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Special Agent Steve Williams, still reeling from the death of Chris Ryan and his unexpected inheritance, isn’t ready to step back into the line of fire. Relations with his wife are strained at best, and now he’s saddled with a new partner and a not so silent guardian angel.

When his boss calls with news of another case, a serial killer in Atlanta targeting children, it strikes a nerve in Steve. Caught between responsibility and instinct, he makes a choice—a choice he’ll regret forever.

“Georgia Reign is impossible to ignore or put down. Once you start reading, you are stuck; the great writing hooks you and makes you feel like a part of each scene. A good author gets you emotionally invested with the characters, and Taylor is an exceptional thriller author. I wasn't ready to say goodbye to these characters again. I simply wanted to keep reading to find out what happens next. If you love crime thrillers, you really HAVE to start reading the Steve Williams novels by J.E. Taylor. She takes you on a ride you will never forget. Gripping, disturbing, page turning crime thrillers don't get better than this.” Poppet / Gemma Rice—Author of Seithe, Darkroom and Djinn.

“Eeek... I loved this book. It had me on edge with a tingling sensation of dread and hope for the characters of the book. This series had me at hello. Taylor has a way of telling stories in which it is very hard to put them down. So enthralling that you go to bed dreaming of the events unfolding on the page. So looking forward to more from this very talented Author!!!” 5-Stars from Ladymaryjane on Amazon.
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FUNNY HOW THE TUNE from an adored childhood movie could strike such terror. Terror that makes the body tremble. Terror that locks screams in the throat. Terror that squeezes drops of piss from the bladder. And yet, like Pavlov’s response, that’s exactly what happened to all my patients.

“Whistle While You Work” echoed off the walls—the jovial melody streaming from my lips in stark contrast to the dread-filled moans pervading the room when the lights came up. Alex trotted ahead of me, his tail wagging, excited, expecting a treat. He looked back at me and then slipped into the brightly lit room.

She whined a pitiful “no” when I entered. Her battered and bruised body shaking while the stench of urine and feces hung in the air.

“Tsk, tsk, tsk. You’ve soiled your diaper.” I swung my head back and forth, approaching the ten-year-old, and she went from whimpering to blubbering. Something deep inside me cringed, and I shut the door on that half, blocking him out of my mind. He didn’t belong here. He would ruin everything.

Instead, I refocused on the insolent child on the table.

“I’m, I’m s-sorry, I’m s-so s-sorry, p-p-please d-don’t hurt me again. P-p-please!”

I pulled the sheet away from the surgical instruments, running my gloved fingers over the steel, loving the cool sterile power they projected. I stopped when I reached the scalpel. My instrument of choice. Cool. Shiny. Sharp. Perfect.

“No, no, no,” she repeated over and over and over, yanking at the straps holding her to the table, bucking her torso, arching, popping the stitches that already traversed her abdomen.

Blood oozed, but it wouldn’t matter much longer. I turned to Alex. “You’ve been such a good dog. How about a special treat today?”

Alex responded with a swish of his tail followed by the thump, thump, thump of it hitting the floor, patiently waiting for his tasty snack. Panting, he licked his golden chops.

Flipping the pages in the medical book on the edge of the table, I stopped at the page outlining the human liver, memorizing the location and the best way to access the organ. I glanced at the table of instruments, reaching and moving the rib retractor close enough to grab once I had her spread open. I took one more glance at her tear-stained face and sighed. “Such a pity,” I said, focusing on the task before me. I pressed down with the scalpel, slicing through tender flesh and muscle.

The girl’s scream reverberated off the concrete walls, carrying through the caverns of my lab. She hit a peculiar high note, a wailing screech sounding more like a hawk dive-bombing its prey than a human.

The note failed, replaced by choking sobs that gave way to silence.
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STEVE WILLIAMS SAT ON the stairs of the dock, looking out over the lake. Gravel crunching under tires interrupted his fragmented thoughts, and he turned to see a Cadillac sedan pull to a stop behind his roadster. A small, mousy woman slid out of the car with an attaché case in her hand.

