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      With an ever growing list of characters in each book, I know that it might seem like there are too many to remember. Well don’t worry; here is a list for you so you don’t forget. Not all are seen in this exact book, but here are the ones you’ve met so far. As the series progresses, the list will as well. A special thanks goes to my FAN CLUB for helping with this list.

      Happy reading!

      Agda—Brownie council leader.

      Agnes—Sole female on the Angelic council.

      Amara Young—One of the seven lightning struck women. Works at an inn. Has a past that is very secretive.

      Ambrose Griffin—Warrior angel, Shade’s mentor. Father to Laura (deceased) and Nathan (deceased), husband to Ilianya (deceased). Mate to Balin and Jamie, story told in Her Warriors’ Three Wishes.

      Azel—Black-winged angel. Striker’s third in command.

      Balin Drake—Non-soul devouring demon, son of Pyro. Mate to Jamie and Ambrose, story told in Her Warriors’ Three Wishes.

      Becca Quinn—One of the seven lightning struck women. Works as a bartender at Dante’s Circle. Mate to Hunter Brooks, story told in An Unlucky Moon.

      Bryce—Lily’s ex-fiancee.

      Caine—Angelic council leader.

      Cora—Shade’s ex-fiancé (deceased).

      Dante Bell—Dragon shifter. Owner of Dante’s Circle.

      Eli—Bakery Owner.

      Eliana Sawyer—One of the seven lightning struck women. Works as a welder.

      Faith Sanders—One of the seven lightning struck women. Works as a photographer.

      Fawkes—Demon, son of Lucifer, friend of Balin. Story told in His Choice (Found in the Anthology Ever After).

      Fury—Leader of the demon council.

      Glenn—Lily’s sleazy ex-boss.

      Hunter Brooks—Wolf and Beta of the Nocturne Pack. Met Ambrose, Jamie, and Balin in hell during the demon games. Mate to Becca, story told in An Unlucky Moon.

      Ilianya—(deceased) Sister to Shade, wife to Ambrose.

      Jamie Bennett—One of the seven lightning struck women. Bookstore owner and lover of romance. Mate to Ambrose and Balin, story told in Her Warriors’ Three Wishes.

      Kobal—Old djinn council member, ally to Pyro.

      Law—Gray-winged angel, Striker’s second in command.

      Lily Banner—One of the seven lightning struck women. Worked as a lab chemist in solid-state NMR. OCD and quirky. Mate to Shade, story told in Dust of My Wings.

      Lucifer—Infamous demon from hell and Fawkes’ father.

      Laura—(deceased) Daughter of Ambrose.

      Nadie Morgan—One of the seven lightning struck woman. Works as a school teacher.

      Nathan—(deceased) Son of Amborse.

      Pyro—Demon from hell, father to Balin.

      Shade Griffin—Warrior angel, ex-fiance to Cora, brother to Illianya, mate to Lily Banner, story told in Dust of My Wings.

      Striker—Angelic council member, leader of the rebels.

      Temperance—New Djinn council leader.

      Thad—Co-worker of Lily’s. Had a crush on her.

      Timmy—10 year old brownie.
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      Lily Banner has spent her entire life oblivious to the true secrets of the paranormal world around her. When her day job in the lab puts her in the middle of a supernatural war bubbling just beneath the surface, she finds herself in need of help—but the aid comes from a stranger with more secrets than she could possibly imagine.

      Angelic warrior Shade Griffin is charged with protecting the ancient secrets of the paranormals. But when he finds Lily, his world shifts, and his allegiance changes, forcing those who want Lily eliminated to take action.

      The war between the realms is on the edge of a blade, and only Shade and Lily can stop it.
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      A summons from the council never led to good things. Shade Griffin’s millennia worth of experience told him that. No matter what he truly desired, he’d do what he was told. He didn’t have another option, and why would he disobey now? He never had before. Whatever demands they dealt might seem tedious to a long-lived being such as him, he didn’t have anything else better to do.

      Such was the life of an angel in his predicament; a vast and endless sense of being, yet no one with whom to share it.

      Shade shook off the misery that threatened to creep along his skin and suffocate him. The idea of sharing his endless life with someone else, someone special, had long since burned away. No need to think about it again.

      The sun broke through the clouds, warming his cool, honey-colored, almost dark tan, skin. He lifted his face, letting the rays soak into his pores. His eyes closed, and he took a deep breath, not really wanting to leave the spot. He rolled his neck, stretching his muscles, and then opened his eyes. His back ached from the long flight to the enclave. He stretched his wings, the light shimmering off his midnight black wings that trailed to a rim of deep blue. The wind picked up, his blue-black hair flowing behind him.

      Shade arched his back, his wings flared, and blue dust trickled off and into the air, and drifted to the ground below.

      Damn stuff kept doing that; and there was nothing he could do about it. He clenched his fists and winced in pain. He looked down at the healing abrasions on his knuckles and muttered a curse.

      As one of the appointed enforcers of angelic law, he’d just come back from the punishment of a young angel: a cocky one at that. He hated doing it, but the unrepentant jerk had decided it would be fun to fly in broad daylight without cloud cover over Area 51. Really? Cliché much? It was easy enough to downplay the event as another UFO sighting, which would certainly bring out the crazies, but it didn’t negate the fact that the reckless angel had broken angelic law by letting humans see him flying.

      Because he had decided to laugh about it to his friends and merely shrugged it off, Shade had to step in. If he’d apologized, then Shade wouldn’t have had to use his fists. But no. The young one mouthed off and challenged him, so Shade had to accept. After all, as a warrior, he could not ignore a challenge. Doing so would negate his authority.

      And he won.

      Of course.

      He still hated punishing others, even though it was his job. Between him and his best friend, Ambrose, who was practically his brother, they dealt with most of the enforcing of the angelic laws. Together they’d done what they had to do for centuries, and in Ambrose’s case, even longer.

      Shade was a warrior angel. In the times of the Angelic Wars, he’d fought alongside the best of the best. Hell, he was the best of the best. Well, maybe tied with Ambrose, but he wouldn’t tell the other angel that.

      Shade chuckled as he envisioned Ambrose’s reaction to his thought. Ambrose was sure to want to prove just the opposite to be the case, and Shade would be more than willing to give it a go. If you couldn’t fight for supremacy with your best friend, how else would you even know how good you were?

      Now those wars were long since over. Times of awkward peace were at hand, meaning the warriors herded the other angels and made sure they followed the rules the council members set in place.

      They followed the rules, even if the rules were sometimes, in his opinion, too strict for their own good. But he would never voice it. He was merely a warrior angel.

