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      For every reader who has ever needed to be swept away…

      As women, we are pulled in so many different directions every moment of every day. It can be overwhelming and exhausting.

      This story is for those days when you wish someone would sweep you away from everyday life… but wishes can have unexpected consequences, and sometimes what we get is  the last thing we would ever choose.
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      Raphael, the Archangel of Healing, returned to the Third Sphere of the Angelic Realm with only one goal—to cleanse himself of the stink of human violence.

      Unfortunately, Victor, head of the Virtues, waited in his chamber to greet him.

      “Can it wait?” Rafe snarled. He tossed his medic tunic, stained with blood, onto the floor at his feet. He toed off his boots, brown with the dust of the Afghan desert, and discarded them next to the clothes. Feet and chest bare, he couldn’t wait to get out of his worn blue jeans.

      Victor shook his shiny, bald head and crossed muscled arms over his forty-eight-inch chest. “It cannot.”

      Frustrated. Sweaty. Exhausted. Perspiration slicked Rafe’s hair. The stench of death slimed his skin and permeated everything. With every breath, cordite and dust clogged his throat.

      He was so tired of humans. They brought death and destruction upon themselves.

      “Fine.” Rafe dropped his filthy jeans—now completely naked. “Then follow me.”

      Rafe stepped into the steam room and grabbed a pristine white towel from the bench. He wrapped the soft cotton around his neck and held onto the ends with bunched fists. Hot dry heat seared his thighs and closed in on his lungs. Each inhalation burned down his throat and cleansed away the events of the past day.

      Victor sighed heavily and poured aromatic water over the heated stones. The sage-infused liquid sizzled and evaporated into mist.

      With his chin on his fist, knuckles bloodied, and elbow resting on his knee, skinned from an encounter with the hard-packed dirt, Rafe sat in a classic thinking pose. Steam swirled around him as he waited for the head of the Virtues and the Second Sphere to begin.

      Victor paced, his steps jerky and his gait uneven. Although he looked like a pro wrestler pumped up on steroids, he acted like a prissy, old man. “You are not connected with the humans.”

      Rafe didn’t want to be connected. He wanted to ascend to the Second Sphere and extend the distance between his existence and that of humans. They were a pain in the ass. Never satisfied, always grasping and reaching for the next thing.

      “Do you know where I’ve been for the last twenty-four hours?”

      “Yes.”

      Rafe ignored Victor. “I was in Afghanistan, helping my angel healers try to save police recruits blown up by their own people.”

      “Raphael,” Victor began.

      Rafe interrupted. “The improvised explosive device detonated beneath a bus.” The rickety, ancient transport had spewed flames and bodies onto the barren Afghan desert. Metal from the smoking hull had peeled from the frame like the skin of a banana. Black lines from simple dynamite scorched the sand and marred the landscape.

      “One hundred police recruits who only wanted to make a better world for their families, for their children. That explosion destroyed the hopes of many villages.”

      “I understand, Rafe.”

      But Victor couldn’t comprehend. Charred remains of the dead, a boot, an arm, a torso with no head, scattered across the Earth like rose petals. The screams of the living echoed in the air. A woman with her eye ripped from her face. Another recruit stood helpless, his hands painted red with his own blood as he frantically attempted to stanch the flow. The driver’s breath wheezed as he gasped for life. The stark images, sounds, and smells haunted him.

      His stomach churned. “You have no idea.”

      If he’d had second thoughts about his ascension, the damage from yesterday’s roadside bomb convinced him he needed to leave this job and this sphere. The plague had been a piece of cake compared to the modern world. Humans had no respect for the sanctity of life. Being in charge of the Healer angels was a weighty responsibility, especially when he didn’t care if they lived or died.

      Victor intruded on his somber reflection. “You need to have compassion for the human race if you want to ascend to the next level in the Angelic Realm.”

      His compassion had been erased, scrubbed out by years of senseless destruction. But Rafe kept his mouth shut.

      “It’s the duty of the Virtues to make sure the Cosmos are in balance and to correct things if they get out of alignment,” Victor intoned. “But you won’t be an effective virtue if you do not understand what makes the humans act and react the way they do.”

      Blah. Blah. Blah.

      Don’t argue. Don’t push. Just state your position. Quietly and with dignity.

      “I am ready to make the ascension to the Second Sphere.” He couldn’t wait to spend all his time in the lab, working on antidotes to the biological and chemical weapons that humans had created.

      “No. We don’t think you are.”

      No? Rafe straightened, his muscles stiff with denial. “Why not?”