“Mr. Steven Williams?” she asked, pushing her glasses higher on the bridge of her nose as she approached the dock.

Steve nodded.

“Lynn Trueman. I’m Mr. Ryan’s attorney,” she began, extending her hand.

He shook her hand, pulling information from her thoughts. His brow creased. “Chris put me in his will?”

“Mr. Ryan came to see me at the beginning of last week to set up the trust fund for the victims of Kyle Winslow.” She rummaged in her bag for the documents, pulling out an envelope and a couple of legal forms. “He said if anything should happen to him, you were to become the executor of that trust.” Her lips spread in a ghost of a smile.

“But that wasn’t all he requested, was it?”

“No, sir.” Lynn handed the envelope to Steve. “He asked that I give you this.”

He glanced between the document and the lawyer in front of him. Sliding his finger under the seal, he ripped open the envelope. The hand-written letter contained a check made out to Steven Williams in the same graceful long hand.

The amount leaped out at him, and he took a step back on rubbery legs. If he had been a cartoon character, his eyes would have shot out of his head with a grand AYEOOOGA, sound effects and all.

Somehow, he remained standing and shot his gaze back to hers. “Fifty million?”

She nodded. “Yes, that’s your settlement from the trust.”

Steve sat down hard on the lawn and stared at the letter. The script was wide and looping, slanting across the page. Chris must have gotten straight A’s in penmanship, he thought.

Steve,

I’m assuming that you’re probably sitting on your ass on the lawn just staring between the check and this letter right about now. I’m also assuming you believe you’re responsible for my death. Get over it. You aren’t. It was my time.

I knew it was coming, but I didn’t know there would be a chance at redemption by saving your sorry ass. If I’ve done the job right, you’re still breathing with a little extra juice you hadn’t bargained for.

Now, for the favor. Keep an eye on my son. This whole thing is going to push him close to the edge, and I’m not sure Tommy can keep him from going over this time. He needs someone who can keep him in line. You’ve now got a significant piece of his father flowing through your veins, so he’ll listen. Eventually.

As a side note, watch the temper. That’s when you’ll find the juice gets away from you. Otherwise, relax, it’s your time in the sun, kid, enjoy it.

Best Regards,

Chris Ryan 

He raised his eyes from the letter to Lynn. “Fifty million dollars?” he asked, glancing back at the check in his hand.

“Yes, Mr. Williams. There’s another sixty million in the trust for distribution.”

His eyes shot back up to hers. Kyle only had ten million dollars to his name. He blinked a few times as his thought process jump-started again. Jesus, Chris put another hundred million of his own money into the trust. He raised his eyebrows, his jaw slack.

“I need your signature on the trust document and the affidavit for receipt of funds.” She smiled down at him and reached her hand out to help him off the ground.

Steve looked at her hand and took it after a moment’s hesitation. Once on his feet, he led her into the barren cottage, rummaging through his office for a pen.

“There is one more matter that needs to be settled as well,” she said, retrieving a document out of her case. “Under directive in his will, Mr. Ryan left the penthouse in New York to you.” She handed him the deed now in his name.

He slowly sank into the chair behind the desk, staring at the paperwork in front of him. He leveled his eyes back at the petite lawyer. “You’re shitting me, right?”

She shook her head. “No, sir, I’m not. Mr. Ryan was very specific in his requests, but there is one stipulation that you must adhere to.”

Steve raised his eyebrows. “What’s that?”

“That you keep this place.”

“Why?”

“Mr. Ryan did not enlighten me as to the reason, but he insisted on the stipulation.”

Steve blew a stream of air between his lips and nodded. The irony of the request struck him, especially since he and Jennifer had already discussed the cabin. Jennifer’s idea was to sell, but he wasn’t ready to ditch it just yet, despite all that happened. He knew signing the papers in front of him and agreeing to Chris’s terms would put more of a strain on his already frayed marriage.

