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Chapter One

 


Ariel stared at her bare arms, then roughly dragged
her shirt sleeves down to cover her legacy marks, the symbol of the
People. Every angel shifter was born with them. Hers used to be
ordinary brown and smoothly drawn. They were supposed to look like
tattoos of abstract lines and feathers drawn on her skin,
stretching up her arms and over her shoulders, but now they were
all wrong. Broken, she thought to herself, a pang of fear
lodged in her sternum. She swallowed it down. She didn’t have time
for this, no matter how much the mottled blue discoloring the brown
remnants bothered her. In some places a hint of silver edged the
marks. Worst of all, when she changed, releasing her angel form,
her wings were mottled, too. She didn’t know what the hell was
wrong, but something was. Her wings were changing and she had no
idea why. The tips of her feathers flashed silver when she held
them up to the light.

She shoved the heavy drapes away from the windows
and stared down over the stone circle. The full moon lit the
glittering snow, making it almost as bright as day in the clearing
behind Castle Archangel. In another ten minutes, she had to go down
there and support her brother, Gabriel. He was their Alpha. The
leader of their people. And their species was in the midst of a
crisis, even more than they’d been a few decades ago when they’d
been outed to the humans. They’d all thought that would be the end
of everything. It hadn’t been, even though everyone found out the
truth: that the angels of myth were shape-shifters, another
sentient species that co-evolved along with humans on Earth. And
sure, it was difficult as the world grappled with the revelation,
but it was nothing compared to what was happening now. Demons
walked among them once more.

Ariel rubbed her face, then forced herself to stand
up straight and confident. She was her brother’s first advisor. One
of the People’s most important councilors. She had no right to mope
around just because her wings were changing colors. Her brother’s
had changed from brown to ebon when he’d become Alpha. His mate’s
wings had changed from brown to snow white when Raphael became
Omega, their People’s healer. Maybe whatever was happening to her
wings was meant to be, too. Perhaps she was drifting into some
destiny she couldn’t predict and it was all part of God’s plan.

Yeah, right, and pigs will fly across the castle
grounds tomorrow, she thought skeptically as she strode through
the large chamber. More likely she had some sort of illness and
she’d drop dead any day now with no warning. If Gabriel could
hear you thinking that, he’d kick your ass, she told herself.
She stopped in front of the door leading onto the second floor
landing of the huge stone building, trying to press her worry down
into nothing. She failed. Instead, she took a deep breath and
curled her fingers around the brass handle. It warmed in her hand,
the metal suddenly glowing with heat. She jerked her arm away and
stared at it. The metal looked pitted. Deformed. Shit. She shook
her head. She’d have to deal with this later. She was out of time
for self-pity.

“Time to be a grown-up and fake it,” she
murmured as she shoved the door open with her foot.

****

“Are you sure it’s wise to go to Castle
Archangel?” Suriel’s mother asked him, not for the first
time.

He shrugged, wishing he had a good answer for her.
“I don’t think any time will ever be the perfect moment to go, but
the longer I delay, the more likely something terrible will happen
to the People. They need my protection.” He shoved a pair of jeans
into his pack.

“There are angels here, too. The People don’t
only live at the castle,” his mother replied.

Suriel grimaced. “I know, but the danger I sense
isn’t here. It lies to the south. I can’t let the first true Alpha
in years wander around unprotected when my power may tip the
balance between life and death.”

His mother sighed and glanced around the cave where
he’d been staying for the past year. “Are you bringing your
books?”

He paused, hand on the zipper of the thick canvas.
“No. I don’t really have any way to carry them.”

“I can ship them to you,” she said, running a
hand along the top of his battered bookshelf.

He finished zipping his pack and straightened up.
What could he say to her? That he wasn’t sure of his welcome at the
castle? “I’ll let you know when I get there,” he replied. He
started unbuttoning his shirt. It was cold out, but once he shifted
into angel-form, he wouldn’t notice the cold. He took it off and
folded it, shoving it into the outside pocket of his pack. He
shivered, though he wasn’t sure if it was because of the
temperature or fear of the unknown. Going to Castle Archangel was a
risk. A huge one. He hoped he’d be welcome. His brother Raphael was
there, after all. And he had enough control over his power now so
that he wasn’t damaging furniture anymore just by walking past.

“I’m worried about you,” his mother said. She
walked up to him and put her hand on his chest. Her fingers were
cold. “Your power isn’t stable.”

He shrugged. He knew that. “What can I do? There are
demons among us. If I don’t go…” He trailed off, not wanting to
imagine what could happen if he didn’t lend his strength to the
fight. “It’s stable enough.”