      He wasn’t even a godly one like in the fables of mortals. Their race wasn’t that of a god. Yes, if theology was correct, a god at some point had created them, but they weren’t God’s right hand men; they were not the symbol of goodness and hope. Far from it. They were just another species with rules, regulations, and a seemingly endless long life in order to be subjugated.

      Wow. Bitter much?

      He shouldn’t be; he had everything he wanted, didn’t he? His forehead scrunched as he thought, and his wings fluttered a bit in agitation.

      He certainly had all the money, titles, glory, and privileges a warrior of the finest caliber could have. Why did he feel like he was missing something?

      Shade shook his head and looked around. He stood at a midpoint on the mountainside, the enclave circling him. Stone buildings jutted from rock faces, thousands of feet above the surface, old as time. No stairs or elevators here. Open the door and, without wings, they’d drop to their death. Marble and crystal twinkled in the sunlight from the adornments and windows on all of the structures. It may have looked cold to some, but to Shade and his angelic brethren it was warm and inviting.

      It looked like home, but it wasn’t truly a ‘home’; There was no love waiting on the other side of the door, and that pained him.

      He sighed. He really needed to stop thinking such depressing thoughts. Taking one last look at the place he called home, he jumped off the ledge, his wings spreading to catch a drift, as the cool breezes hit his skin. He flew past other angels in the air, nodding to a few, but kept to himself. He was a warrior angel, the last face some would see as they stared beyond the end of his blade. Tough to make life-long friends outside of certain circles that way.

      Shade descended, the wind whipping his hair back from his face, until his feet touched the stone balcony set off the council chambers. He set his wings back, making sure they didn’t trail on the floor. He was exhausted, but that didn’t give him a reason to be lazy. He walked through the ornate doors that reached tall to the roof. Despite his thousand years of living, sometimes the immense beauty of the council chambers had him at a loss for words.

      Gold and crystal adorned the walls. Intricate carvings and art filled the room. Eons of pride and talent gave the room a sense of grandeur and honor that made Shade feel young in relation to the other angels surrounding him.

      In reality, he was the youngest warrior angel of them all, and second in command to Ambrose, the leader of the warriors, the best at the job. That wasn’t pride talking, just fact.

      Shade walked to the center of the room and surveyed the five council members before him, perched high on their thrones, their noses turned up towards him. Another presence worried him. Ambrose stood off to the side, a frown on his face. What was happening?

      “I see you have finally decided to grace us with your presence,” Caine, the leader and all-around pain-in-the ass, admonished, and Shade held in a scowl. The brown-haired angel lifted a lip as if the mere sight of him disgusted the ruler.

      Shade bowed his head. “I’m sorry I was late. I had just finished my dealing with the young angel and needed time to clear my head before I came. I didn’t want to taint the council with the thoughts and actions of a warrior.” There. That didn’t sound like sarcasm and disdain, did it? Well, maybe it did, but it was the best he could do. He wasn’t overly happy with Ambrose in the council chamber. It felt like an ambush.

      Caine snorted and shook his head.

      Okay, apparently he couldn’t quite mask his true feelings. Oh, well.

      Shade didn’t hate the council. He just didn’t like the fact that they held all the power and didn’t seem to do anything but hand out decrees and punishments that were enforced by the warriors. There were only three classes of angels: the council, the warriors, and the others. He didn’t like all the power on the top that trickled down to nothing, but who was he to speak out of turn?

      “Enough of your pleasantries. We need you here, now,” Striker, the second-in-command, cut in. Dishwater brown hair and plain features made him look almost human. If it weren’t for the brown wings coming out of his back, he’d look like a mortal. Maybe that’s why the angel was always an ass.

      “Okay.” Shade nodded. “What is it that you need?” He once again wondered why Ambrose was there? Why did they need two warrior angels? Tingles of dread filled his belly. Had the other faction of angels done something? They hadn’t destroyed the rebels completely in the war. It was always a cause for trepidation and concern that the others would come back and start something. Were they on the brink of another war? He’d not heard anything, but he couldn’t be too sure.

      “We have been alerted to a breach of security,” Caine announced. “Our secrets may be unraveled soon if this is not fixed.”

      “You mean the secrets of the supernatural?” Shade asked. “How can that be?”

      Striker gave a laugh, filled with bile rather than humor. “You dare ask this when it is your fault we are in this predicament in the first place?”

      Shade froze. “What?”

      “Your dust.” Striker sneered. “Your oh-so-favorable blue dust has been collected by a human. If it falls into the wrong hands, do you understand what will happen? Everything that has been held secret for eons will be lost because you have a dusting problem.”

      Oh, crap.

      As a child, he’d had a problem with his dust. Whenever he got excited or angry, he’d sprinkle dust where he flew or stood. Beyond a few occurrences recently, he’d thought he’d conquered it years ago. How had someone gotten it? Did they even know what it was?

      “I didn’t know,” Shade whispered.

      But that was a lie. He did know. Just that morning, he’d seen a sprinkle of his dust flowing on the wind and thought nothing of it.

      My God. What have I done?

      “We know you didn’t,” said Agnes, the sole female member of the council. Her piercing blue eyes filled with understanding.

      Of all the council members, Shade liked her best.

      “But,” Agnes continued, “you must fix it, Shade. Finish it. Find your dust and reclaim it before someone finds out what it is. We don’t have the power to wipe the memories of an incidence such as this from a human’s mind as we once did. The humans don’t believe anymore. Because they don’t, we’ve lost our ability to shield ourselves the way we should.”

      Shade nodded, sadness and frustration setting root.

      “I will fix this,” Shade promised. “You have my word.”

      The council nodded and dismissed him. With a glance toward Ambrose, Shade left the room, his best friend on his heels.

      The two friends didn’t speak once they reached the end of the balcony. They simply jumped off the edge, their wings catching the wind, and flew toward another mountaintop. Shade needed time to think. To calculate.

      He was damned fine at his job. Strong and fierce. Yet a childhood problem of dusting could take down a civilization. He would have laughed at the ridiculousness of that statement if it hadn’t been true.

      They landed, their feet settling on the soil. Shade looked behind him at the place he called home. They didn’t live in heaven because they weren’t godly angels, far from it. He wasn’t even sure there was a heaven beyond their time. Their world was in the same realm as the humans, but it was tucked away in a pocket of space between two mountain ranges, hidden from the eyes of the unknown.

      A few raindrops fell from the sky before turning to a slight mist. The other angels who were at a lower altitude flew to the safety of their homes, the rain beginning to weigh heavy on their wings. Only the strongest could fly in anything more than mist, another reason they didn’t live on clouds, as most humans seemed to believe. One flight through a dense cloud could be dangerous; the moisture seeped into their feathers and threatened to drag the angel down. Without sufficient muscular back strength, the angel would plummet.