With the pen poised over the signature line, he traded a glance with Lynn. A thousand reasons to refuse came to mind, but only one reason surfaced that made him press the tip to the paper, signing his name and sealing his future.

Chris Ryan died because of him, regardless of what his letter said.

“This isn’t a joke, is it?” he asked, handing the signed paperwork to Lynn.

“No. It isn’t.” Lynn peeled off Steve’s copies, handing them back along with her business card. “Here’s my card. Any instructions regarding the trust should go through my office and if you need a suitable banker, I can give you the name of the man who has handled Mr. Ryan’s portfolio for the past fifteen years.”

“That probably would be a good idea.” He looked at the check and back to Lynn. “I’m not sure what to do with this,” he said.

Lynn shrugged. “Enjoy.” She reached into her briefcase and pulled out another business card. “That’s Mr. Ryan’s banker. I expect he will be at the funeral tomorrow.” She passed the card to Steve. “Will you be attending?”

Steve nodded. “Yes.”

“Then I’ll see you there.” She smiled and left Steve standing behind the desk in shock.

He sat down, listening as the car pulled out of the driveway and the noise faded into the distance. He had never seen so many zeros. The whistle he produced broke the silence, and he dropped the check back on the desk. Jennifer would be home from the store soon. He’d deal with it then.

Steve walked to the dock and resumed drinking the beer. The peaceful silence of the lake was broken by the shrill ring of the cell phone in his pocket, and he pulled it out, flipping it open. “Williams here.”

“Where the hell have you been?” Assistant Director Ron Cleary demanded.

“At my house in New Hampshire. Where else would I be?” He sent over his report the day after Chris died and hadn’t bothered returning any calls.

“I need you in Atlanta.”

“Sir, no disrespect, but I think I deserve a couple of weeks off right now,” Steve said, closing his eyes. He wasn’t ready to get back in the saddle again. Not after coming so close to killing that bastard. Not after having to explain to the two young boys that their father wasn’t coming home ever again. And especially not after almost dying in the warehouse.

He needed time to figure out what he really wanted to do with his life. He needed time with Jennifer.

“We have another serial killer,” Cleary said. “And you’re the best I’ve got. I need you on this case, Williams.”

Steve opened his eyes and sighed. “Look, I’ve got a funeral to attend tomorrow. In the meantime, send me the information and I’ll take a look.”

Cleary swore under his breath.

“Sir, I need some time. Jennifer just came out of the coma and in the past three weeks, I’ve lost everyone else I was close to. I need to get my shit together before I jump into the line of fire again.” He could hear Cleary’s train of thought and kept his mouth closed, waiting for the verbal reprimand on the line.

“I’m heading to Atlanta tomorrow and I’ll give you until Sunday morning to get your ass down there. Otherwise, you can kiss your career goodbye. I’m sending the file now,” Cleary snapped.

Steve closed his eyes. He wasn’t ready to jump in again, but he also wasn’t ready to walk away from the FBI. “Fine.” He paused. “Sir, what’s the protocol for will settlements?”

“As long as it’s clear in the documentation, there should be no problem with inheritance.”

“Thanks,” he said, although Cleary was thinking about his parent’s estate and not the possibility of a billionaire leaving him a windfall. Steve ignored the silent reference, opting not to bring up his most recent inheritance just yet. “I’ll look today.”

“I’m sending it now.”

“Will do.” Steve stood, flipped the phone closed, picked up the cooler of beer, and retreated to his office. He opened his laptop and typed the command to access the FBI email system, waiting for the file from his boss.

Steve picked up the letter from Chris. “I can’t believe you still went to New York,” he mumbled. If the tables were turned, he would have spent the rest of his days with his wife and kids instead of hunting down a killer with a hostile stranger.

The beep of his computer interrupted his thoughts, and he opened the email, reading the case file Cleary sent.