      Another presence shimmered into the steam room. Nora, Madame Throne, head of justice in the Angelic Realm, the highest authority over the Third Sphere appeared.

      “Raphael, you’re exhibiting the quality you despise most in humans.” Her voice held a melodic, almost hypnotic, quality and drifted to him through a fog of annoyance. “You are too focused on your own wants, on the next level, on the next challenge.”

      Bullshit. He hated that comparison. He wasn’t like humans at all. If she was here as his friend Nora, he would tell her so. But clearly, she was Madame Throne at the moment.

      “You need to come to terms with exactly where you are now.”

      Victor finished. “Then you’ll be ready to ascend.”

      Steam lay heavily in his lungs. The hot wet air stifled him as much as his current position. He knew arguing was futile, and yet he couldn’t help it. “But⁠—”

      “Raphael, this is our requirement.” Nora disappeared as quietly as she’d appeared. The bitch was succinct.

      And if the Thrones made a decree, the decision was resolute.

      Victor held up his hand and then leaned closer. “We’re friends, yes?”

      Rafe tipped his chin once, slowly.

      “I sense unease in you. A malaise.” Victor rested his hand on Rafe’s bare shoulder, his beefy fingers held Rafe down. “For an archangel who’s supposed to be a healer, this is not a good trait.”

      Victor was right. But Rafe was not about to admit it.

      These days he tried to spend most of his time in the lab, looking for cures to treat illnesses and diseases. He needed to be as far away from the human condition as possible. For reasons like today. The senseless devastation was preventable. Avoidable. Completely unnecessary.

      He felt helpless and angry, unable to defend against all.

      He’d been restless and increasingly discontent lately. He needed this promotion. Needed to get away from humans.

      “What do I have to do?” And how fast could he get it done?

      “The committee has a solution.” Victor paused.

      Rafe’s blood drilled an urgent rat-a-tat through his right eyeball, as if his scalp were too tight for his skull.

      “We want you to reconnect with humans by working a transition.”

      He’d had dreams, a fire for the job when he’d first taken over as the Archangel of Healing. But humans had worn him down with centuries of their self-destructive behavior. They hadn’t needed the Nephilim to destroy them. They were going to succeed on their own.

      He wanted no part of their downfall. But they were his responsibility, his curse. His job was to heal people bent on destroying themselves. Lately, disdain and disgust for the entire human race overrode every other emotion.

      At least this was doable.

      He could work a transition. Long ago he’d done many. Maybe this wouldn’t be as bad as he’d thought. He would pretend to reconnect with humans and the Virtues and Thrones would never know. He would make sure that they had no reason to deny him the promotion and keep him in the Third Sphere.

      He loosened his jaw and concentrated fiercely on not cracking his teeth. “Okay.”

      “Currently you’re too far removed from the very people you are tasked with protecting and healing. We believe if you work a transition, you will be reminded what it is like to be fully human with their inherent fragility and innate enthusiasm for life.”

      Yeah. Screw that.

      But an Archangel did not piss off a Virtue. Not if he wanted to ascend.

      “Fine.” Rafe thought quickly trying to work an angle for this requirement. If Victor had his way, they’d give him a tough case. Rafe needed someone who would be right on board and raring to go. “Let me pick the human to transition.”

      Victor thought for a moment. “I can grant that request.”

      “How long will the test last?”

      “Until they are completely ready to heal on their own.”

      “Done.” He mentally skimmed over the list of humans on the brink of their transition. He had the perfect choice.

      “Angelina Guerisse.”

      The elder Angelina Guerisse was on the verge of passing. He’d miss the old woman. It felt like yesterday that she’d been a new initiate, ready to heal the world, full of enthusiasm and hope. Her transition had been smooth and easy.

      Her granddaughter was next in line. She was perfect. Hopefully she’d have that same strength of spirit that infused her grandmother’s every breath.

      It would be quick and easy. He could move on to the Second Sphere and leave the administration of healing on earth to the new Archangel of Healing. Then he wouldn’t have to spend any appreciable time in the earthly realm or deal with humans.

      The sooner he started, the sooner he’d be finished.

      “An excellent choice.” But when Victor smiled, showing a lot of teeth and little pleasure, Rafe wondered if Victor knew something he didn’t.

      He was screwed.
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      “I’m having night sweats,” Angelina Guerisse announced to her sister, Janine.

      The dream that preceded them was the same every time. Every single freaking time.