      Most didn’t. Despite the vast strength they possessed, angels were weak in some respects.

      “Are you going to stand there in the rain and watch others while everything falls around you, or are you going to fix this?” Ambrose’s deep voice cut through his thoughts, and Shade turned toward him.

      Tall with white blond hair pulled back from his pale face in a braid, with white, almost crystal wings, Ambrose was the light to Shade’s dark. Yet, the colors masked the personality, for where Shade saw the humor and light in some things, his best friend was the dark, the edge to the blade. Shade, too, held his own fury; he just didn’t show it as often.

      Dangerous and agile, his mentor had taught him everything he knew. Shade lowered his head in shame. He’d failed.

      “You didn’t fail, Shade,” Ambrose whispered.

      “I didn’t say that aloud.” Ambrose was always doing that. He was practically a mind reader

      “You didn’t have to. We all leave trails of angel dust. You are no different from others except that you leave greater quantities. It’s not something to be shameful of.”

      “I beg to differ.”

      “It’s only different this time because it got into the hands of a human. I’m worried how it got there, which is why I was in the room when you came in.”

      Intrigued, Shade lifted his head. “What are you saying?”

      Ambrose shrugged. “I don’t know yet. Something just seems off to me, but I will work on finding out.”

      “Okay, what else do you know?”

      “Only that the dust may be in the hands of a woman.”

      “A woman?” Interesting.

      

      The motorcycle vibrated beneath Shade as he pulled off the side of the road and parked. The rain pelted him, the cold seeping into his bones, but he shrugged it off. He was in northern Washington, and this seemed to be the norm in terms of weather.

      He lifted his leg and got off the bike, ignoring the stares of the women around him. They watched him stroll, his powerful legs leading to long strides. He’d tucked his wings into the slits in his back to hide the fact he was an angel, but he couldn’t hide his face or the fact that women seemed to fawn over it.

      It had been a long time since he had a woman, not since that jaguar shifter a century or two before on a night of deep depression and loneliness. But the heat, claws, and desperation had served to fill only a physical need that left him even lonelier than before. From that moment on, he left his carnal needs up to his hand. Before the jaguar, it had been even longer, but he didn’t want to think about her. The one he’d lost. She was long since gone.

      Shade walked into a nearby café, the smells of baked goods and coffee filling his nose. He ordered a small coffee then went back to sit at a table near the window so he could watch those who passed by. A male pixie, in human form, walked in front of the window and nodded toward him. There were so many supernatural beings hidden from view in the world that Shade couldn’t even count them.

      All humans were diluted forms of supernaturals. For millennia, the supernaturals had bred with one another and mixed the species until, finally, their powers had dwindled in most, and they stopped believing in things that came out of fairy tales. Those with so little non-human blood running their veins that they seemed ordinary were now called humans, although each had at least something beyond human lying dormant in their DNA.

      Council did not identify the name of the human who collected the dust, but Ambrose told Shade it was about to be in the hands of a woman who lived and worked nearby. Her name was Lily.

      Who was this Lily? Shade wanted to get a look at her. She had the answers. She possessed the reason behind his shame: his blue dust.

      A woman with expressive emerald-green eyes passed by the window; a slight smile graced her face, and she had those side-swoopy bangs women loved so much. She was of average height and held delicious curves. He looked over every inch of her—a small waist, large, perfect breasts to fit his palms, slightly wide hips that would serve well when he gripped them, and sexy legs beneath the hem of her brown coat…

      Lily.

      That had to be her. He didn’t know how he knew, but he was sure of it.

      His groin tightened.

      She was human. Not a lick of anything else came from her. Yet, why did he want her so from just a look? He’d never looked at a human this way before. Why now? Was it because she might be the one who held his dust?

      Lily stopped under the awning right in front of the window, careful of where she stepped—odd—and brushed the hair out of her eyes, before smiling at a passerby. She was radiant. Absolutely gorgeous. Shade held back a groan and shifted uncomfortably in his seat when she bit into her lip. She smiled again then walked to what must have been her car, got in, and left before Shade even thought to stand.

      Some warrior he was, completely frozen in shock by his reaction to her. He was, however, unrepentant. He didn’t want to follow her today anyway. A town small as this would know of Lily and aide him in his research. If the supernaturals were revealed, chaos would reign. Humans could feel threatened, start wars, do untold atrocities when they met with what they didn’t know and therefore feared. If the supernaturals felt threatened…Shade didn’t want to think about that. He had to know more before he did anything.

      So many questions flashed through his mind. Who was she? Why did she have his dust? What would she do if she discovered his secret?

      Most importantly, he wondered if she was single and how she would look underneath him, blushing in ecstasy.

      Shade shook his head, dispelling those annoying thoughts. He’d find out what he needed to about Lily, get his dust, and save the entirety of the supernatural world. Maybe along the way he’d learn a little more about a pretty brunette whose very presence threatened to make his wings stretch to the sky.

      Yep. Easy for a warrior angel such as himself.
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      Lily Banner hated her job. Hated it. There was nothing worse than being on the bottom of the totem pole and knowing there was nowhere to go but down. Was that even possible?

      She blew her bangs from her face in frustration. It was late in the day, way past her usual time off. She desperately wanted to go home, but work was never ending. Every day seemed to drag a little bit more of her soul out of her body. God, she hated her job, and it wasn’t as if the work she did meant anything. She had a chemistry degree, but she didn’t do anything with it. Not being at the top of the class, she really couldn’t have gone on to graduate school and made anything of herself. Frankly, she had no interest in pursuing higher education. School had been a chore, and it made her feel like she was nothing. So, now she was just a lab tech at a soils testing lab for a company she hated. For a boss she hated.

      Oh, yeah. For a man. Lily rolled her eyes and held back a snort. Why on earth had she changed her life for a man, particularly for a man like Bryce? Wasn’t she supposed to be a strong new age woman? Apparently, not so much.

      Bryce, her ex-fiancé, was a cheating asshat. He now lived with Miss Fake Boobs and their three bratty kids.

      Lily sighed. Whatever. She was over the whole thing. She really was.

      She straightened the stack of folders on her desk for the third time. They just couldn’t get straight enough. Though the lab was clean, it still didn’t feel clean enough for her. Still, she organized everything on her desk at precise angles, and there wasn’t a lick of dust on any surface around her. That was workable.

      Her entire system had been blown several days before. It still irked her.

      “Lily, I have something for you.” Her boss, Glenn, had strode to her desk, his permanent smirk on his face. At the age of forty-three, his body looked a decade older with thinning hair and an increasing waist. He always smelled of sweat and greasy burritos.