Steve leaned back after twenty minutes. Atlanta definitely had a serial killer stalking the streets, one who liked to chop his victims to pieces. Kids, he corrected, he’s chopping kids to pieces. Steve stared at the screen, disgusted, intrigued, motivated.

He wanted to catch the bastard and watch him fry.

His eyes fell to the check on his desk, alternating between the computer and the fifty million dollars in his name.

He raised his gaze to the door. Jennifer leaned against the molding with her arms folded.

“What’s up?” She offered a hint of a smile, but it didn’t reach her eyes.

Steve took a deep breath. What to hit her with first, the fact they were filthy rich or the fact he was heading to Atlanta after the funeral. Opting for the good news first, he picked up the letter and check, holding them out to her.

Jennifer crossed the room and took the papers. She read the letter and raised her eyes to Steve. “He knew he was going to die?”

Steve nodded. “Look at the check.” He pointed, and she sank into the chair on the other side of the desk. Her jaw drooped and her eyes bulged.

Steve chuckled.

Jennifer ripped her eyes from the check, meeting Steve’s gaze. “For real?”

“Yep.” He picked up the deed to the apartment in New York. “And he left us this.”

Jennifer’s hands shook as she took the second document, scanning it before she looked back at him. “We’re millionaires with a penthouse in the city?”

“Ayup.” Steve leaned back in the chair. “And there’s another serial killer on the loose in Atlanta.”

Jennifer’s hands dropped to her lap and her mouth closed, the reminder of his job obviously not welcomed.

His eyes drifted to the computer screen and back to her hard features. Unhappiness radiated from her, and he stood, walking into the empty living room, crossing to the bay window.

Hunting and chopping up adults was one thing, but what this guy was doing to kids was beyond unacceptable. It was downright infuriating. He chewed the inside of his cheek, staring at the lake, refusing to look at the stud walls of the kitchen where his daughter died.

Steve glanced over his shoulder at the office. Jennifer hadn’t followed him. She was still staring at the check, trying to figure out why Chris Ryan would do such a thing, and on the heels of that thought came the conviction that he should quit his job before someone else got hurt.

Turning, he sat on the window bench and waited. When she appeared in the doorway, he spoke. “What do you want me to do?” He already knew, but he wanted her to say it aloud.

“I want you to quit.”

Steve inhaled sharply. If he hadn’t taken the call from his boss, if he hadn’t opened the file, if he hadn’t seen the photos, he might have considered quitting, but not now. Those kids deserved justice, and he was more than ready to deliver it with an archangel’s vengeance.

“But you already knew that.” Jennifer crossed her arms.

He dipped his head, looking at the floor, and nodded. “I can’t walk away from this case, Jen.” He raised his eyes. “And I need to get that check in the bank.” He stood and crossed the room, stopping at her side and meeting her gaze, reaching and running the back of his fingers on her arm. “You know I love you.”

“But?”

The right side of his lips curled for an instant, revealing a crooked smile. “But this guy is killing kids. Kids, Jen. I can stop him.”

“What? Like you stopped Kyle?”

The barb stung, and he stiffened, pulling his hand away from her. “This time I can stop the killer. I’ve got a distinct advantage now.”

“What exactly does that mean? That you can read minds and put yourself between the blade of a knife and a victim? What good will that do against another madman like Kyle?”

In the few days since the warehouse incident, Steve hadn’t disclosed the extent of what Chris left him, and with a tilt of his head, the picture window disintegrated, shattering into a thousand pieces.

“And if that’s not enough.” He closed his eyes, willing the window right again. The screech and creak of glass shifting, scraping, and reassembling filled the otherwise silent room. When he opened his eyes, the same slack-jawed look of shock she’d had in his office graced her face.

“Chris gave me more than just money and a penthouse, babe,” Steve said, his voice clipped tight. He didn’t like her train of thought, her doubts in him, in his ability, in their marriage, and he stepped away without looking.

