stared, dumbfounded, until my fingers tingled, reminding me I hadn’t turned to stone. Reality set in and my heart tumbled to the floor, shriveling to a blackened husk. When I stepped into the room, the door swung behind me and closed with an ominous click.

Sandy pulled the sheet around her, attempting to cover her naked form, and that was the final trigger.

A harsh laugh escaped, one that even I didn't recognize, and I crossed my arms. “So, this is the reason you can’t seem to find time for me,” I said with a voice that was nothing more than a feral growl, and Sandy’s face transformed into a mask of fear.

“Chris. I,” Sandy started and turned her back for a minute, but she didn’t disengage from the man under her. In fact, I caught the look he traded with her, along with his thoughts, before Sandy turned back. The betrayal ran deeper than just a sordid fuck. It involved feelings, and when she met my glare, I knew it was over.

The ache to strike out ballooned and my fists curled as the fury overrode all senses.

“Don’t,” she yelled, twisting, so she protected the bastard who stole her heart. Both her hands came up, and her wide eyes shot to my soul, fracturing what little reserve I had left.

I snarled and clenched my teeth, letting the fury snake through my body, poisoning my blood until my skin burned. “You’re fucking kidding me. You’re protecting that shithead?”

Sandy knew exactly what I was capable of, and her fear blanketed me, stopping me from letting loose. Tears filled her eyes, and she finally slid off him, taking the space next to him on the mattress. She pulled the sheet over her exposed flesh and nodded. “His name is Josh,” she said, like that made all the difference in the world.

“You don’t need to protect me.” Josh sat up.

I twitched, shooting a concentrated blast in his direction. Josh slammed back on the mattress with an audible ‘oof’. His hands flew to his throat, clawing at my invisible strangle hold. The fear in his eyes sparked a smile, and I suddenly understood the rush my father always spoke about. He was right. There’s nothing quite like scaring the shit out of someone.

“Chris, stop,” Sandy yelled, breaking through my concentration.

I let go and Josh gasped for air, his features now holding the same layers of fear as Sandy’s.

“What the hell are you?” Josh whispered.

“I’m your worst fucking nightmare,” I said, borrowing my father’s favorite warning, and then shifted my gaze to Sandy. “Why?” I asked, because I couldn’t figure out what this chump had that I didn't.

“I didn’t plan on this,” she said, wrapping the sheet tighter. “It just happened.”

“Do you have any clue how many girls I’ve fought off over the years?” I started and stopped, shifting my stance and glaring at the floor. “How many times I said no because of you?” I finished and met her teary stare.

“Please,” she whispered.

“Please, what?” I snapped. “Don’t kill him? Don’t make a scene? What?”

“I should have told you,” she said.

“Damned right." I crossed my arms again. When she did not explain further, I pressed my lips together against every callous response. When I was certain I wouldn’t dig into her and had a solid grip on the need to strike out, I pointed an accusing finger in Josh’s direction. “That’s what you want?”

She nodded. “Yes,” she said in an almost inaudible voice.

Disbelief swept through me. After all, I was CJ Ryan, heir to billions, a fucking Mensa-level genius, and I harbored enough psychic power to destroy the universe. I could offer her the world.

What the hell could he offer her?

The truth almost knocked the wind out of me. Josh could help patch up the rift Sandy had with her father. But knowing the one thing Josh brought to the equation that I couldn’t, didn’t erase the pain.

“Really? After all these years? This is how it ends?”

She looked at the floor and then back. “Yes.”

“Fuck you,” I snarled and leveled a deadly glare. It took everything I had to turn and walk out of her room without unleashing hell. A door opened when I was halfway down the hall.

“Chris?”

Her voice stopped me, but I refused to turn, not with her thoughts parading through my mind.

“I’m sorry,” she whispered. “This isn’t the way...” she trailed off and every muscle in my body stiffened.

