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In the aftermath of his wife's death, Tom Ryan cannot breathe when his three-year-old daughter, Hannah, is out of his sight. His over protectiveness falls into the realm of paranoia, born from the fear that Lucifer is not done with him yet.

When that same apprehension manifests in his daughter, he realizes he needs to deal with his issues before his terror poisons Hannah’s innocence. Just when he manages to get a grip on his separation anxiety, his worst nightmare comes to fruition.

Desperate to save Hannah from the devil's grip, Tom will do just about anything to get her back, even if it means the ultimate act of betrayal.
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MY NAME IS THOMAS Patrick Ryan, and I have been mute since a psycho cut out part of my tongue when I was nine. For twenty-one years, I communicated differently than those around me. But now, because of my wife’s death, I can speak.

All things considered, I’d rather be mute and still have her by my side.

Cold wraps around me as I stare at the urn in my hand, testing the weight of it. It seems way too light to contain my wife. Her spirit alone would not fit into such a tiny container, and I cannot fathom her remains reduced to the slip of nothing I held. This was all I had left.

Ashes.

Dust.

Tainted memories.

I can’t seem to find the will to open the jar and drop what’s left of her over the bluff and into the churning Atlantic. This was her wish. To be scattered in our backyard. In the sea we loved to play in. In the waves we loved to listen to every night.

The roar of the ocean did nothing to fill the void in my heart.

A gentle tug on my shorts lowers my gaze to the only reason I haven’t planted a bullet in my brain. My daughter looks up at me with those wide, innocent eyes, and I remember why I am standing on the edge of our bluff.

With a silent nod, I find the strength I need to open the urn holding my wife’s ashes, and without ceremony, dump it into the swirling wind. Behind me, in the small crowd of my family and friends paying tribute to my wife, my brother sings her favorite song. While Hallelujah isn’t really a funeral song, it was her favorite, so we thought it was appropriate for this dismal day. The clarity of CJ’s voice tickles my spine with chills.

The ashes swirl on the summer breeze, hanging in front of us as if Raven doesn’t want to leave me, either. They condense into a brief image of her, and I stare, scanning her gray form. Before I can reach for her and pull her from the drop, she raises her arms and turns, executing the graceful dive I have seen her do a thousand times from the diving board of our old home. But I’ve never seen one like this. Never a final swan song.

I choke back the sob lodged in my throat, and just watch her ashen form fall. When she hits the surf, ashes scatter like the splash of the diver before settling on the water and disappearing with the next wave.

My daughter’s hand wraps around mine, and I close my eyes with the contact. She gives me the purpose I need to not take a step and drop to the jagged rocks below. When I glance down at Hannah, her chin trembles and silent tears tumble down her cheeks. Her eyes are on the same spot where I had been staring. The spot where the ashes met the water. Her aura darkens, muting her normally bright colors, and I scoop her into my arms, feeling her sadness more acutely than I care to. The emptiness in the center of my chest threatens to take over my form, but I focus on my little girl, meeting her teary gaze.

CJ’s voice cracks, and I finally turn, acknowledging that I am not the only one mourning my wife’s death. I squint in the glow of CJ’s aura. It’s as bright and vibrant as the sun, outshining both his wife, Valerie’s, and my business partner and best friend, Damian’s. You see, my brother’s aura is powered by trinity blood and angel grace. He is the only one of the group that has the distinction of having both riding their bloodstream.

Damian’s is the next closest in brightness. I’m not sure if his is manufactured by the grace of three angels, or if it is because he is the son of the Archangel Gabriel. The rest of us are distant descendants, but we have enough angel blood in our systems to be considered a delicacy to Lucifer. Our blood apparently revives that fucker.

When we met Damian and his wife, Naomi, we had no clue of our roots, and we thought their triplets were the first true trinities ever born, having the blood of Gabriel, Michael and Raphael infused in their lineage. It wasn’t until my brother ended up on the bad end of a deal with the devil that we found out we were also descendants of archangels.

Our mother came from two bloodlines, Raphael’s and Lucifer’s. CJ’s father, Ty Ryan, also came from two archangel bloodlines and the combination created something the world has never seen. CJ is the first true trinity, with Raphael, Uriel, and a double dose of Lucifer in his blood, and he holds the power to destroy the universe.

As for me, I am not a trinity, even though I shared the womb with CJ. The man who sired me was not an angel descendant. I do, however, have a natural born ability to see ghosts. I’m not sure if that results from my mother’s angel heritage or just a freak accident.