When he returned to the living room with the check in his hand, he asked, “You coming?”

Jennifer tore her eyes away from the window. “What did he do to you?”

Steve shrugged. “Gave me a little more juice than I bargained for,” he said, quoting Chris’s note. “You coming?”

Jennifer looked at the window and back to her husband. Her mouth slightly parted as if to speak. Who the hell is this man? She locked eyes with him again and slowly shook her head. “I think I’ll hang back.” Her voice shook.

Steve nodded and turned, walked out of the house, and slammed the door behind him. Anger throbbed in his veins, making his skin tingle and itch for something to take aim at, something to release the coiled weapon inside him.
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JESSICA RYAN SAT AT the end of the dock on a lake not that far from Brooksfield. Her hand slowly glided along the soft fur of the shepherd’s head in her lap. The kids argued over their video games inside the house, and she tuned them out, staring at the sun glinted water.

The lake house had been her grandfather’s decades ago, and Chris bought it from the subsequent owners as a gift. Despite the last ten years of summer vacations on the lake, it still reminded her less of Chris than their Maine home, where every turn was a painful memory. Even so, the sunset on the water was like a shard of glass embedded in her heart and the dog let a huff of a breath escape that matched her sigh.

Empty, like a shriveled cornhusk at a fall festival, she shut the valve off and her tear tracks dried. Sam whined, and she looked down. “I know. I miss him, too.”

The door banged on its hinges, and Sam’s head shot up, looking toward the house. Jessica tilted her head at the soft patter of feet. When Tommy sat next to her, she offered him her best reassuring It’s going to be okay smile.

Tommy laced his fingers through his mother’s hand and looked out at the sunset.

She knew he didn’t need to be psychic to understand her pain; he felt the devastation, too. Like a lamb that wandered into wolf territory, he was lost and terrified. Losing his father had done more than just injure his heart; it put a wedge between him and CJ. The older twin ranted at how unfair it was that Tommy could see the ghost of their father and he couldn’t.

He looked down at the beloved shepherd with its massive head in his mother’s lap, her hand stroking in methodical, repetitive strokes.

Tommy still didn’t understand why his father had to die. And for it to happen in that godforsaken warehouse where they all almost died five years before was just too much of a coincidence.

“It wasn’t a coincidence,” Jessica said, her voice hollow with grief as she met her son’s gaze.

Tommy’s chin quivered.

“None of us should have walked out of the warehouse that day.” Horrific memories swirled, and she inhaled, turning away from Tommy’s wide blue eyes—eyes reminiscent of his biological father and not Chris.

Honest, honorable eyes—eyes that saw between the folds of the universe.

“Your dad made a deal, Tommy. It was time to pay up.” She squeezed his hand.

Tears cascaded in slow motion down his cheeks, and his sobs were quiet enough to produce only a whisper of an echo on the lake. She reached her arm around his shoulders and her heart cried for her innocent nine-year-old boy.

Her boy who could see ghosts.
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STEVE PULLED INTO THE strip mall housing his bank, and the phone buzzed. He pulled into a front parking lot and dug the cell phone out of his pocket, noting the New York exchange, and flipped it open, accepting the call. “Hey.”

“Steve?” Her tentative voice came over the speaker.

“Hi, Sarah,” he replied and bit back on responding to her jumbled and confused train of thought, letting silence fill the space instead of slapping her with sarcasm.

She sighed. “I rehearsed this a million times.”

Steve leaned back in the seat, filtering through her private thoughts, all of which pointed to the fact he’d aided and abetted a known felon.

“I’m still trying to sort it all out.”

“Which part? Me, or Chris Ryan?”

Another sigh.

“Are you coming up for the funeral?” Steve asked. The conversation she wanted to have was not one he wanted to broach on his cell. Phone calls could be recorded, and he didn’t want an admission of guilt captured on tape.

“I don’t know.”

“Why don’t you take a ride up here today? You can stay with us, and we’ll go over in the morning together.”