      He wanted her and wasn’t afraid to make it known.

      She’d held back a shudder as she always had at the errant thought of those greasy hands groping her.

      Not in this lifetime. Or the next.

      “Do a run on this.” He’d thrown a sealed, clear pack containing a vial on her desk.

      She’d winced as it hit the wood hardtop, leaving a line she’d have to clean later. The plastic knocked her stack of papers askew, and she quickly picked up the package and ordered her desk again. God, how she hated that man. About as much as she hated messes.

      “Sure, I can do that. What type do you want on it?” She’d picked it up and peered through the plastic. The vials contained some kind of blue dust, but she couldn’t really determine anymore than that just from a site analysis. “Do you want a liquid or solid?”

      “Don’t alter it. No liquid, just a solid.”

      Lily had nodded. That made sense. If they didn’t know what it was, there was no use trying to dissolve the sample in a solvent and cause a reaction, because, if she tried to do that, it might destroy it or cause an explosion.  “I’ll do a proton and maybe a carbon on it then. The 400 will be open soon once I spin down the current sample, and I can do the proton first.” The proton NMR was the easiest one to do and would help identify what was in it.

      Glenn had waved away her words. “Fine, fine. Whatever. Just get it done. ASAP.” He turned on his heel and walked away without another word.

      The nerve of the guy. Didn’t he know it wasn’t a simple plug and chug system? That she had to go through tons of work before she could even set up the probe? Then when she got the results, she had to go through the analysis to see if the peaks could tell her something about the composition of the sample and what exactly was in it. Lily shook her head. Of course he didn’t know. When was the last time he’d done anything concerning chemistry?

      Regular work, however, had taken precedence, and now, several days later, Lily was finally getting around to analyzing the substance. That is, if she had time before she had to leave.

      She grabbed the package and walked to the lab. She opened it and took out the vial then went about cataloguing it into the system. Now that she could get a closer look, she held it to her eyes. Were those flecks of silver and black in the blue? What the heck was this stuff? It didn’t look like chalk and there wasn’t much out there in terms of silicates and ceramics that were naturally blue. Maybe it was a synthetic. That would make her job that much harder since it then would be a man-made substance and really difficult to figure out.

      She shrugged. No use in worrying too much about it now. She spun down the sample currently in the NMR, saved the data to the backup hard drive, and shut down the system. With a quick look at the clock, she cursed because she was running late. Well, late for her. She still had time, but she always liked to be early. She walked back to her desk and locked the new sample in her desk. Any work would have to wait until tomorrow, or else she knew she’d be stuck in the lab until after midnight for sure. She’d just get it done tomorrow.

      Lily blew the hair from her eyes and bit her lip. She hated putting things off for the next day again, but there wasn’t really a choice. Glenn wanted things done immediately. He didn’t understand that each run took hours. She wanted to leave now, but she still had a couple more things to do. With a sigh, she sat back down at her desk and re-opened a program file she’d been working on and began an analysis of a previous sample. It seemed never ending.

      At twenty-seven, she’d never thought she’d be where she was. She always thought she’d be married with children at this point in her life, but that wasn’t a possibility considering she couldn’t remember the last time she had a date.  She wasn’t ugly; she knew that, but, apparently, she wasn’t suited to anyone’s taste. Her medium-length, chestnut brown-hair had natural highlights, and she’d just trimmed the swoopy bangs she loved so much. Her pale skin didn’t have many freckles since she was such a homebody. As a kid, she’d been afraid of sunburns. She wasn’t skinny, but she wasn’t overweight either. Just a nice average woman with curves.

      That was what she was. Average. Average looks, average intelligence and an average life. She wanted something more. Something, anything, to fight back the loneliness. Sure, she had a family, if you could call it that. There was a dad she never talked to and who was on a second honeymoon with his fourth wife. He said he was trying to rekindle the magic, but everyone involved knew it was only a matter of time before that faded away and he found Mrs. Number Five. She had a mom who was more passive-aggressive than the mom from the television sitcom Everybody Loves Raymond. She liked to belittle Lily and her choices every time she had a chance. But, other than that, Lily was alone.

      No, that wasn’t true. She had her non-blood family: her six girlfriends. They were her family of choice. They were seven women of different ages and professions who came together at least once a week to celebrate their lives, even if sometimes there didn’t seem to be much to celebrate. They’d all met at their favorite bar, Dante’s Circle, over the years and ended up being best friends. In fact, she was meeting them tonight, so she had to get  moving.

      “Hey, Lily, why are you still here?” Thad, the other lab tech on her floor, came up and hitched a hip on her desk. She held her breath but didn’t say anything as he moved her pens. His eyes widened, and he moved back then straightened them.

      “Sorry about that. I know how you get,” he teased.

      She flushed and shook her head. “It’s fine. Really. I hate being a dork.”

      “You’re not a dork. You just like order. Nothing wrong with that.” He smiled, and his face lit up as if he wanted something.

      Oh, no.

      “So, Lily, you want to go grab a bite to eat tonight?”

      She looked up at the younger man and tried not to groan. His dishwater-brown hair fell in his eyes like those skater boys, and he still hadn’t filled out his lanky body with muscle. He was only working here before he went off to graduate school. At twenty-one, he still had his life ahead of him. She felt old and worn out, and not at all interested in a romantic relationship with him.

      “Sorry, Thad,  I can’t. I’m meeting the girls for drinks, but thanks anyway. Maybe another time.”  Or never.

      Disappointment filled his eyes, but he kept a smile on his face.

      Oh, God, I’ve just kicked a puppy.

      “It’s okay. I understand. Well, I’m on my way out. Make sure you don’t stay too late. I don’t like you being here all alone. Do you want me to wait for you and walk you to your car?”

      He was just so cute. In that ‘little brother’ way.

      Lily shook her head. “I won’t be long, so you don’t need to wait for me. I’ll be fine. I promise. I have my whistle and pepper spray.” The town was relatively safe, but it never hurt to be prepared.

      Thad grinned and tilted his head. “Okay, then. If you don’t really need me. Good night, and be safe. Have fun with the girls.”

      “Thanks. Have a good night.”

      With a wave, he walked out, and Lily shook her head. He really was kind of cute, but not for her, and way too young.

      Lily glanced at the clock again. Okay, she had about twenty minutes before she really had to go. She didn’t have time to go home to change, so what she had on would have to suffice. It was just a drink with the girls. Something she desperately needed.