      She wanted to use the f-bomb, but she was a firm believer in practicing what she preached, and she was trying to get her fifteen-year-old son to stop swearing.

      “Oh Ange, sounds like the change.” Delicately, Janine lifted the swizzle out of the glass, her French manicured acrylics, shiny and perfect in the accent lighting of the hottest new singles spot for the over-forty set and executed one long swipe of her tongue over an olive.

      “The change?” Angelina snorted. “You sound like Grammy.”

      “The change, change of life, menopause, The Big M.” Janine swilled a dirty martini, her collagen-enhanced lips perfectly outlined and slicked shiny in a shade of bold red that matched her toenails and her Prada bag. “It sucks.”

      “Why are you treating that olive like it was attached to a penis?”

      Janine practically shimmied in her seat and surreptitiously eased her shoulders back. Somehow, with that one small move, her saline-enhanced breasts stuck out more. “Eleven o’clock is a hottie.”

      Angelina started to shift.

      “Don’t look at him,” Janine hissed, and nothing on her face moved more than a millimeter.

      Angelina stroked the tiny sunspot in the shape like a target symbol with three circles. The spot had recently appeared on the inside of her right wrist. “I may be old, but I’m not stupid, Janine.”

      “He’s been checking out our table for the last twenty minutes.” Janine patted her hand gently. “You’re not old. Look at me, fifty is the new forty, darling.”

      Why did she put herself through this every Tuesday night? Janine was on the hunt for a new husband. Angelina could have told Janine she wouldn’t find him here, but she didn’t have the heart. After all, what did she know? Wasn’t she almost divorced?

      Her sister was lonely. She wanted a companion. The Guerisse women did not have good luck with men. She wanted to ask why Janine tortured herself like this every week, but she kept her mouth shut.

      “Do you think he’s looking at me or you?” Janine asked.

      No way in hel—eck was he checking out Angelina. She looked like Janine’s spinster aunt rather than her younger sister. Angelina knew it. So did Janine, although she was far too sensitive to mention the demise of Angelina’s appearance. Janine just tried to drag her to the plastic surgeon every chance she could.

      As if Retin-A, saline, and Botox could magically morph Angelina into an attractive woman. The problem was she didn’t feel attractive. She felt ancient, used up, and discarded like a wadded-up wrapper from McDonald’s.

      “He’s looking at you.” Angelina countered. “I’m too young to be starting menopause, peri-menopause, whatever,” she quietly wailed.

      A tuxedoed piano player trilled an intricate opening on the baby grand while no one listened. The music layered over the muted flirting and discreet drinking as desperate people got quietly loaded.

      Janine took a healthy sip of martini, swallowed sultrily. She gave the guy an eye-popping profile. “Tell me about the dream.”

      “How’d you know I dreamed?”

      “Everyone dreams. It’s a matter of whether you remember or not.” Janine aimed her laser focus at Angelina. Angelina figured she had ten minutes tops before eleven o’clock made his way over to Janine and she ended up driving home alone. Again.

      Frankly, Angelina hated these girls’ nights out. She loved Janine. But going out with her emphasized where Angelina would likely be two years into her divorce, if she followed in the footsteps of her sister and friends, primped, primed, and prowling for action. The idea of adding “find a man” to her to-do list was daunting.

      “Come on, give.”

      She wasn’t sure she wanted to share the dream, but it was starting to freak her out. “I’m in a really hot place. It’s a white background, all misty and sort of like I’m looking through chiffon. But it’s hot, my skin seems to sizzle and the air stings, you know how when the temp hits 105 and then you get in the hot pool and everything is hypersensitive?”

      “Hell?”

      “How should I know?” That wasn’t the part that freaked her out. She barely paid attention to the background. “I’m naked. But . . .” Not embarrassed about it.

      “But what?”

      “Like I look now.” Before Gary’s infidelity, she could have given Janine a run for her money even without the cosmetic enhancements. Today she wouldn’t be caught dead in a one-piece swimsuit, and Spanx was her new best friend.

      “So far, so good.” Janine grinned wickedly. “Any sex?”

      Heat flooded through her, as if she were right in the middle of one of the damn dreams. Her face felt like she’d spent too long at the pool and had forgotten sunscreen. “Uh, yeah.”

      “Give me details.”

      “It’s always the same,” she whispered. The guy was gorgeous. Wasn’t that the way of dreams? “He’s tall, at least six five. Lots of muscles, but not bulging, more sleek and solid. He’s dark. And he has the most beautiful, tortured⁠—”

      “Get to the good part.” Janine sucked the swizzle stick between her lips, never forgetting she was putting on a show for the guy in the corner. “Is he naked too?”