“That’s fucking presumptuous of you.”

Steve huffed. “Fine.” He snapped the phone closed and got out of the car. Oil and water, he thought and crossed the parking lot.

Steve walked into the bank and stood in line, ignoring the phone vibrating in his pocket. He didn’t want to talk to Sarah any more than he wanted to discuss staying with the FBI with his wife. He hadn’t even broached the condition of keeping the cottage with Jennifer. That was going to catapult her over the edge.

When one of the tellers freed, he stepped to the counter, reading the woman’s nameplate before he spoke. “Hello, Karen, I need to make a deposit.” He pulled out the check, signed the back, and dropped it on the counter along with his checking deposit slip. His lips twitched into an amused smile at her reaction.

Her jaw dropped. “Fifty million?”

Her gaze shot to his face, and he nodded. “Yes. Fifty million dollars.”

“Um, I need to speak with the manager.”

Steve watched her trot away and huddle with the bank manager in the corner. Moments later, the manager approached him with the check in hand.

“Please, come with me,” he said, leading Steve into the corner office and closing the door, motioning for him to sit in the seat across from his desk. “I just wanted to make you aware of our policy in depositing checks of such substantial size,” he began. “You won’t be able to draw from the balance until the check clears.”

Steve nodded. “I naturally assumed that,” he said. “How long does it usually take for a check to clear?”

“Usually five business days.” The manager’s eyes still hadn’t deviated from the check in his hand.

Steve cleared his throat.

The manager offered a nervous laugh. “It’s just that I’ve never seen a check this large.” The bank manager’s voice cracked, and he punched in the account number on the deposit slip. “Can you verify your social security number for me?”

“Yes.” Steve rattled the numbers off.

“Your address?”

“My current address is 1658 Lake View Drive here in Brooksfield,” he said when the manager raised his eyes from the computer screen.

The manager nodded and typed the amount into the computer, waiting for the deposit slip to print out. “Is there anything else I can help you with today? Perhaps a look at our investment options?” He smiled, thinking of all the ways he could siphon money out of Steve’s account.

Steve let his lips curve into a smile and waited until the deposit slip was in his hand. He glanced at it, verifying the account numbers and the balance were as they should be. He leaned over and spoke very softly. “While there are at least a hundred ways to siphon money out of my account, I wouldn’t try if I were you.” He stood. “I will know, and you really don’t want to fuck with me.”

“I... I... I wouldn’t dream of doing something like that.” The manager stuttered, his eyes blinking rapidly as his face flushed and hands trembled.

Steve turned to leave.

“Thank you for doing business with Brooksfield Savings Bank,” the manager said in a weak, small voice, like that of a child whose hand was caught in the cookie jar.

Steve sent a quick glance over his shoulder and raised his hand for a moment, acknowledging the manager’s salutation. He gave a shudder at the sudden need to take a shower to wash off the feeling of dealing with a slime ball.

Steve slipped into his car and the cell phone rang again. He glanced at the number and sighed, flipping it open. “Are you done being a bitch?”

Sarah was silent. “I’m sorry.”

“So, are you heading up this way or not?” Steve turned on the car and let it idle in neutral while he waited for her to answer. The flurry of activity in her head assaulted him. “I’ll answer every one of your questions, but only if we’re face to face,” Steve said.

Sarah let out a short laugh. “Yeah, so you can stonewall me again?”

“No. I’ll answer your questions.” Doubt clouded her mind. “Honest,” he added. After what Sarah went through at the hands of that madman, she deserved to know how she got out alive.

“All right, Steve, I’ll be up there tonight.”

He closed the phone and leaned his head against the seat, exhaling and rubbing his face before dialing the cottage. Jennifer answered on the third ring. “Looks like we’re having company tonight.”

“Excuse me?” Jennifer said.

Steve closed his eyes, wishing he’d waited until he was home to have this conversation. When he opened his eyes, he gasped, his eyes widened, and he glanced at his barren living room and Jennifer’s equally wide eyes.