“I know,” his mother said, quietly. “Even so,
you’re my son. I want nothing more than for you to be safe. Having
a child and watching them go into danger is the worst thing for a
parent. And Raphael is already there.”

He pulled her into a hug. “Having me there will keep
Raphael safer. Besides, nothing is certain anymore. If I go, we
have a chance.” It wasn’t arrogance that made him say that. He was
a sorcerer. He had power over the winds. He could manipulate
energy. And sometimes, if he tried really hard, glimpses of the
future passed through his mind like a kaleidoscope of images,
sometimes blurry, sometimes horrifically sharp and urgent. One of
those visions had been why he’d sent his younger brother to Castle
Archangel. He’d seen Raphael healing the Alpha. He squeezed his
mother gently, not wanting to tell her that he saw more violence in
the future. He needed to go sooner rather than later.

She hugged him back fiercely. “Maybe you’ll find a
mate there, someone to keep you sane. Someone to share your
burden.” She leaned back thumping a fist on his shoulder. “Promise
me you won’t say no if some girl asks you out.”

Was she kidding? A look at the expression on her
face told him she wasn’t. He forced a smile. “Mom, I won’t have
time for dating. And I would never risk it, even if I did.” He
pulled away and walked to the mouth of the cave. Flurries swirled
across the valley under an overcast sky. He shivered harder. “You
know my power can kill. I could never expose a woman to the fury of
the winds. It would be tantamount to murder.”

His mother stepped up next to him, putting a hand on
his arm. “Not if you find the right woman.”

He sighed as he looked down at her. She wasn’t
looking at him and he knew she was thinking about his father. He
could always tell. His father had died when his younger brother had
been born. The People said he’d taken his own life, flying too high
into the atmosphere until he ran out of air, but Suriel knew that
wasn’t true. His father would never do that. Even as a child of
five, he’d known his father had more honor than that. He suspected
his father had run into a demon somewhere in the skies, though no
one believed him except for his mother and brother.

I wonder if they’ll believe me now, he mused,
thinking about the fight at Castle Archangel. The new Alpha, his
brother Raphael’s mate, had defeated their old leader. As Samael
lay dying, he’d changed into the demon that had possessed him for
years. It had been a shocking awakening for the angels gathered to
witness the fight.

His mother gave him a look. “Not all women are weak.
There is someone out there for you.” She was shivering now, too, in
the cold air. She’d flown up here wearing only a halter, in the
middle of winter, because she’d somehow known he was leaving. A
parent’s instinct, he supposed. He hadn’t wanted her to come, but
what could he do? Mothers were notoriously difficult to command. He
grabbed his leather jacket and tucked it around her shoulders. “You
didn’t answer me,” she said, wrapping the jacket he’d given her
close to her neck.

“I don’t know what to say that won’t make you
angry,” he replied after a moment.

“That’s because you know I’m right,” she
retorted. “You may be the first angelic sorcerer born to the people
in a thousand years, but that doesn’t mean you have to be
alone.”

He rubbed his face. “It’s exceedingly unlikely that
I will find a mate to balance my energy. I’m not even going to
think about it.”

His mother frowned at him. “I want you to be
happy.”

He smiled at her. “If I can help our People survive
the coming war, I will be.” He tugged on his jacket as she scowled
at him. “I need to go.”

She sighed, loudly. “Fine. But remember, keep your
mind and heart open.” She slipped the jacket off and handed it to
him, then shifted her wings into the air. The soft brown of her
feathers was as soothing to look at now as it had been when he was
a child.

Suriel stroked a hand down her shoulder. “I’ll try,
Mother.”

She nodded. “Good. Fly safely. At least your brother
is there. You can depend on each other.”

“I will,” he replied. “Raphael and I have
always been close.”

“I know,” she said, smiling sadly. “I’ll miss
you.”

“You can come visit anytime,” Suriel reminded
her.

She shook her head. “These old bones are too tired
for gallivanting.”

He laughed. “Oh please. You didn’t think that six
months ago when I gave you a boost so you could go see Raphael.” He
chuckled, remembering her surprise when he’d called the winds to
ferry her south. She’d been simultaneously proud and shocked. His
power was not a small thing.

“Yes, well, one ride on that roller coaster is
enough for me, at least for now.” She smiled at him and hugged him
tightly one last time. “Don’t forget to call!”

He rolled his eyes. “Of course.”

She nodded at him and took a small running leap off
the ledge, dropping gracefully into the air. Suriel watched her
soar until her form became a speck, then disappeared into nothing.
He turned back to the cave, surveying the contents. The table and
sleeping spaces would be fine, set back as they were in the depths
of the cave. A rock formation jutted out of the wall, protecting
the area from the elements. He knelt down and stuffed his jacket
into his pack
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