      “Eyes. He has the most beautiful, tortured eyes. All smoke and⁠—”

      Janine gave her the death stare.

      Angelina relented. “Yes, he’s naked.”

      The things he did to her, to her body, were sinful and decadent and reverent all at the same time.

      “It’s pretty one-sided.”

      “Does he screw you blind?”

      She squirmed in her seat. Arousal flooded parts that hadn’t seen a man in months. “No. We don’t get that far.”

      “Well, damn.”

      “He . . . worships me, over and over with his hands and his mouth.” Eyes closed in reverence. Of course, she didn’t know why she thought he was being reverent. It was weird. She knew she was dreaming, remembered when she woke up, but she usually never remembered her dreams. “Until he’s about to . . . you know.”

      “Jesus, Ange, it’s a wonder you ever had children.”

      She ignored Janine, caught up in the sheer eroticism of the memory.

      The slick glide of his tongue along the inside of her thigh, the slightly rough skim of his fingertips along her breasts before he molded and cupped them, the brush of his hair against her collarbone as he closed his mouth over her nipple, and the wiry curls and heavy, solid weight of his sex against her softer, swollen, and ready body.

      The heady scent of ancient herbs smoldered in the air. The whole experience was extremely sensual and erotic, right until he opened his eyes.

      He presses a kiss to the sunspot and bolts of fire shoot through her body. And then . . .

      “He opens his eyes and looks down at me with sheer horror, as if he’s committed the most grievous sin on earth, in heaven or hell . . . and then I wake up, sweating like a pig.”

      And I think, great, even a dream guy doesn’t want me.

      “That’s what that prick Gary did to you, honey. You’ll get over it. You need to find someone else. Someone to replace the dream, and Gary, and then you’ll feel better.” Janine frowned as much as she could with the botulism toxin freezing her forehead. “You don’t want to be lonely.”

      She was wrong. That was exactly what Angelina wanted. To be alone. She had enough responsibilities. The care and feeding of a man would just be another one.

      Janine offered up her target du jour for her. “You want eleven o’clock?”

      “No.” Angelina hesitated. “You don’t want him either. You need someone who wants you, not your looks.”

      Janine pulled into herself.

      “Thank you, though.” That’s what Janine didn’t get. Angelina didn’t want an anonymous face and body. She didn’t want anybody, except maybe the dream guy.

      “Forget the dream. You need a real man.”

      Angelina looked around. “The guy in my dream isn’t real either. I mean, he really isn’t a guy.”

      “What?” Janine’s perfectly shadowed eyes rounded. “What’s that mean, it’s a woman?”

      “No! Not that there’s anything wrong with that. But . . .” Angelina eyed the scant distance between tables and hoped no one was eavesdropping on their conversation, knowing she was crazy. She had to be. She rubbed the spot with her thumb. “He’s got wings.”

      “Like an airplane?”

      “Like an angel,” she whispered.
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      Her teenage daughter was going to be the death of her.

      “I’m wearing this and you can’t stop me.” Lina stomped her foot.

      Angelina’s head throbbed. Pain stabbed through her right eye in unrelenting spears, and threatened to split her entire brain in half, which if she were lucky, would kill her instantly. If I were dead, I wouldn’t have to listen to Lina defy me every chance she got.

      They used to have the most wonderful relationship. Close, loving, open. Lina would tell her all sorts of things. Innocent things. Who went out with whom. Whether they talked to one another or just exchanged texts. When they’d first hugged.

      Angelina had been the envy of her friends because she had the inside scoop on the middle school goings-on.

      Now, Lina wanted to go to her first high school dance in a very short, strapless dress and a very thin thong. Not happening.

      Angelina sat on Lina’s ruffled, pink eyelet bedspread. Her makeup bag jumbled together with stuffed Sesame Street toys and her look-alike American Girl doll. With a sense of total bewilderment Angelina wondered how Lina had gone from innocent to sexual in such a short time.

      “Angelina Paulina, I love you,” she warned her daughter. “But, not in that outfit.”

      “Angelina Jolie,” Lina spat, “You can’t stop me.”

      She and the famous Angelina Jolie only had one thing in common. A name.

      The famous one had six kids and an ex-husband (so they had two things in common now) and a French château. She had two kids, an asshole almost ex, and a giant mortgage she couldn’t afford.

      Her grandma had named her, christening her Angelina Jolie Guerisse.