      Her fingers flying across the keyboard, she worked at fitting peaks and labeling what she could. Before she knew it, her twenty minutes were up, and her head hurt. She really needed that drink. Sighing, she shut down her computer and packed up her purse. She straightened everything one last time and made sure her drawers were locked. With one last thought to that odd blue dust—if not tomorrow, then Monday, for sure—she shrugged and walked to her car.

      Outside the wind howled and rain began to fall as thunder rumbled in the distance. Oh, great, a storm. She brushed her bangs out of her face. Should she just go home? Was being out tonight worth the aggravation? Her back ached and her head throbbed, and a bubble bath sounded divine. But, after her lonely thoughts during the day, she really needed to be with her friends. Decision made, she ran through the rain and unlocked her car door. Once inside, she shivered and turned the car and heater on to warm herself.

      Yep. She really needed that drink…and maybe a dark, handsome stranger.

      A giggle escaped, and she shook her head. Well, maybe just that drink.
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      Striker paced in his room. Shade had been gone for two days after the human woman. The warrior hadn’t reached the council for updates or help as of yet, and Striker was getting annoyed.

      With a huff, he turned again, his brown wings dragging on the floor. He hated the damn things. They were boring. Average. Angels of every caliber had better-looking wings than him, but he at least held the power where most didn’t. Other than his fellow council members, he was in charge, and if enough things went his way, and if his plan stayed on track, then he would be above the other members soon.

      That thought brought an ease in his shoulders, and the tension he’d held since the dark warrior angel had walked into the council chambers faded away. He hated being relegated to a group of leaders. He wanted all the power. He wanted to rise above his average looks and reign supreme, and he would.

      He’d been close—so close—before. Once, long ago, during the Angelic Wars. He’d led his armies and reveled in it, though that part of his past remained in secrecy. He couldn’t let the other angels know that he’d been the masked angel behind the greatest army that spread fear and instigated rebellion. No, that wouldn’t do at all. The current council—sans him—had fought and used their warrior angels to bring down Striker’s army. But that had been a calculated move on his part; at least that’s what he told himself. He let his second-in-command take the fall. The other angel had lost his wings—and his head—for the act.

      Striker shrugged. At least it hadn’t been him. This time, instead of an all-out war of opposing forces, he’d take over from the inside. The other council members were old, unaccustomed to fighting in these times of peace. Even though angels were immortal, age did matter. As time passed, they became stuck in their ways and refused to embrace new things. With their experience came selfishness and haughtiness. They were the easy ones to mold and bend to his will.

      It was the warriors who created the problem for him. Shade and Ambrose, in particular. Ambrose was older than he was and would be hard to take down.  Angels’ powers increased as they aged, a fact that pissed Striker off to no end. No matter how far he progressed, the bastard went even farther. Ambrose did have one large weakness—his protégé and best friend, Shade. Luckily, Shade had a more immediate problem involving his dust. Shade needed to clean up his mess or risk exposing the supernatural. If he were to fail, then the warrior would lose his wings, and he’d be out of Striker’s way when the time came. If Striker worked it right, then Ambrose’s need to help his friend would lead to his downfall, as well.

      Striker laughed and wrung his hands. Yes. This would all work. It had to work. He just had to make sure the human woman figured out something was wrong with the dust, and exposed everything that was hidden. Striker would rule them all with an iron fist one way or another, but would she find it fast enough? He might have to intervene. That was what he did best. After all, he was the one who’d given the greasy human male, the woman’s boss, the dust in the first place.

      Once the warriors failed, Striker would have his opening, and he’d finally get what he deserved after he lost it in the Angelic Wars. Power.
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      Lightning sparked the night sky, and a heavy wind shook Lily’s car as she drove to the bar after she went home to change. She hadn’t planned on stopping to change what she was wearing, but she’d been soaked to the bone. After finding a cute top, pants, and calf-boots at home, and of course making sure everything was tidy, she’d scrambled back to her car and hurried to the bar. Cleaning up hadn’t been for something like bringing a man back or anything. Lily snorted. She might be lonely, but not that lonely. Now she was running late. She hated running late.

      Her windshield wipers slapped against the glass, and she squinted to see. The rain came down in sheets, but the town had enough streetlights that it was safe enough to drive at night. Her house was located in the lower middle class area of town that merged with the not-so-nice area where Dante’s Circle was about five minutes away.

      She loved the city. It was a smaller one, but not so small that everyone knew everyone else’s business, but not so big that she felt lost in the shuffle, even though sometimes she felt just that. Luckily, she had her friends to help her.

      She pulled up to the bar and parked under the awning that Dante had added a few years before to keep everyone dry. Since it always seemed to rain in their town, it was needed. She noticed that her friends’ cars were already there.

      Darn it. Her chest tightened as anxiety filled her. Being late wasn’t like her. Early was on time; being on time was late. Showing up over forty-five minutes late was painful. She turned off the car and grabbed her purse and her phone.

      Six missed calls.

      Aww. They were worried about me.

      That should tell her something—either that her being late was an oddity, or that they really loved her. Probably both. Stupid work. Stupid boss. Stupid samples. She really needed that drink and to decompress with her friends.

      Lily got out of the car and walked under the awning, careful not to step on any cracks in the pavement. Some might call her weird, but those were her quirks and she could live with them. Her friends might tease her about them, but they loved her for who she was. If only she could find a man to do the same.

      She sighed. What was with her tonight? Lonely much?

      When she opened the door and took a step inside, she smiled and sighed. Oh, how she loved this place. Dark cherry wood paneling on the bottom of the walls darkened the room, but the light cream paint on the top made it feel homey. Mirrors, framed photographs and pictures, and assorted knickknacks covered the upper part of the walls. Despite the fact it looked slightly cluttered, it fit the atmosphere.

      A pool table stood off to the right where a group of drool-worthy men played. They didn’t look up when she walked in, and she tried not to let that hurt her. It wasn’t as if she dressed provocatively or anything, but it would be nice to have someone ogle her just once in a while.

      Really? Get a grip, Lily.

      Dark wood tables with mismatched chairs were positioned randomly on the floor. Though her fingers itched to re-organize everything, this wasn’t her bar so she’d let it be. The large wooden bar stood in the back with its original Irish taps and mirror sent over the pond years before by the Dante family, or so he’d said.

      Her usual table sat in the back corner on the way to the kitchen and bathrooms, but it was directly across from the bar and was the only large round table in the place. Her girlfriends were already sitting there, their drinks of choice in their hands.