The rest of my supercharge came by way of a gift from CJ. He wanted to make sure the family was safe while he went off to shut down the closest devil’s portal.

Lucifer got wind of the power transfer and offered me a deal, one I said no to because, in the end, my wife never would have forgiven me if I had said yes. It was because of that power transfer that my wife and daughter came into Lucifer’s sights with a vengeance.

I try not to blame CJ for Raven’s death, but it’s there, just at the tip of my newly acquired tongue.

I scan my family. Steve and Jennifer Williams stand together on one side of my brother and Valerie. Jennifer’s green eyes hit me like a shot to the heart. She and Steve raised me after my parents died, and she knows me as well as anyone here. She knows that under my cool exterior, I’m a fucking mess. But at least neither she nor Steve is privy to my dark thoughts.

I avoid looking at CJ. His voice cracked for a reason, and it wasn’t because he was mourning Raven. He has a direct line into my head and I’m sure my suicidal thoughts, however brief, are what caused his perfect voice to waver.

I give a slight nod to Valerie. I’m pretty sure she heard my thoughts as well, but the devastation in her heart for losing her best friend was almost as crippling as mine. Damian and his wife Naomi flank CJ and Valerie, and their kids haven’t made a peep the entire time I stood contemplating my wife’s death.

My gaze falls on the children standing stoically in front of Damian and Naomi. Grace, their daughter, is close enough to CJ’s newborn’s car seat to slowly rock it, keeping little Alex quiet for the time being. Her eyes meet mine, and she offers me a sad smile before her gaze moves to Hannah’s. The same silent communication follows, and Hannah struggles in my arms. I put her on the ground, and she crosses, letting Grace give her a heartfelt hug.

Five true trinities stand in our midst and the responsibility of keeping them safe from Lucifer’s grasp weighs heavily on each and every one of us. Protecting the angel legacy is more critical now than it ever was before, because once the last angel descendant outside our town is slaughtered, York will become the final battleground.
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ANOTHER DAY, ANOTHER FUNERAL, and this time Hannah can’t seem to keep still. She squirms in my lap like my holding her is the ultimate offense, but at least she hasn’t pitched a fit. Yet.

The Star of the Sea Catholic Church is as much of an enigma to me as it is to Hannah, but I figure I owe it to Captain O’Keefe to be at his funeral, since he was the one trying to find my wife and daughter when he was killed.

While the funeral service runs on, I try to figure out the last time I set foot in a church. I think the last time was my father’s funeral when I was nine, but that was at the Congregational Church in the center of town, and it was more of a memorial service than this ultra-formal funeral procession.

I feel completely out of place in my shorts and polo shirt, but I haven’t had time to get down to any of the stores in Kittery to get anything beyond what Steve brought that first night at the hospital, and I figure blood-stained jeans would have been worse than what I am wearing.

The incense tickles my nose and several times over the last few minutes; I had to press my knuckle to my nostril to contain the urge to sneeze. Hannah isn’t as successful and lets out three mouse-like achoos. Her sneezes always make me smile, and this time is no different.

She is so darned cute, and so the opposite of either Raven or me. We sounded like a freight train when we sneezed, and she sounded exactly what I envisioned a tiny rodent would sound like.

I set her down on the seat next to me and trade a glance with CJ. His lips are pressed against his own smirk, but the small dimples in his cheek tell me he might lose the battle and smile. He is just as amused by Hannah’s sneezes as I am.

CJ at least salvaged a pair of pants and a button-down shirt for the occasion, as did Steve next to him, making me feel much more like a slacker than I was. His lighthearted smirk faded.

“You’re fine,” he says, nodding toward my clothes.

Hannah wore a little sundress that Raven had packed in the overnight bag she had in the car, and I’d successfully corralled her wild hair into a single braid down her back. Just that simple task had made me feel like I could do this. I could raise my daughter without my wife by my side, and as empty as I felt, at least I had our little girl.

Fortunately, Raven had packed a few of Hannah’s favorite toys and the blanket she couldn’t go to sleep without, so my daughter had some of her comforts. The only other bag in the car was the one with Raven’s magic crystals and potions and her spell book. It also contained her polished gems, including a handful of bloodstone pendants, which we all wore for protection from the spirit world.

Unfortunately, bloodstone will always remind me of her death.

Raw bloodstone had been the tool used to rip my wife apart from the inside out, killing her and my unborn child with it.

