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      The angel’s blood ran down my arms as liquid starlight tinged with crimson. Its shimmering beauty tickled my inquisitiveness as the corpse of my foe tumbled to the ocean below.

      “You bleed pretty,” I whispered. “I’d forgotten.”

      The blood became white dust, carried away by the wind.

      Another angel, male, charged at me with his sword of frosted glass, his blond hair billowing behind him. Two more flanked me, females, then another male appeared at my back.

      A circle of death.

      Not mine.

      Running on heartbreak and rage, I trapped the wind in my wings, using it to propel me in a cyclonic spin, unleashing my deadly dragon fire in furious streams.

      Draconic Nephilim fire.

      Killings angels was a staple of my Uriel life. Once an angel, then a creature of Lucifer’s ideology, his lover, I… I’d been a monster. My memories were coming back to me after reuniting with my essence, so many streams trickling in, reminding me of everything I’d done. So much pain and terror I’d incited. It swirled inside me, a cocktail of destruction and sin, all while I held onto my other self, that part of me that was Zayn Valentine.

      I’d become a new version of Uriel, straddling two worlds. A me who could not sustain himself by shifting between the Humanblood body and the Nephilim one. If I didn’t choose the latter, I’d die. I could feel it coming from somewhere distant, that one day I’d shift and I’d be torn apart. Full shifting just didn’t happen anymore. The way my head and body ached every time was indication enough, and Lucifer had made sure I knew I was ticking down to destruction unless I embraced the monster.

      Lucifer. That bastard. He infected me down to my agonizing soul.

      Raphael…

      Another angel came at me. Alone. He flew so fast I had to maneuver out of his way within a split second.

      I dropped under him, flew back up, and grabbed him by his left feathered wings. Before he could twist, I tore his wing from his body. He thrashed and screamed as it parted in a spray of that pretty starry blood.

      Blood that used to be mine…

      The angel flapped his remaining wing at me, feathers flying, slicing at me with his sword. He missed, striking wide.

      “You will fall!” he cried.

      “I already have.”

      I set him on fire and watched him fall.

      I’d killed the archangel, Michael. He’d discovered who I was, had come to kill me at the wrong moment when the revelation of me murdering the love of my life had come crashing down on me.

      “Raphael,” I whispered. “For you, I lived, for you, I bled. Forever and always, you hold my heart, even before I knew what a heart could do. For you, I am myself. Always for you.”

      My last words to him when I’d met my end.

      My requiem for Raphael.

      I’d loved him with every fiber of my being. There was nothing I wouldn’t have done for him. But he’d betrayed us, the Nephilim, crapped on our cause, forced our dragon mother, Nuria, into retreat.

      Love and hate walk together arm in arm. They are raw emotions, equally destructive. His hurt at discovering my affair with Lucifer had driven him to hurt me back. But the cycle of pain began then. I wanted him to pay, my love becoming a loathing, and I’d gladly executed him when my rage had blinded me.

      From that moment on, a vortex of suffering never let me go. And I deserved every spin, to go back and endure it for eternity in those dark fringes of the Shadow Realm I’d been condemned to.

      My sorrow and guilt were lightning tearing through trees. Unending, shredding me to pieces.

      No eternity would make up for the sins of my past, and I should go to my death willingly. But I wouldn’t. There was a war inside me. I wanted to fight the angels because it was so ingrained in me to do so, a remnant of Lucifer’s teachings I couldn’t let go. At the same time, I also wanted to destroy Lucifer, wanting to stay alive for Charlie.

      Charlie. My friend. Loyal when he didn’t need to be. Things had shifted between us. Friends with benefits, kind of. We’d had sex, only for the fun and joy of it to be undone when the gray morning light had come with so much toxic truth.

      “He needs to be free of me,” I said.

      But he also needs my protection…

      He needs death… I need to be me…

      Uriel!

      Zayn!

      So many directions, so many strings pulling at me. The confusion only threw fuel on the rage.

      “Uriel!” another male angel cried. Brandishing his two swords of frosted glass, he surged upward.

      The permanent glass discs in my palms elongated into my swords of glass—clean and unfrosted, but similar to the angelic blades I’d once had.

      During Nuria’s fire and blood ceremony, my dragon mother had given me those gifts, taken parts of my Seraph nature and made it draconic Nephilim—a unique attribute for her special children. The only parts left of my angelic side were my swords, adapted to my new condition. Corrupted, if that’s how you wanted to look at it.

      My long sword in my right hand clashed with the swing of the angel’s blade. They clashed in an explosion of sparks and furious resonance that rattled every bone.