      Weird, but in her family, the tradition was that the reigning matriarch named the girl children. And all the women in Angelina’s family kept the matriarchal last name.

      Grammy had named her daughter as well, which had not gone over positively with her soon to be ex-husband.

      All those years of playing God and thinking his word was the ultimate, and then little ole Grammy had butted her nose into the hospital room, took one look at their precious daughter and christened her. He’d thrown a hissy fit of monumental proportions. Perhaps that should have been Angelina’s first clue that they weren’t going to spend the rest of their lives together.

      Because Angelina wanted to keep the peace, she and Gary had compromised on Lina’s middle name, Paulina, after his own mother.

      Who named their kid, Angelina Paulina? The rhythm was all wrong. Another indicator perhaps of a man too self-absorbed? Too bad she didn’t figure it out fourteen years ago when Lina was born and save herself a lot of heartache.

      Water under the bridge. Or at least it would be soon.

      “Dad would let me.”

      Only if Lina loaned the dress to his girlfriend first.

      Oops. Bitchy, bitchy, bitchy. True. Sadly. But that didn’t matter to Lina, she only wanted to dig at her mother.

      When had their relationship changed from pals to adversaries? Where had her sweet, beautiful daughter disappeared to? Gone were the days of Angelina distracting her daughter with a shiny toy to stave off a tantrum.

      “Let’s compromise.” Angelina wheedled, not up to another fight about another thing today. Wasn’t she entitled to one break?

      “How are we going to compromise?” Lina asked suspiciously.

      “Leggings,” Angelina said, desperate to stop her daughter from crossing the line into slutsville. “Thin leggings.”

      Angelina hoped she’d agree. Lina was right. Gary would have let her wear the dress. But Gary was caught up with his new girlfriend and barely paid attention to what their teenagers were doing.

      A few years ago, the thought that her fourteen-year-old daughter might be having more sex than her was inconceivable. Now, sadly, it was entirely possible. Truthfully, she couldn’t face being a divorced grandma, so she’d stuffed some condoms in Lina’s purse and hoped for the best.

      “Fine.” Lina pulled out a pair from her drawer that matched perfectly. It was possible she’d planned to wear leggings all along.

      Angelina sighed. One crisis down, a hundred to go.

      “Who’s hosting the pre-party?”

      Lina flushed and looked away. “You don’t know them.”

      What now? “Aren’t you going with your friends?”

      Lina had had the same friend group for years. They’d met playing softball in kindergarten. Softball hadn’t stuck but the friendships had.

      Angelina was friendly with the girls’ mothers, but she’d been overwhelmed lately and hadn’t had the chance to catch up.

      “No.”

      What was this?

      “They’re going to Annie’s house.”

      This was a minefield that she hadn’t expected. Maybe Lina’s recent attitude had to do with whatever was going on with her friends.

      “And you decided not to go?”

      “I’m hanging out with different people.”

      Angelina blinked. She knew this was a fraught moment and she didn’t want to blow it. “Okay. Do I know them?”

      “It’s Sarah and Melanie.”

      Okay. Nice kids. “Okay. I’m happy to drive there or home.”

      “It’s covered, Mom.”

      As much as she wanted to know more, now wasn’t the time to delve into what was going on with Lina’s friends. She’d put it on her to-do list for next week.

      All she wanted to do was crawl into bed and lose herself in sleep, in dreams. Lose herself in the one place where no one wanted to change her, no one wanted to desert her, no one wanted to argue with her for the sake of arguing, where she had no responsibility, where she was worshipped by her very own angel.

      Was it bedtime yet?
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      She hated coming here.

      Walking through the nursing home doors always brought Angelina down.

      The walls were supposed to be a soothing blue, but the pall coating the facility turned everything gray. That hospital-y, medicinal smell permeated every air molecule and sucked the vitality from anyone who dared enter.

      Grammy had once been a vibrant, vital force in her life, always present, always engaged. She’d raised Angelina and Janine after their mother had taken off.

      Every freaking time she stepped into this place, Angelina cursed the inefficiency of Grammy’s mind and the waning strength of her body.

      It made Angelina’s heart hurt that her grandmother had been reduced to this meager subsistence. An institution. A holding cell, waiting for death. Angelina shrugged off the sadness. Her thoughts were unfair. The staff at the senior home was excellent. They truly cared about the people who lived here, and they stayed on top of the medical needs of their patients.

      From the moment Grammy Angel had named her, she’d guided Angelina. Until now. Angelina came to visit once a week and wished every time that Grammy could live with her. Angelina slowed her steps. Grammy would be appalled at her appearance.