I didn’t need to ask the questions a normal man would ask. I got everything I needed to know from Josh’s thoughts and now Sandy’s weren’t hidden anymore, either.

“I know you can see,” she whispered, and I glanced over my shoulder.

I could see everything that led up to this moment. Everything. The conflict, the fucking love she felt for that deadbeat. Everything.

And everything crushed my heart to a pulp.

“You’d better shut your mind off, because if I get any more of your insane narrative, I’m going to make this entire building implode,” I said, and I meant it. I needed to get away now, before I lost control of the raging beast.

I didn’t wait; the minute I hit the stairs, I was in full flight mode and the cold air slapped my face a few moments later. I leaned against the cool bricks, counting breaths until my gaze fell on the student parking lot... and her car.

The car I bought her and the anger leaped out before I could stop it.

The explosion echoed off the buildings, and I blinked at the damage. Her car was in pieces, burned metal littered the ground, and the cars surrounding hers were now in flames. It felt good to destroy, and I exhaled, letting out a laugh, thankful that losing control only annihilated a car and not the entire university campus. I forced my feet to move forward toward the adjoining visitor’s lot.

My car couldn’t outrun the onslaught of fury. It couldn’t perform fast enough, not through the side streets of Hartford, and certainly not on the highway. When lights and sirens appeared in my rearview mirror, I growled under my breath and considered doing the same damage I did back at Sandy’s dorm. The only thing that stopped me was the damned moral compass my mother instilled in me. I have the same high regard for life that she had, and Steve, being a federal agent, just ingrained it further into me. It’s the one thing that separated me from my father and despite the disdain careening through me, I slowed my car, pulling over in the emergency lane and dropped the gears into neutral, setting the parking brake before running my hands through my hair.

I knew just how deep in shit I was.

The cop took his time, radioing in the license plate before he finally approached the driver’s side door.

I glanced out the window, meeting the officer’s questioning gaze.

“Do you know how fast you were going?”

I knew. The needle was buried beyond the 120 mark and I considered saying no, but I nodded instead. My jaw ached from being clenched, and I kept my lips closed against the flurry of sarcastic responses that begged to leap forth.

His features hardened. “Please step out of the car.” He straightened, stepping away from the door with his hand on the butt of his gun.

“I haven’t been drinking.” I glared out the window.

“Please step out of the car.”

“Fine,” I muttered and stepped out.

“Please put your hands on the car.” The officer’s tone was now stony.

I had been hauled into police stations more than once and knew the routine, but this time, I was silent, unlike the times in Maine and New Hampshire when I was younger and rebelling against the world with Tom.

After the officer patted me down, he stepped back, assessing me. “Please step to the back of the car.,” he said after a few minutes of silence.

I stepped to the back and waited for the sobriety test instructions. Walk in a straight line, touch your nose, and stand on one foot. I did everything the officer instructed until the officer crossed his arms.

“Where’s the fire?” he finally asked.

A tractor-trailer zoomed by, creating a breeze that ruffled through my hair, and I met the officer’s stare. “Ever catch your girlfriend in bed with another guy?” I asked, and the cop’s eyebrows rose. “I guess I let it get the better of me.”

The officer rubbed his chin and chuckled. “That’s an understatement, son. I’m supposed to haul your ass in for the speed you were going.”

I leaned against the car and shrugged. “Do what you gotta do.”

I really didn’t care. With what had transpired in the last forty-eight hours, a little jaunt in jail wasn’t the worst thing in the world, and I almost laughed at the irony.

The officer studied me closer, his eyes narrowing as a new thought dawned, and I rolled my eyes.

“I wasn’t trying to kill myself,” I said before the officer’s thought fully formed. “I’m angry, and I took it out on the road. If you have to arrest me, go ahead. I won’t give you any shit.”

The officer pressed his lips together; his internal debate broadcasting to me as if he was talking aloud. I waited, trying not to show my impatience or irritation at the pity blooming in the officer.

I knew his decision before he opened his mouth and my muscles relaxed.