      “You will not be permitted⁠—”

      I skewered him on my blade before he could finish. How many times did I need to hear how I wasn’t permitted to live? I knew that, knew there was no place for me in the world now unless it was by Lucifer’s side.

      Yes…

      No…

      Charlie…

      Whatever I was, the Zayn part of me still existed, and it anchored itself to Charlie. I held onto him with a slippery grip.

      My head was full of tremors. The only way to stop them, to break free, was to give in and become the Nephilim, forever be within this dragon body and never walk the Earth in my Humanblood shell again.

      It would be so easy to do that, but Zayn was stronger than I gave him credit for. He operated on a higher level that surprised me.

      I did.

      We did.

      Me.

      I groaned, grabbing my head, floating in the clouds. A small reprieve from the angel attacks. Incredibly small. The sounds of their beating wings were close, just outside of this bubble of peace.

      Bubbles were fragile.

      I wouldn’t die and wouldn’t be what Lucifer wanted me to be. I’d resist him and my internal temptation for the easy path to monsterhood because Charlie needed me. I’d left him down there in the city. Unsafe. Vulnerable. He deserved better, deserved to live. Lucifer wouldn’t have him as his sacrifice to return after the final two Lucifer Stars were cast by his followers.

      Not on my watch.

      I had a life I wanted back. What a joke! That existence was long cast onto the fucking rubbish pile!

      I set the next two angels on fire as they parted the clouds, my mind opening back up to Scott, my neighbor I looked out for. For no apparent reason, an explosion of fire had engulfed his home. I’d rushed inside to find him, hadn’t seen his body, then found myself in the skies killing these feather-winged bastards.

      Zayn wanted answers as to why. How did something like that happen? A gas explosion? But the house hadn’t actually blown up. Yes, there’d been a boom. I’d felt it. But the house hadn’t fallen down or anything. At least, I didn’t think so.

      Had it?

      An angel sword barely missed my neck, the wind between flesh and blade a sharp shock.

      I spun, moving out of the way of a stab, then dropped through the clouds as another sword was brought down on my head. Another miss.

      Out of the killing trajectory, I twisted and flew further out to sea, looking back to spot the familiar sight of Parisa and Yael. The female and male angels kept crossing my path ever since the first Lucifer Star had been cast on Scarlet Street.

      “You again,” I growled.

      As easy as it would be to slay them like their dead predecessors, I wouldn’t be able to keep this up. Right now, I was brimming with strength and sorrowful fury, but I’d soon crash. I wasn’t infallible. This was reckless. What was I going to do? Take on the entire citadel single-handedly? Sure, I’d make a valiant attempt to cut their numbers as best as I could because I loathed them. They were angels, the enemy. I’d fallen from their grace, and they’d hunted me and still hunted me now. Scum. I was happy to have their blood on my hands once again, but then I wasn’t. My humanity didn’t want them dead, feared them, wanted to obey like we were supposed to do.

      ‘Live a good life to the best of your ability. Do no evil, obey the angels, and reap the rewards of such goodness in the Holy Realm.’

      I’d certainly thrown those holy laws to live by to the wind.

      The choices were clear: Stay and fight and die or find a way to protect Charlie and stop Lucifer.

      In a twisted way, I wanted Lilith to kidnap the Felineblood again. She’d been telling the truth about wanting to keep Charlie safe from the dark lord. For the world’s interests as a greater whole.

      With Lucifer, there was no such thing as safety. Even as a ghost, he was one of the most dangerous creatures in existence. The only way I could protect Charlie, to hide him, was through the elusive copper agate. Being a fixer of magical objects, a Handler, I had the necessary skills to fashion the rock into a mechanism to generate the magic needed to shield him.

      The only problem was that copper agate was only found in Antarctica, as was the magical bug that made it work.

      “Then so be it,” I said.

      With one last glance behind me at the angels in pursuit, I beat my wings with the resolution to head south.

      For Charlie.
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      Alan. That was his name. I always forgot it, even though I’d met him loads of times. In fact, he was pretty scary. Always an expression of ‘I’m gonna fudge you up’ on his pale face, his haircut a military, gray buzz.

      He was one of Martha’s men, and he was driving like a bat out of hell, gunning the van through the streets of Angelica. Black agate magic smothered the roads and paths with a thin mist to combat the city’s growing magical bug problem.

      The size of the cockroach twitching on its back we just passed…

      I was surprised I’d noticed on account of my drifting, raw-eyed state, thinking about my friend and how he was up there above the city. I’d seen his flames before the tall buildings swallowed my view of the sky, saw a ball of fire fall to the ocean, heard it scream.