CJ’s stare pulled my attention his way. His wide eyes told me he had been in my head for my little narrative. No one knew Raven had been pregnant, and I only found out via the police report.

“She was...” he says and stops, mindful that my daughter is sitting between us. He keeps eye contact with me.

I wrap my arm around Hannah and place a small kiss on her forehead, and my gaze never leaves CJ’s.

He inhales and looks forward, blowing the breath out while he digests the new fact my silence has confirmed. His lips press together, forming a frown, and his eyelids blink more rapidly than normal. When he slides his gaze back, there are unshed tears glossing his eyes. He gives me that silent nod I am used to, his way of saying he was sorry without any words, and I acknowledge it with the same.

Both of us refocus on the front of the cathedral, and what I hope is the end of the ceremony. Officers lift the casket, and the procession begins. The church empties from the front and by the time we get to the reception line, we are the last people left to give condolences.

I step in line behind Steve and CJ, with Hannah perched in my left arm. “I’m sorry for your loss,” I say, and shake hands as I move down the line, repeating the words until I’m standing in front of Bridget O’Keefe, the captain’s niece.

As the words flow from my mouth, her bloodshot hazel-eyes widen. Her aura flares with curiosity, but the darker colors inscribed already have me stepping away. I turn to O’Keefe’s widow.

“Tom?” Bridget’s voice pulls my gaze back to hers.

“Yeah,” I say clearly, meeting her stark stare.

“I... I’m sorry for your loss, too,” she says, and there is sincerity in her words that I had never expected.

I force a ghost of a smile to show my appreciation and give her a nod. “Thank you,” I add, because there really isn’t anything else to say.

I turn to Mrs. O’Keefe, and her gaze meets mine. She knows who I am from all my past scuffles with her husband when I was younger. From the sad expression donning her features, along with the parade of thoughts through her mind, she also knows about my loss.

Instead of shaking the hand I offer her, she wraps me in an awkward hug. No words are exchanged, but as she pulls away, I have to swallow the lump that formed in my throat, and blink away the sudden sheen covering my eyes.

I give her a nod and step away, holding Hannah closer as we head to my car. CJ and Steve are already waiting.

“Tom?” Bridget’s voice calls and the fast click of her heels on pavement stops my progression. I put Hannah down and take her hand.

“Who is that?” Hannah asks as we watch Bridget dodge cars in a light jog to catch up with me.

“Someone I knew in high school.” I glance down, meeting my daughter’s gaze.

“Thank you for waiting,” Bridget says as she approaches us. She gives Hannah a smile before looking back at me. “I have an odd question for you,” she starts and shifts, looking away from me at the rest of the parking lot. “Um. Are you hiring?”

When she returns her gaze to me, I can tell she is trying to keep from fidgeting, but isn’t doing a very good job of it.

“Excuse me?”

“Hiring. A job. You know?” She wrings her hands, and the breeze loosens a couple of her golden locks from the classy bun at the back of her head.

I couldn’t help it, a small laugh comes out and her gaze snaps to mine.

“Look, I am very organized, and I could answer calls and do whatever paperwork is necessary.” Her eyes plead with me, to the point I don’t know exactly what to say.

“Do you even know what we do?” I finally ask.

“You hunt ghosts,” she says in a way that leads me to believe everyone in town knows what we do. The only thing missing was a ‘duh’ and an eye roll.

Now I did laugh. Hannah looked up at me, and in all her innocence says, “Mommy always said you and Damian need a secretary.”

Oh, great. Now my three-year-old is weighing in. Bridget smiles down at her before looking back at me.

“Let me talk to my partner,” I say in more of a sigh than anything else and Bridget’s aura responds, becoming much brighter than it had been before. I guess worrying about where your next meal is coming from puts a lot of dark ribbons in your aura.

“Thank you,” she says, and rummages around in her purse. She finally pulls out a business card and scribbles her number on the back. “If you, or your partner, would like me to come in for an interview, please call me. I can start any time.”

Out of politeness, I take the card and slip it into my pocket. When I cross the rest of the distance to where Steve and CJ are standing, I get a smirk in response.

“What did Bridget O’Keefe want?” CJ asks, jutting his chin in her direction. He knows the history as well as I do. In high school, I tagged her, along with almost anything in a skirt. I think I slept with most of the girls in the school, and they all seemed to blend into one big fuck-fest in my head. I stopped sleeping around when I started dating Tanya, and then the Windwalker got hold of her. Out of that horror show, I met Raven, and the rest was history.