      She signed in at the front desk and then made her way through the halls. Her Nikes squeaked on the shiny, clean linoleum. The nurse, Gail, waved and smiled, her face lighting up with genuine happiness. “She’s having a good day, Angelina. She’ll be happy to see you.”

      “Thanks, Gail.” She handed the nurse a small bouquet of daffodils.

      “You look great.” Gail lifted the flowers to her nose. “New hair color?”

      “Uh, yeah, I added some highlights.” To prep for the support hearing.

      Gary was being a jerk about paying the career consultant for her vocational rehab testing. Which she wasn’t going to think about right now. Angelina headed down the hallway to Grammy’s room, a second bunch of daffodils clutched in her sweaty hand. She dreaded these visits.

      She wanted her grammy back. The grammy who told stories, fixed tomato sandwiches, and let her lie around and read on sweltering summer afternoons. Grammy with the candy drawer, supposedly for the kids, but everyone knew she was the one with the sweet tooth.

      Grammy always looked perfect, whether she was hanging out in the kitchen all day or going shopping and having lunch. Grammy who tended her flower garden with the care and precision of a general.

      Angelina knocked softly, in case she was sleeping.

      “Come on in,” she called out in a warbly, shaky voice.

      “Hi, Grammy.” She put the flowers in a fake Waterford vase on the night table and poured water from the plastic pitcher on the dinner tray table. She’d been moved to a private room last month. A plastic bin on the wall held her chart and the accoutrements of a hospital room.

      “Sit, sit.”

      She eased into the chair next to the bed.

      Grammy peered at her, her once vibrant brown irises lost in a rheumy, watery sea. “Somethin’s different.”

      Shouldn’t have worn jeans. Grammy hated them. “I was running late. I didn’t have time to change.”

      “I saw the dungarees. But that isn’t it. Somethin’ else.” She reached out her hand, thin with ropy veins and trembling like an alcoholic who’d gone without for a few days. Grammy clasped her hand, her skin a papery, frail husk, insubstantial against Angelina’s younger, resilient skin. Grammy’s fingers curled as if her body was curving to protect her fragile insides from attack.

      Her grammy was an old-fashioned woman. She used to get her hair done once a week, washed, curled, and teased into a poufy, yet feminine, cap of curls. To protect those teased curls while she slept, she wrapped her hair in a swath of toilet paper then pinned them with metal clips. In the morning, she’d carefully unwrap her do, then fuss with the curls until she was ready for the public.

      She’d always worn pantyhose. She’s always worn full makeup: base, blush, eye shadow, mascara, eyebrow pencil, and a bold shade of lipstick. Always.

      In this place, dressing up and cosmetics were long gone, discarded for more pressing concerns like food and medicine. It broke Angelina’s heart.

      “How are you?” Grammy turned her hand over and leaned so close Angelina feared she’d fall out of bed.

      “Careful.”

      A calm satisfaction came over Grammy’s face as she stroked her finger along the strangely shaped sunspot. “How does it feel?”

      That damned spot. One more reminder that life constantly changed. Her body included. Despair rolled over her in a wave. That spot represented all the things in her life that she couldn’t control. But wallowing in self-pity was pointless. “How does what feel, Grammy?”

      She squeezed Angelina’s wrist right over the spot, then put her hands on her granddaughter’s face, along her cheekbones, and stared into her eyes. “You’ve replaced me.”

      “Grammy. No one could replace you.” Angelina smiled uneasily and tried to loosen Grammy’s hands, but her grip was like iron. The intensity of her regard and her unwillingness to let go sent a shiver of premonition scuttling down Angelina’s spine.

      “It was meant to be,” Grammy said firmly. “Meant to be.”

      Angelina was losing her. It happened this way. Sometimes Grammy would be lucid and aware and familiar. Other times, she was lost in the past, lost in some world that only she knew. Today was a combination of both.

      “It’s your turn.”

      Angelina’s turn for what? Only Grammy knew. Maybe she thought they were playing a game. “Okay, Grammy. I’ll take my turn.”

      “It’s your destiny, Angelina.” Her lips dry, she kissed Angelina on the forehead reminding her of when she’d first moved into Grammy’s house as a child after her daddy had left. Grammy had always tucked her in with the words, “Sleep tight, sugar. I’ll look out for you.”

      She’d kept that promise. Grammy had always been there for her. Always looked out for her.

      Now it was Angelina’s turn to look out for her grandmother.