      An angel…

      Zayn was… Zayn was killing angels.

      Oh, fudge.

      “What are we gonna do?” I asked. Either no one heard me or didn’t wanna answer. My voice was weak from all the sobbing over Zayn.

      I was in the back of the car alone, dumped in here by Bob, Martha in the passenger seat, Alan driving. Silver agate mechanisms filled the vehicle with their magic, shielding us from angel eyes.

      I asked the question again.

      Martha glanced over her shoulder this time. “Don’t worry.”

      I’d never seen her usually unflappable vibe so broken. She was crapping herself, like me, only without the puffy eyes and this aching in every part of my body.

      Man, I bet she was regretting getting involved with this mess.

      “We need to regroup. Think,” she added with no warmth in her tone.

      Presumably, we were heading to M Bikes, her motorbike business where she’d hid me and Zayn the last time things had gone crazy.

      Worse now. So much worse.

      How could things have soured so quickly? I mean, we’d… we’d had some nookie, and there was no awkwardness. I’d wanted it, he’d wanted it, and it’d be a fun moment. Really fun. Pretty wild, actually. And it’d scratched an itch. We didn’t have to ever do it again, and that was cool. It didn’t have to mean anything but fun if that’s all it was.

      But that didn’t matter now, did it? Even if I wanted to see where things went, it was over. My friend was gone. Everything was broken beyond repair. The angels knew for sure now that Zayn was the dragon man.

      Game fudging over.

      This wasn’t the way to M Bikes. “Where we going?”

      “Just wait.”

      A light drizzle was still coming down as we crossed the S4 bridge from East Ward into South Ward. I looked out of each window, desperate to get a glimpse of Zayn.

      This bridge reminded of that place under the C2 Bridge. No more chilling at our spot by Orbit River. I liked that spot. It was a calm place, somewhere we’d taken quiet moments together amid the crazy.

      Never again.

      Yes again!

      The more I thought about what we’d done, how he’d kissed and touched me, the tender side of him, the more of it I wanted. Really, really wanted. The dude had me hooked, but the line had snapped.

      More tears fell. Bloody hell! What was wrong with me to feel so sad? In a state over a man I hadn’t know that long, for fudge’s sake! Man, we’d been through so much so fast, though. Talk about a rapid get-to-know-you session.

      It wasn’t fair. Zayn was a good guy, even with the Uriel crap going on. He was still the grumpy guy with the good heart and tacky bear collection. I refused to believe he was a monster, despite the angel-killing. That archangel had shown up at the wrong moment. Zayn had been hit with some nasty memory, a really bad one to send him in that spin.

      What? Showing him what an evil bastard he actually was?

      “There,” I said, my index finger pressed against the glass of the tinted window. “To the south.”

      In the clouds, Zayn was still fighting for his life. The angels were closing in, starlight trails all over the morning sky.

      Martha and Alan kept quiet, the car speeding up a little more.

      A burst of fire and more angels came crashing down, landing in the water.

      “Fudge…”

      The city was screaming with sirens and people. Everywhere was chaos, and all eyes were on the action above.

      “He’ll die,” I said.

      “Probably,” Martha replied. “Might be for the best.”

      “What? How can you say that?”

      “No life for him now.”

      “What if we can fix it?”

      She shook her head. “I did this for you. You’re a good lad. But this is it. Over. No more. He didn’t destroy that essence, and now look what’s happened. He’s the Nephilim. He’s killing angels. It ain’t safe now. Pray he dies so you can get on with life when the smoke clears.”

      “Lucifer will still want me dead. And what about the dragon in ice?”

      “You should leave the city.

      “I can’t just leave!”

      “I’ll help. Think it’s best.”

      Leave? Not now. Not when Zayn needed me.

      Lost cause…

      Martha being right sucked, and I didn’t want her to be. But I didn’t come down in last shower. Living with the denial hat on wasn’t my style, even if it was a comfy hat to have.

      Zayn was screwed, and so was I if a hung around.

      Fudge!

      Fresh tears rolled down my cheeks as Alan wound through the streets. I leaned back into the seat and lit up a catnip cigarette.

      No one complained about my smoking in the car. Too bad if they did. My nerves were a mess.

      I blew out the green smoke and closed my eyes.

      I didn’t wanna see anymore.
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        * * *

      

      I clutched the key I’d scooped from the dead archangel’s ashes in my hand as the car stalked through the streets some more, my eyes still firmly closed.

      About thirty minutes had ticked by.