“A job,” I answer, and open the back door, depositing Hannah in her car seat. CJ snorts a laugh and I glance at him over the car.

His laugh fades and his eyebrows arch. “You’re considering hiring her?”

“It would help to have someone answering the phones and screening the nut cases we get calls from.” I say, after I get Hannah all hooked in her seat. I close her door and step to the driver’s door. “Besides, she needs the money,” I add with a shrug.

“She is perfectly capable of getting a job somewhere else.”

“Don’t be such a dick. She’s not a gold digger, otherwise, she would have tried to seduce me instead of asking for a job,” I say and slide into the driver’s seat.

CJ leans down, looking at me through the window. “Are you sure about that?”

I bite my tongue before I tell him to fuck off, but based on the smirk he sends my way, he heard the thought as clearly as if I had said it aloud.

I didn’t want to be arrogant, thinking the change in her aura had to do with anything other than a job prospect. I was also not naïve in any sense of the word. Because of my bank account balance alone, I’m sure the line of single women will start to form once the word gets out. It doesn’t hurt that I’m not bad to look at, either, and that’s what got me into a world of trouble in high school.

If I ever get past this hole in the center of my chest, I’m sure I won’t be hurting for a date, but I can’t even imagine that right now. I have no interest in anyone but my wife.
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THE SHRILL RING OF my alarm reminds me that vacation is over and I crawl out of bed, heading to the bathroom to clean up before I head to the office for the first time since the end of June. As the water pelts my skin, I wonder if the cops left it a mess or not.

My computer sits idle by the front door, waiting for me to open it. I haven’t had the heart to look to see if Chief Gallagher actually erased the video that the killer fed to my hard drive or not. It isn’t something I want to see, and I certainly don’t want Hannah finding that horrifying tape by accident.

I turn off the water and dry myself, still in a stupor, like I always am in the morning. My office attire isn’t much different from what I wore to the funeral, because I haven’t gone shopping yet. The idea of leaving Hannah for the time necessary to pick up an entire wardrobe just didn’t settle well, and bringing a three-year-old into a department store is something akin to disaster.

The bed is a mess, and I stare at it for a moment before turning away. I never saw the benefit of making a bed. Especially since I’m just going to mess it up again tonight. I turn to leave the room and pause in the doorway, glancing over my shoulder.

Raven’s Irish brogue echoes in my head, “We’re civilized, Tom, not some nomads that have no appreciation for what we have. You don’t like garbage piled up around the house, so I make sure the house is clean. Well, I hate an unmade bed, so get your fine arse over here and help me make it.”

I can almost see her standing by our bed at home, with her hands on her hips and that irritated glare of hers catching mine. The memory pulls a smile to my lips, and then I remember she will never scold me about an unmade bed, ever again. Emptiness threatens to overtake me, and I sigh, turn back, and abide by the wishes of the ghost in my head.

I duck into the other bedroom in this drab cottage, wishing the rebuilding of our home could be instantaneous, and not months away from being livable. Hannah is still out, and I stare at my sleeping daughter. I doubt she is going to like me today, especially since she didn’t wake to the alarm or my tooling around in the bathroom. And the office isn’t exactly the playscape she is used to. But I really have no choice.

I can’t bring myself to leave her with anyone else. Any time I try, I am paralyzed by the same sick fear I felt when she and Raven were missing. I don’t even make it to my car without a panic attack.

When we were in the hospital, it was easier. It was a containable environment. Out here in the real world, I am terrified of her going missing, and this time, ending up dead.

I know this isn’t healthy for either of us, but I am not even close to being able to cope without her in my sight. So, she’s coming to work with me until I can get my shit together, or she goes off to college, whichever comes first.

I sit on the edge of her bed, and run my fingers through her knotted hair. “Sweetie-pie?”

Hannah mumbles and curls into a tight ball, rolling away from my touch.

“Come on, honey. Daddy needs to get to work.”

She growls at me, glaring through her red hair. If this is what she is like at three, I am going to be in for a nightmare when she starts school.

“I’ll tell you what. I’ll go get our lunches ready, and you can take your time thinking about what toys you want to bring with you.”

“Can I bring all of them?”

I smile at her. “You can bring whatever fits in that duffel bag over there.” I point to the bag in the corner, knowing she could fit all her things and then some in it right now. Her eyes light up and I push her hair out of her face and plant a gentle kiss on her cheek. “You pack your things, and when I’m done
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