      “So much change,” she murmured. How would she ever cope with it? She could have used Grammy’s wisdom, her advice.

      She was so weary. So weary of holding everything together. Weary of keeping her kids from spiraling into a self-esteem nightmare. Weary of holding on to her house, her finances, and her sanity while Gary frolicked with his new playmate. All she wanted was to be left alone.

      Angelina sighed and rested her head on Grammy’s nubby blanket.

      “It’s not the change. It’s how you respond to it.” Grammy’s voice was stronger, authoritative, as she stroked her head like she’d done when Angelina was a girl. “Don’t be scared.”

      “I’m not.” Tears stung her eyes. Her throat jammed with a hot ball of sadness. “I love you, Grammy.”

      “I love you too, angel.” Grammy’s eyelids drifted closed, her face going slack and somehow peaceful. “I can rest now.”

      Angelina leaned against the covers. Antiseptic and over-cooked broccoli warred for dominance in the air. The smell assaulted her stomach even as Grammy’s hand rested on her head and gently soothed her.

      Angelina wept for all the things she couldn’t change.
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      Raphael had a secret.

      A dangerous secret. In hundreds of years, he’d never once broken the rules.

      Technically, he still hadn’t. But he was hanging on to the rules by his fingertips.

      From the foot of the bed at the nursing home, he watched Angelina doze next to her grandmother. While the lessons of the Grigori, the fallen angels, had faded with time, one rule remained constant and absolute.

      Archangels and humans were not supposed to mate. No sex. It was forbidden. So was sex between archangels and human angels.

      It. Was. Not. Done.

      Because according to history, the consequences would be disastrous.

      He understood, now, the incredible lure of the human. Before, he’d assumed the angels who’d mated with humans had been weak. But now he had his own carnal knowledge. He’d connected with Angelina’s mind, opened his thoughts, his senses to hers, channeled her desires.

      The feelings were incredible.

      The first time he’d gone to her in her dreams, her longing, her loneliness had been so acute that he’d been compelled to touch her in comfort. His only thought had been to heal her sadness. But somehow that first touch held none of the healing energy he’d expected.

      Instead, the contact, a hand on her shoulder, a most innocent spot, zapped him with a sexual jolt he hadn’t expected.

      Together they sizzled.

      Lust—pure, sexual, animal—had raced through him. The prudent action would have been to back away, but instead of abandoning the incredible emotions and sensations that streamed through him, he’d eased nearer. He’d explored her body.

      His skin flushed hot as he responded to the memory of her hands and her mouth skimming over his flesh, renewing him in ways he hadn’t even realized he needed.

      In her dreams, sensations slithered through him, insidious arousal roiling in a big ball of heat, streaming through his arms, pouring into his fingertips, as he trailed his fingers along the softest skin, and sensations flared through him and down to his erection.

      He hadn’t felt positive in the longest time.

      He’d been empty. A vessel without function, destined only to hold all the ills of the human world. None of the joy or hope or awe or gratitude.

      Eternally lonely and wanting comfort and solace.

      Until Angelina. She was a gift he’d been bequeathed solely in the dream realm.

      However, she had been summoning him to her dreams with increasing frequency. She drew him in. Like a whirlpool he could drown in, desire swirled through him. He would explore her bounty with his tongue and hands, licking and stroking her flesh.

      The taste of her skin was an aphrodisiac of brimstone and gardenia and filled him with the intoxicating elixir of woman.

      Drunk on her essence, he cupped the bounty of her breasts in his palms, exploring, rubbing, and massaging her femininity. The balance of the universe was bound up between their two bodies, the yin and yang of copulation, the symmetry of her channel and his rod, the perfect way they fit as one.

      Exaltation poured through him. His body throbbed, his mind filled with her arousal, her longing for love.

      He hadn’t had the heart, an emotion he’d thought vanished forever, to deny her surcease from her sadness.

      The same thing happened every time she summoned him. He worshipped her. Showered her with reverence. He couldn’t resist temptation and the feelings that originally had only been hers were now his as well. He needed to forsake these feelings and begin her training, before he did something they’d both regret.
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      Brandt trudged into the house. Poor guy was sicker than a dog. Nothing reduced an “almost man” to toddlerhood faster than the stomach flu.

      “Get your track bag and I’ll wash your clothes.”

      “Don’t worry about it, Mom,” he croaked.

      Angelina wished he’d let her give him a hug, but they’d moved to the point where hugs, even in private, embarrassed him. Too bad, ’cause she could have used a hug today. Lately the only place she had any kind of physical contact was in her dreams.