“I’m going to give you a break,” he said. “But you have to give me your word that you won’t tear out of here like a bat out of hell.”

I allowed a smile to form and bit down on the first snide remark that entered my mind. Instead, I nodded and said, “Thanks.”

“I’ve been there,” the cop added and snapped the ticket book closed. “Just keep it reasonable.”

I turned and climbed into the driver’s seat, squashing the urge to spin gravel at the squad car. The officer gave me a pass instead of doing his job, which was rare, and judiciousness won out. I started the ignition and pulled onto the road, bottling up the anger.
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THE HOUSE WAS QUIET when I walked in. The drone of the television filtered from the back room and I slapped a lock on my thoughts, guarding them against Steve’s unfiltered mind probe. He looked up when I stepped into the family room and his brow scrunched, but I just kept walking, right out into the backyard, crossing through the bloody grass where Damian had annihilated a group of hellhounds, to the rock wall at the far end of the lawn.

I stood, staring out at the churning Atlantic, my jaw clenching and unclenching in concert with my hands. The anger overwhelmed me, and my eyes darted for a source to aim at. Nothing suitable for destroying entered my field of vision and I let out a guttural roar, slamming my fist down on the flat slate rock.

Pain snaked up my arm, and I straightened, pulling my fist to my chest, blinking back the sudden mist covering my eyes. The agony of splintered bones tempered the fury and my chin dropped to my chest.

A hand descended on my shoulder, and I turned, expecting to see Steve, but Jennifer stood at my side. Her green eyes were soft with concern, enough so that when she pulled me into a hug, I allowed it.

“Sandy called?”

“She was worried,” Jennifer whispered in my ear.

“I blew her car up.” I laid my forehead on Jennifer’s shoulder. The admission opened up the wall I’d built around the pain, and it nearly bowed me over. I was so consumed with anger that the reality of losing Sandy hadn't registered until now. Tears started, and she just held me, stroking my back and whispering ‘shh’ as I cried.

I shifted, knocking my hand against her, and winced before pulling away. “I think I broke my hand,” I whispered, and she dropped her gaze to the swollen appendage before giving me a nod.

“I’d venture to guess you did, too,” she said.

I wiped the sleeve of my jacket across my face, mopping up the damp tears, before I sniffled and glanced out at the ocean.

“Steve will fix it when you’re ready to come in.” She gave my shoulder a soft pat and stepped toward the house.

“Jenn?”

She turned, meeting my gaze.

“Did she say why?”

“No, honey. She just said you two broke up and she was worried about you.”

“Broke up. That’s what she’s calling it.” I laughed and shook my head, turning toward the water. “It feels more like she put a butcher knife in my chest.”

“CJ,” Jennifer started, and I glanced over my shoulder.

“I walked in on her fucking another guy.”

Jennifer took a step back. Her jaw dropped open before she recovered and stepped closer.

“Yeah, that’s the same look I think I wore when I first saw them.” I turned back to the ocean. “It felt good to let the power rip. I’m sure some cars are probably still burning.”

“Did you...”

“No, I didn’t hurt anyone,” I cut her off. “I wanted to, but I didn’t.”

Her hand squeezed my shoulder, and I detested the fact that her show of compassion brought forth more tears. I squeezed my injured hand, welcoming the sharp pain instead of the ballooning agony in the center of my soul.

“Come on, let’s have Steve look at that,” she said, and I let her lead me back into the house.

Steve’s gaze dropped to my hand. “Looks like the slate won.”

His response surprised me, and I snorted. “Better my hand than the entire East Coast.”

“True.” Steve approached me.

I wasn’t sure I wanted Steve to fix the broken bones with his miracle healing power. “Maybe I should just go to the hospital.” I flexed my hand again, wincing. The pain dulled everything, and I rather liked the diversion.

“Excuse me?” Steve said, stopping short.

I met his gaze but didn’t say a word. Instead, I just curled my fist and clamped my jaw tight, sending a smile in Steve’s direction.