      “It’s about time you got here,” Dante said with a wink when he saw her enter. Built like a Mack truck, the man was damn sexy. He had broad shoulders, a trim waist, and arms that any man would envy. Women fawned over him, but he never gave them a second look. He just smiled and poured their drinks. He had long blue hair with black streaks, that was currently in a ponytail, and tribal tattoos running down his arms—and maybe other places. Small black hoops hung in his ears, along with a smaller hoop in his right eyebrow, and he had a tongue ring that gave most women shivers. But not her—he was just a friend. A hot friend, but not one she’d ever date. Becca, one of her other friends and Dante’s bartender, often wondered if he had other piercings, but Lily was too afraid to ask him.

      “Sorry, Dante.” Lily smiled and blew her bangs from her face. “Work ran late, and the weather sucks out there.”

      “You want the usual?”

      “That sounds great.” Oh, how she needed that drink.

      Dante poured her an apricot wheat draft and slid it across the bar. She loved when he did that.

      “Thank you, Dante.”

      “No problem. Now go see those girls of yours. They were worried about you.” He looked over her shoulder at her group, and a look of longing passed over his face before he quickly blinked it away.

      Did she imagine it?

      “Lily! Get over here!” Eliana called. Her shaggy red hair falling in her face as she shook her head in Lily’s direction. A new bandage on her arm caught Lily’s attention. Eliana was an artistic welder who made the most beautiful metallic designs. Lily tilted her head in question, but the other woman just shook her head.

      Okay, then.

      “I’m sorry. Work caught up with me.” Wow, she sounded pathetic.

      “It’s okay; we understand,” Nadie said. “We were just worried about you.” Nadie was the compassionate member of the group, a kindergarten teacher with soft, straight blond hair and vivid violet eyes that seemed to hide something beneath the sweetness.

      “I saw the calls,” Lily said. “Thanks, you guys.”

      “It’s no problem,” Jamie assured her. “It just wasn’t like you. I see you have your beer. Tell us about work.” Lily had always admired Jamie’s striking looks. She had beautiful brown hair that framed her caramel-color face, but Lily knew she could never pull off the blunt bangs. She was the owner of a small bookstore where they sometimes hung out when not at the bar.

      “Just the usual,” Lily explained. “Too much work, not enough time. I hate my boss.”

      “That greasy man?” Faith asked. She ran her fingers through her black bob, leaving it in its perpetual state of disarray. Faith was their resident photographer and always had a camera on her or nearby. Lily looked down at the floor near Faith’s feet, and saw the camera bag and she held back a smile.

      “Yes, that greasy man.” Lily sighed. “I don’t understand how he can always smell like burritos. I’m sure he eats other things. Come on!”

      The women broke out in laughter and took another sip of their drinks.

      “Another round, Dante!” Amara called out, waving her arm. Her auburn curls danced around her pale face. Her eyes looked tired, and it was no wonder. She was the manager of the local inn, and she attended business school at night. She hoped one day to start a business of her own. Tonight was one of the rare times she didn’t have to work.

      “Okay, ladies, but only one more since you are all driving,” Dante answered. “Becca? Do you think you can get those? I need to go change out one of the kegs.”

      Becca gave a dramatic sigh and rolled her big green eyes. “Fine, but don’t think I’ll do anymore. This is my night off.”

      Dante gave a dramatic bow, his long, blue ponytail brushing the floor. “Of course, my lady. I shall ever be in your servitude.”

      “That sounds about right.” Becca chuckled, then tripped on her way to the bar. “Damn new shoes,” she mumbled.

      “Or, it could be your two left feet, doll,” Faith called out.

      Becca flipped her off and went behind the bar.

      “Hey,” Lily objected. “Be nice. She’s about to get your drink. Just think of what she could do.” She visibly shuddered. She didn’t normally like going out to eat since she couldn’t be sure of the cleanliness and germs, but she trusted Dante to keep the place clean.

      “Too true,” Nadie added. “I’m going to go up and help her. Should I add in our normal food orders? Appetizers?”

      Everyone agreed, and Nadie skipped off to help Becca.

      “So, I told you about my lovely boss,” Lily said. “Now, tell me about your days.”

      “Not too much,” Jamie answered. “We got a new shipment of western romance novels. I already have most of them on my Kindle, but I like having some of them in paperback anyway.” She shrugged. Though the rise of e-books hurt her business somewhat, she’d taken a chance on a venture and had added a small café in the inn that attracted many loyal customers. She also hosted in-house events that invited patrons to gather and share their book recommendations with others.

      Some bought them there or went home and bought it online. Either way, she made money, and Lily was proud of her.

      “I had a shoot today with an uppity bitch, but it was okay,” Faith added. “I’d rather have been down the block taking pictures of kids playing on the playground, but those don’t bring in any cash.” Faith could bring inner beauty and soul out of anyone she photographed; or she could capture the nitty-gritty and not-so-beautiful that lurked beneath the surface. She was truly a talented artist.

      “We had about four cancellations today that annoyed the hell out of me,” Amara complained. “The linens were late so we didn’t have table cloths for the first thirty minutes of the brunch. Of course, our owner decided at that moment to visit, but I think I took care of it. I’m just happy that I don’t have classes this week, and I got ahead in my work, so I can actually try and enjoy myself tonight.”

      “What about you, Eliana?” Lily asked, afraid of the other woman’s answer because of the bandage on her arm.

      Eliana frowned and took the last drink of her beer. “Not much. This piece is just pissing me off, and the damn paper boy scared the hell out of me, so I burned myself.” She held up her hand as the others tried to soothe her. “I’m fine. Really. It’s not that bad. It just itches like a bitch.”

      “Okay, we have drinks,” Becca interrupted, a tray full of appetizers in one hand and Nadie behind her with chips and salsa. “Dante will bring out the rest of the food when it’s ready. He can get off his lazy ass and take care of it. I’m off.”

      “I heard that,” Dante called from the back.

      Becca rolled her eyes. She scooped a large dollop of salsa on a chip and shoved it in her mouth.

      “You should be nicer to him,” Nadie admonished. “He does a lot around here.”

      “You just think he’s cute,” Becca said with a snort and nearly choked. She waved her hands in the air indicating she’d be okay. She took a big gulp of her drink and smiled.

      Nadie blushed, and Lily reached across the table and squeezed her hand. Nadie’s crush on Dante was a well-known fact in their group. Not that the quiet woman would ever act on it. She gave shyness a whole new meaning.

      “You know, you should just ask him out,” Faith said. “I mean, what could go wrong?”

      “Shh! Oh, I don’t know.” Nadie bowed her head and didn’t look at anyone. “He could say ‘no’ and then kick us out for annoying him, and then we couldn’t be friends anymore.”

      “That’s ridiculous,” Lily countered. “You’re beautiful and sweet. Any man would be lucky to have you.” It was true, but that didn’t make her feel any better about her own loneliness. She shook her head, not wanting to think of that anymore. “Let’s talk about something else.”