The phone dropped from her hand, and she gawked at him.

Steve’s eyes darted around the room and landed on Jennifer again. Shit! This is freaky as hell. He took a step toward her with his heart pounding in his throat. The floor under his boot was as solid as if he was actually there in person.

“What the fuck?” she whispered.

A shrill laugh escaped Steve, echoing his shot nerves. He crossed to her, curious as to his limitations in this transitional state. When he reached out and pulled her to him, her warm body pressed against him, and his lips crushed hers. With the taste of her cherry lip still on his lips, he knew.

He was physically in both places—another gift courtesy of Chris Ryan. He pulled away, perplexed.

Jennifer stared at him, her eyelids fluttering in a confused blink. Her fingers ran over her own lips before she found her voice. “Are you really here?”

This time his laugh was more natural. “I think so, but I’m also sitting in my car at the bank, probably just staring into space in a state of suspended animation.”

The space between her eyes creased. This is impossible.

“There’s a lot of shit that seems impossible, babe.” He gazed into her shimmering emerald eyes.

“What the hell are you?” She pushed away from him.

Steve shrugged and felt the transition begin again, the pull of it dragging him through a tunnel, an elongated black wormhole, back into his car. He drew in his breath and opened his eyes to the hot asphalt of the bank parking lot. “God damn,” he whispered into the phone.

The phone shuffled, and her breathless voice came through the line. “Steve?”

“I’ll be home in a few.” He disconnected the call, slipped the phone into his pocket, and put the car in gear. He had a ghost to confront.
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STEVE PULLED INTO THE driveway and slipped out of the car, crossed the lawn, and trampled over the wet leaves covering the path to Paradise Cove. When he stepped into the clearing onto the soft moss, he closed his eyes and hung his head, wondering if Jennifer would ever accept what he’d become.

The chuckle startled him.

Steve spun around. There, leaning against a tree, was the ghost of Chris Ryan—the edges of his pristine white wings peeking out from behind his shoulders. The bright sunlight behind him gave off an eerie glow and before he could stop it, the thought popped into his head.

Angel of death. Jesus.

“Angel of death. That always cracks me up,” he said, straightening up.

“That’s what you are, right?”

The sigh that followed caused the water to ripple. “No. I’m not the angel of death, even though the term tickles me to no end.”

Steve raised his eyebrows. “Why am I not dead?”

Chris’s musical laughter filled the clearing. He approached, stopping parallel to his friend, staring out at the water, his brow furrowing. “It isn’t your time, and you know it.” He sent a sideways glance.

Steve glanced out over the water. “Fifty million? What the hell am I supposed to do with fifty million dollars?”

“Anything you want.” Chris’s smile turned sly. “And you need to divvy up the remaining sixty million to the other survivors.”

“Is that why you’re here?”

Chris faced Steve, shaking his head. His expression turned serious. “No. I’m here because I was told to look after you. That’s my penance.” He rolled his eyes and shoved his hands into his pockets.

“You’re my guardian angel?” The thought of it raised goose bumps on his exposed skin. Ty Aris as my guardian angel? What the hell did I do to deserve that?

Chris shrugged.

“Jesus. I am so screwed.” Steve chuckled.

Chris smirked. “Have you figured out how to control the power yet?”

“I had the unsettling pleasure of astral projecting myself today. That is truly freaky.”

“Surreal.”

“Yeah, like this conversation.” He glanced at Chris. “Are you going to pop up on me everywhere I go?”

“No. Well, at least not like this. This is the only place you can see me.” He waved at the lush cove. “However, you’ll be able to hear me any time I feel like intruding on your life.”

Steve stared at the angel grinning at him. “What the hell does that mean?”

Chris just laughed and sent a wink in his direction.