The silent showdown was broken by the ring of the doorbell. Jennifer traded a glance with Steve before she headed out of the room to answer the door.

Steve reached for my hand, and I stepped back, knocking his hand out of range. Footfalls echoed through the house, pulling our attention to the doorway, and Damian Andreas stepped into view.

“Sorry to interrupt, but I need to grab our stuff from upstairs.” Damian hesitated, trading a glance with me. His gaze dropped to my hand and his eyebrows shot up in an amusing arch. “Assuming it’s still here.” His gaze snapped to Steve.

“The feds left your stuff alone. It’s still in the bedroom.”

Damian started across the room and slowed to a stop before he got to the stairs. “I’m sorry about your father.” His gaze locked on the floor.

Damian’s remorse drifted over me. His sense of loss for not only his relatives but for mine as well, made my voice stick in my throat. Instead of responding, I squeezed my fist tighter, sucking air through my teeth.

Damian’s gaze shot from the floor to me. “What the fuck are you doing?” he asked, echoing Steve’s exact thoughts.

“My girlfriend broke up with me today.”

“So, you thought smashing the bones in your hand would somehow make the heartache go away?” Damian asked, filling in the blanks accurately, like he had a special line directly into my mind.

I glared at Damian. “Get out of my head.”

"I'm not in your head." Damian said. "Besides, it doesn't work for long." He pointed his chin toward my hand before disappearing up the stairs.

“What do you know?” I whispered under my breath.

“A lot more than you.” The answer drifted down to me from upstairs.

Steve crossed to the window, pulling the curtain back. When he turned, irritation was written in the lines on his face and he pressed his lips together, waiting for Damian to return.

“You stole a car?” he snapped when Damian stepped into the family room.

Damian shrugged as if it’s no big deal. “I couldn’t exactly rent or buy without ID.” He held up his wallet before tucking it into his pocket. “I’m going to return it,” he mumbled and shifted, dropping his gaze.

“There was a car in the garage at the cottage.”

“I know. The battery was dead, and it’s too small for three car seats. Before Naomi and the kids can leave the hospital, I need a vehicle that will be big enough. I already found what I want, but I didn’t have my ID or bank cards on me, so I was shit out of luck.”

I couldn’t help but smile. Damian’s justifications seemed valid, but that little tick over Steve’s left eye engaged, and I knew he was pissed.

“You ever hear of a phone?”

Damian glanced at me for help, and I raised my hands, giving him the ‘you made this bed yourself’ look, and he pressed his lips into a thin line, focusing back on Steve.

“I didn’t want to inconvenience you anymore than I already had,” he finally said and started for the door.

“CJ, why don’t you go with him and make sure he gets that car back to where it belongs,” Steve said and turned towards me. He used my shock as his opening and closed the distance before my brain restarted, but it was too late, he planted a quick kiss on my temple and the healing vibe slid from the point of impact, down my arm and into my hand in a progression of pins and needles I was helpless to stop.

“Damn it.” I sent a glare his way as a crushing pain surrounded my hand. That’s the thing about his healing power. It always hurts like a motherfucker.

He grinned and shrugged, waving me toward the door. Sometimes I hated the man.

“I wasn’t put here to make your life easy,” he said to my internal commentary.

I bit down on the automatic ‘Fuck you’ his comment elicited, but his smirk told me he heard it, anyway.

“Go keep Damian from getting into any more trouble, will you?” He pointed to the door.

“I don’t...” Damian started, and Steve sent a glare in his direction, silencing him, but I heard the unspoken ‘need a babysitter’ in his mind.

A layer of irritation surfaced, and I knew exactly what Steve was doing. It wasn’t Damian that needed babysitting. It was me.

“Damned straight,” Steve said. “You need a diversion.” He looked pointedly at my hand and then back to my eyes, using my own thoughts against me. “I figure helping our new friend find a car and a place to live
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