      She brushed the buzzed, fuzzy brown hair on his scalp, feeling a bit queasy herself, then handed him a plastic serving bowl.

      “Sorry you don’t feel good. Go ahead and get in bed.”

      The necessity of picking him up early from school had disrupted everything she had to get done today. She had her final divorce hearing, the car needed an oil change, and Lina needed poster board for a project due tomorrow. She supposed she should be happy Lina had texted her during the day instead of waiting until eight o’clock tonight. But both kids had thrown a wrench into her already packed schedule.

      Then she thought about how awful Brandt looked and knew everything else could go out the window. Her baby needed her. No matter that he topped six foot two and outweighed her by at least sixty pounds. He was still her baby.

      Going to the car, Angelina grabbed Brandt’s track bag and lugged it into the laundry room. She unzipped the bag gingerly and tried to hold her breath through the awful smell. The stench of unwashed socks and damp, sweaty shorts assaulted her senses.

      Gah, he stunk.

      Teenage boys, gotta love ’em, because you can’t kill them.

      She loaded Brandt’s track clothes in the washing machine, dumped in the detergent, and pressed the button.

      Might as well clean out the whole bag and spray some Windex—her absolute cure all for any cleaning need—inside. She pulled out empty G2 bottles, oops a sock she’d missed, and his sprinting spikes. Tucked into one shoe was a plastic baggy.

      Innocuous on its own, but it was plastic. She used wax paper bags for the kids’ lunches. Angelina pressed a hand over her forehead. She didn’t want to look, didn’t want to know.

      But she had to, right? No one else could deal with this for her.

      Oh, shit. Did she have to?

      Angelina sank onto the cold linoleum floor of the laundry room. She reached out her hand, hoping there was evidence of food. Maybe someone gave him their peanut butter and grape jelly sandwich, and he’d stuffed the baggy in his track bag. But of course, that would be too simple.

      The contents didn’t look like a sandwich. It looked like marijuana. But in case Brandt had taken some extra herbs to school to throw on a meatball sandwich that she hadn’t packed, she lifted the baggy to her nose and sniffed.

      Ding, ding. Give her a gold star.

      Marijuana. Brandt had pot, weed, whatever you wanted to call it. Drugs. In his bag. She leaned against the laundry room cabinets, knees bent, arms looped across her knees and cradled her head in her arms.

      She should go confront him immediately.

      But she needed to talk to Gary and see how they should handle it, assuming he would even help.

      She was so tired. So tired of being the one to keep everything and everyone together.

      The kids, whose world had changed almost overnight. Her sister, who was having a surprisingly hard time with Grammy’s decline in health. The house. The bills. The paperwork. Was the universe so cruel?

      Let’s give Angelina one giant cosmic dumpster fire.

      What else could go wrong? How freaking much could she take without breaking?

      Angelina thought about her dream man. She’d started to notice little things, the satin strength of his muscles under skin almost sizzling hot, the way his wings seemed less and less substantial as if they were disappearing. How he was careful never to touch certain places on her body. How the dream was changing. He had his eyes open longer, and the disgust was starting to change into desire.

      It was unhealthy, this dream.

      Angelina had a plethora of things she should be focused on, not sleeping in so she could have another few minutes with her dream guy. She was crazy. Absolutely crazy.

      Her head dipped, startling her awake.

      Angelina listened but the washer hadn’t started. No dink. No drum filling with water.

      Dammit, not another problem.

      She couldn’t afford the time or the repair. She’d only had the stupid washer for about thirteen months. One month past the warranty date. Of course.

      She slid up the wall and checked the washing machine once again. But it still hadn’t started. Nothing lit up except the “On” button. She pressed the button on, then off, and fiddled with the settings for thirty seconds. Dead. Done. Dammit. When was she going to fit in a trip to the laundromat?

      If that wasn’t enough, she had, hopefully, her final divorce hearing in one hour.

      That didn’t mean Gary would be gone. She wasn’t sure if that was a good or a bad thing. Sometimes dealing with life on her own was easier than consulting him.

      Angelina wandered into the family room and dropped down onto the sectional sofa, a pretty, soft olive green that usually gave her a soothing boost. The weight of responsibility—for everything—invaded her.

      Everyone needed a piece of her. But she only wanted to sit and be. Life conspired to keep her ultra-busy, with everyone determined to take her mind off things. Even her friends, who with their well-meaning nights out, suffocated her with the weight of having to get dressed up and made up, so she had to
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