      “Okay,” Jamie agreed. “Like what? We already talked about jobs, and apparently, the topic of men is off the table.”

      “You know, doing it on the table is quite nice,” Becca added.

      Lily choked on her beer. On a table?  “Really?” Wait. Why did she ask that?

      Becca raised a brow. “Come on, sweet Lily. Don’t tell me you’ve never tried it.”

      She blushed and shook her head. Was there another way to do it other than with the lights off and missionary?

      “I thought we were going to talk about something else,” Lily mumbled.

      Eliana sighed. “Like what? The weather?”

      Dante set down their food and left before they could even thank him. Such an odd man.

      “Well,” Jamie said. “It is storming out there harder than usual. I’m surprised we all got here like we did. I had expected that some of us wouldn’t want to drive.”

      Lily shuddered, a tingling feeling running up her spine. “I know what you mean. I was even later than I would have been because I needed to go home and change. I got soaked just walking from my office to my car. In fact, we should probably call it a night soon, just in case the weather gets worse.”

      Everyone nodded, drank from their waters instead, and finished their food as they talked about work and guys. The other patrons filed out as they finished their drinks, so it was only Lily, her friends and Dante left in the bar. No matter how some of them tried to steer their conversation away from the topic of men, they were seven single women after all. Seven single women. Of course they talked about guys and sex. Oh, how she missed sex, even the boring kind she used to have. Maybe with that dark-haired imaginary stranger who kept coming to mind. Oh, yes, someone she didn’t know and who didn’t know about her craziness. Since she was imagining a man anyway, he’d have broad shoulders, caramel skin and would taste like chocolate. Oh, yes, and she’d run her tongue up his abs and maybe down to his—

      “Lily,” Jamie called out, bringing Lily out of her sex-driven thoughts.

      “Yes?” Blood rushed to her cheeks. Did they know what she’d been thinking? From Becca’s raised brow, just maybe.

      “Do you want to go to the park tomorrow afternoon and play dominos again if it’s dry?” Jamie continued. “I’ll have time off, and we haven’t been down there together in ages.”

      One of her horribly kept secrets in life was her dominos addiction. There was just something about using numbers to align pieces in a precise order that got her blood pumping and her competitive edge going crazy. She used to play with her maternal grandfather before he’d passed so long ago. Now she couldn’t stop playing. She’d go down to the park, play dominos with her grandfather’s friends and enjoy herself. Maybe that explained why she couldn’t get a man.

      “I’d love to. Hopefully, this weather will clear up soon.”

      Someone opened the front door to the bar, and a gust of wind knocked over a chair, startling everyone.

      “What—” Lily stood up to see what was wrong when another gust of wind knocked her back. The lights flickered, and the building shook. Out of the corner of her eye, she saw Dante run into the room and cover Nadie with his body as the glass windows shattered and a bolt of lightning struck the room. Not a piece of furniture…but the room.

      The bar stood silent in an eerie glow, and time seemed to stop. The bolt of lightning branched out with spindly fingers, its tips reaching Lily and her friends directly in the chest. Lily’s body tingled and her hair stood on end. The lightning bolt ran through her system, sending her into a state of shock. She heard someone scream, and Lily struggled to breathe. Her friends stood around her in the same state. She turned to reach for Jamie’s hand, but the lightning intensified, causing her to fly across the room and she landed with a thud on the floor. Her body convulsed and darkness pulled her under as Dante roared into the night.
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      Shade pulled his bike over to the side of the road and ripped off his helmet. His hair flew on the wind as the rain pelted him.

      What the hell was that?

      The road had felt like it had turned into a roller coaster, and a bolt of lightning—an electric shock —had shot through the town. He’d lived through countless storms, natural and paranormal. He’d never felt anything like that.

      He looked around, but from what he could tell, nobody came out of their homes to see what had happened. He shrugged and put his helmet back on. He’d continue on his way home, and if he passed anyone who needed help, he’d stop. There wasn’t anything he could do now short of driving all over the city searching for the power source.

      He pulled up to the small house he’d rented for the duration of his assignment, opened the garage, and pulled in. As he got off the bike, Ambrose rushed out, a scowl on his face.

      “Did you feel that?” he asked. His blond hair had come loose from its band, something highly unusual for his stern friend, and it flowed around him.

      “Yeah, all the way across town. Do you know what it was?”

      Ambrose shook his head. “No, I’ve never felt anything like it.”

      Shade’s eyes widened. If someone as ancient as Ambrose was confused, then it might have never happened before. That was downright scary as hell.

      “Well, that doesn’t sound good. What are you doing here? I thought you were out searching for something.” Shade put his helmet away and led the other angel into the living room.

      The house was a nice fit for a bachelor, but not so much for two people; Ambrose was staying with him. But they made it work. The place came furnished with brown couches and rugs with the typical standard fare of Target art and decorations. It suited his purpose just fine since he didn’t plan to stay that long, though if he had any time off, he might do the landlords a favor and fix up the backyard some. In his free time, he liked to create rock formations and landscape structures. His home at the enclave had acres of rocks and waterfall formations that he’d created from granite. He did all the labor, and it gave him an outlet for the fury and darkness that threatened to override his otherwise calm demeanor; a fury he hid so well from others.

      “I came to tell you a bit more about this Lily of yours,” Ambrose answered.

      “She’s not my Lily,” Shade said, then he realized he’d said it a little too rushed.

      Ambrose merely lifted a brow. “Touchy. I see you’ve met her then.”

      He shook his head. “I’ve only seen her through a glass window. I didn’t speak to her.” But, oh, how he wanted to meet her, and then maybe bend her over the coffee counter or spread her over the table to see if she tasted like strawberries. He didn’t know why, but she looked like she’d taste like strawberries. Ripe, sweet strawberries…

      Ambrose gave him a blank stare.

      Oh, shit. Had he said that aloud?

      “So.” Shade cleared his throat. “What else did you find out?”

      Like is she single?

      Really? That was what he was thinking? The entire world might go up in flames because of his dust, and he couldn’t get his mind off a woman with big green eyes. Frustrated with himself, he cursed, then went to the fridge for a beer.

      He pulled one out for himself and handed another beer to Ambrose.

      “I don’t want to know what you’re thinking, but I will say it’s okay to think about another woman.” His tone grew somber. “It’s been long enough. You’ve mourned enough.”

      “That’s funny coming from you. If you didn’t want to know what I was thinking, why did you even bring it up?” His chest hurt at the thought of Ilianya and Cora. He shook it off. He didn’t need to think about them now.