Steve raised an eyebrow. It wasn’t like he and Jennifer had been intimate in the past few days, any time he got near her. She flinched, her mind jumping back to Kyle and what he’d made her do. That alone was enough of a turnoff, and it enraged him, but the thought of Chris Ryan having an unlimited view of his private life burned him even more.

“So, help me God, Ty,” Steve said between clenched teeth. “I swear, if you eavesdrop on me and Jennifer, I’ll...” He bit down on the rest of the sentence. Any threat to him was long since over, but there was one thing he could use to control Chris. “I’ll drag your wife into custody.”

A subtle change occurred in Chris’s expression. His eyes turned a shade darker, sending a hard, stony stare in Steve’s direction. The muscles in his jaw worked, pulling the flushed skin taut over his cheekbones and thinning his lips to a white streak that matched his spreading wings. “You do not give Me ultimatums!” The wings beat, raising Chris off the ground.

Steve laughed, watching Chris rise, his own anger edging to the surface. He yanked mentally, and the laugh caught in his throat as the angel plummeted to the ground, hard.

On his hands and knees, Chris looked up at Steve, his blue eyes wide and full of surprise.

Steve leaned over, balancing his hands on his knees. “Apparently, I do. I want to know why? Now.”

“Why what?” Chris asked, getting up and brushing himself off.

“Why me? Why the money, the powers? Why’d you make the trade?” The anger blew past the surface. “Why didn’t you just let me die on that cross?” He was yelling now. “Everyone died because of me. Why did you save me?”

Chris stepped back, letting Steve fill with the anger and grief. There was no more denying the ability to feel. It was hitting Steve like a bulldozer.

“Why?” the question belted out, echoing off the lake.

“Self-preservation,” Chris answered.

Steve’s jaw went slack, his anger sputtering to a low simmer.

“Saving you got me into heaven.”

“Why?” Steve whispered. “What makes me so special?”

Chris cocked his head to the side. “You just are.” He shoved his hands in his pocket and studied the moss at their feet before returning his gaze to Steve’s. “My time was up.” He shrugged. “And my job before I died was to make sure you didn’t kill Kyle.” The inhale of breath filled the cove. “You didn’t.” He looked out over the water. “That’s why.”

Steve’s eyes narrowed. “How did you know I wouldn’t kill him?”

Chris smiled and raised his eyebrows. “I didn’t. But I know deep down, even with all this other shit flying around, you’re still a fucking boy scout.”

Steve huffed and turned toward the water. His mind raced. “Why the hell am I so special?”

“Because I’m not here to watch over CJ.”

Steve’s gaze snapped to Chris’s. “And that has to do with me how?”

“I need you to look after him. To keep him in line. Without me around, the burden falls on you.”

A burst of laughter echoed on the water. “You have got to be kidding me!”

“I’m dead serious, Steve. As I said in the letter, you’ve got a big part of me flowing through you now, and he will listen to you. Jess is not capable of keeping him in line. She doesn’t have the strength to match his.”

“And I do?”

“No, but you’ve got the integrity.”

A scoff came from behind them, and they both turned to see Jennifer standing at the entrance to the cove. Her eyes were glued to Chris and his white wings.

“What the hell did you do to him?” She pointed at Steve.

Chris turned his gaze to Steve, raising his eyebrows. “Boy, she’s a pistol, ain’t she?” He hooked his thumb toward Jennifer.

Steve stifled the laugh when Jennifer glared at him.

“There’s darkness in him that wasn’t there before.” She glared at Chris with her hands resting on her hips.

Chris’s expression changed, and he took a step closer to her, towering as he let his wings uncurl. “I had nothing to do with the changes in him. That happened when he lost his daughter and had to deal with a comatose wife for a year.”

“Enough!” Steve stepped in front of Jennifer, blocking her from the angry angel.

“What did you do to my husband?” Jennifer yelled, her hands balled into tight fists.

“I gave him what he needs to look after my boy.”

Jennifer’s brow creased. “Who are you?”

“Does the name Ty Aris ring a bell?”
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