      Ambrose sighed and took a long pull of his beer. “The woman works at an environmental research facility as a lab tech.”

      Shade froze. “Shit.”

      “Pretty much.”

      “What are the odds?”

      “Exactly.”

      “So, I need to get the dust now, but if I do it without her knowing, then they’ll notice it’s missing. I mean, we could just take it and ignore the consequences.  If they’ve already done analysis on it…it could be a problem.” Shit, this had just gotten even more complicated.

      Ambrose nodded. “I don’t think we can simply go in and take it. You’re going to have to sway her into giving it to you.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Woo her, do something. I already know you want her. Use that.”

      Anger coursed through him. “You want me to use that woman? Who are you?”

      Ambrose’s expression turned to stone. “I’m someone who lost everything in the last wars, and I don’t plan to let anyone else lose their everything. Don’t you understand? We don’t know what she knows. We don’t know who else has the results, or even if she has the results at all. The thing is, the dust won’t just come up as an unknown substance. It’ll be worse. It’s not of this world. The lack of anything normal at all will raise a red flag. We don’t have the luxury of letting that happen. Plus, the lore of our dust has always been entwined with the ability for humans to see magic. I don’t know if that’s true, but it’s something that we can’t risk. We don’t know how the council knows about the dust. All of this reeks of something underhanded. So, use her. Find out what you can, and I will find out what the council knows because something is going on under the surface of this, and I need your head in the game.”

      Shade just stood there. “I know something’s off about this assignment. I don’t think I can use a human like that.”

      “You just think she has a pretty face.”

      “You’re a cold, unemotional ass.”

      “I became what I had to when Ilianya died and I lost everything.”

      Shade flinched at the sound of his dead sister’s name; a name that neither of them spoke aloud very often. Angels may not age, but they could die. Painfully. They could heal most wounds…but not all. “Don’t push me, Shade. This isn’t a time for hurt feelings. You need to make nice with that woman and find out what you need to. This is bigger than her, bigger than us.”

      “I’ll find out what I have to and get my dust. I won’t use her unless I have to. I don’t want to hurt her.” He hadn’t even spoken to her, but he already felt a connection with this Lily. Damned if he knew why.

      His friend let out a breath that sounded as old as Ambrose. “I know you hate this. I do, too, but it’s our job. We must protect our secrets no matter what.”

      Shade shook his head and finished his beer. “It doesn’t mean I have to like it.”

      “Sometimes I wish all of our problems could be fixed with a sharp blade rather than a lie.” As a weapons enthusiast, that was a saying the older angel loved.

      “Come on, let’s get some sleep if you’re staying here. I have a guest room. In the morning, we can get to work on the council and Lily, and maybe find out what the hell that weird energy was.”

      “Sounds like a plan.”

      They walked to their rooms, and Shade sighed. Yeah, it was a plan, but in his heart, he knew it was the wrong one. He just couldn’t think of a better solution without revealing who—and what—he was. That bugged him to no end because, frankly, he really wanted to get to know Lily and make her, as Ambrose put it, his Lily.
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      Lily’s head ached, and her eyelids felt heavy. Her body still pulsated and tingled, and energy fluctuated through her limbs, shocking them before weighing them down like heavy sandbags. As she tried to move, her body revolted and shuddered. It was too hard to think. Her mind fizzed as if she’d had too much to drink. No, that wasn’t right.

      Memories from before she closed her eyes came to the front of her mind. A flash of light. A gust of wind. A scream.

      Lightning.

      Oh, God.

      She shifted and her hand caught on something. A sharp sting shot up her arm. A trickle of warm, wet liquid trailed down her arm. Blood. Sensations slowly seeped into her body as the tingling numbness ebbed away. Her body ached as if she’d worked out too hard then thrown herself against a wall. Twice. With a groan, she wiggled her toes. Good. Not paralyzed then. She did the same to her fingers and sighed. At least she could feel them, pain and all. Small miracles. Gathering her strength, she cracked open her eyes, and quickly shut them again. Even the dim light of the room blinded her. Her head throbbed to a faster staccato. Fighting the urge to throw up, she opened her eyes again, slower this time. Her teeth bit into her lip, and she lifted her head and upper body.

      From where she was, she could see tables were overturned, chairs stood on end and glass littered the floor. The dark cherry wood paneling had splintered off in some places, while deep crevasses and nicks took up the rest. The framed pictures had fallen off the wall and now lay on the floor, their glass broken; the smiling faces in the frames frozen and unaware of the scene around them.

      Lily shook off the glass and tried to do the same to the blood that ran down her arm from small cuts and sat up fully. She turned her head, taking in more of her surroundings. A foot encased in a sensible, black Mary Jane caught her eye, and she gasped.

      “Jamie?” Please let her be all right.

      “I’m okay.” Jamie sat up and brushed the debris from her clothes.

      Lily looked her friend over and didn’t see any blood or cuts, and she bit back a sob.

      She stood up, wobbling a bit in her now not-so-cute boots, and looked around. The rest of her friends were conscious and sitting up. Relief flooded her. Becca leaned against a chair, her red curls in a tangle around her face. A large gash ran along her hairline, but the blood was only a small trickle. Amara sat underneath the bar by the stools, clutching her arm.

      “Amara?” Lily croaked. “What’s wrong with your arm?”

      The other woman shook her head. “I just banged it against something, but it’s not broken. That I would know.”

      Lily inwardly cringed. Of course, Amara would know what a broken bone felt like; she’d had enough of them growing up, but that wasn’t something she really wanted to think about.

      “H-holy cr-crap.” Faith stuttered, her black bob in a complete disorder. She had a slight cut on her face. “What was that?”

      “I have no idea,” Dante answered, his face serious as he held Nadie close to him and gazed over her body, most likely checking for injuries. “Is everyone okay? Anyone hurt?”

      Everyone shook their heads.

      “Just cuts and bruises,” Becca said, and winced as she tried to rotate her shoulder. “Okay, lots of bruises, but I don’t think anything’s broken.”

      Lily took a deep breath and surveyed the room. “How did this happen?”

      Dante growled. “A freak storm. I’m going to call the paramedics; I want you girls to get looked at before you go.” He looked down at Nadie, who uncharacteristically glared at him. Lily didn’t know what was going on with the two of them, but her head hurt too much to worry about it.

      “We’re fine. I just want to go home,” Eliana moaned.

      “What if you have a concussion? All of you blacked out,” Dante countered.

      “We’re fine. Really.” Lily said.

      “I don’t care.” Dante glowered at each of them in turn. “I’m calling 911, and you’re all going to get looked at. I’m not taking any risks or no for an answer.”

      With a collective sigh, they all nodded. It
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