      I was drifting, puffing on ciggie number three. So tired. The humming and bumping of the vehicle was soothing, and I released a heavy yawn.

      No idea where I’m going…

      Drifting…

      A path with trees lining it. Cemetery.

      “What the hell?”

      I rubbed my eyes against bright sunlight as my brain caught up. Dreaming. Yeah, this was a dream. No need to panic that the key wasn’t in my hand because I’d nodded off in the back of the car.

      Man, I’d been so tired.

      The sun was really warm. So nice. I purred a little, wanting to curl up on the stone path and have a nap within my nap. Nothing like chilling in the sunshine.

      I rubbed my eyes once again and took in the scene.

      It was a cemetery, fairly big, not one I recognized. I was standing on the edge of it, facing the sea of graves and paths. My end had a dirty stone archway with iron fences and foliage sealing me in. A gate within the arch was locked tight with chains and a meaty padlock. Ahead of me was the graves and greenery. Benches dotted the path too, and there were colorful flowers on the graves, growing here and there. This place was proper taken care of.

      The path I was on passed beneath trees bowed together in the shape of a heart. I walked the few feet toward it, a squirrel running past.

      Everything flickered like a bad TV signal. I froze on the other side of the heart trees, looking behind me. Apart from the squirrel and one robin, there was no other sign of life.

      I mean, why would there be? It was all a dream, right?

      The graves on the other side of the heart trees were old. I’m talking from so far back in the day that the stone was badly worn, and you could only make out a little bit of what was written there.

      I always found that really sad.

      At the far end of the cemetery was a brick wall with a shrubbery stretching across the top of it. It looked like there were berries in the greenery—juicy red ones.

      To my left was an open gate, and a closed one on the right. The path split both ways from a circle of concrete, like a roundabout, at the bottom of the gentle incline I was standing on. There was also a colorful flowerbed in the middle of the circle.

      I sniffed the air, pricked up my ears. Bird song, another squirrel, something scuttling through the trees bordering this place.

      It was so peaceful here. Cemeteries were like that. Strange how a place of loss was peaceful for the living left behind. I could quite happily sit here and relax for a while. Take a breather, maybe not cry and be so bloody terrified of what came next.

      Stupid dreams and their false hopes.

      “Not yet,” someone said.

      I hissed and leaped a few feet in the air. Twisting, I came face to face with a woman wearing a gold cap, a baggy green T-shirt, and gold shorts with matching high-top trainers.

      “Who are you?”

      She had a taste for bright colors like me. The more colorful the better. I liked it.

      There were scars all up her dark arms folded across her chest. “Not yet. You have to find the door.”

      “What door?”

      “You don’t come here this way.”

      Right. “I’ve lost it.”

      “Lost what?”

      “My mind.”

      When she grinned, the edges of her hazel eyes crinkled. “Haven’t we all?”

      I sat on the bench beside me but didn’t sit for more than a second, appearing back to where I’d just been standing.

      “Huh?”

      “How hard are you squeezing that key?” Her voice was muffled this time like a speaker had blown.

      “Key…”

      “Find us.”

      “Find you?”

      “Stop repeating what I’m saying and get to work. The key will show you.”

      With a snap of her fingers, I was back in the car.

      “Almost there,” Martha said.

      I yawned, confused. “Where?”

      “The garage.”

      “But—” I wasn’t in the same car. “What happened?”

      “Glad you could sleep.” Her sarcasm was colorless. “We’ve gone the scenic route.”

      The car rolled down Dew Street to M Bikes, heading into the alley alongside the building. We carried on under the railway bridge, turning left into an opening immediately after the bridge. Two of Martha’s women waited in the shadows.

      Gates were closed quietly behind the car as Alan killed the engine.

      “Wait there,” Martha said. “We’re checking no one followed.”

      I did as I was told. Anyway, I was more interested in my weird dream—which maybe wasn’t quite a dream.

      There were indents in my skin from how hard I’d gripped the key. It was warm on my palm. Black with an ornately cut, but worn, dragon head. It was all about dragons, wasn’t it? More questions to make my brain hurt. But at least it was a distraction.

      Being a private detective (at least, I tried to hang onto that rapidly failing notion), and being Felineblood, my curiosity was easily piqued. I just couldn’t help myself. And I liked to have hope. Good to try and be as bright as a yellow jumper about things, even if there was a vat of tomato sauce ready to be dumped on you to ruin everything.

      It was a real possibility that this key might be a new way to help Zayn. No clue how.

      Fudge.

      Destroying the essence… well, that’d gone sideways. I still didn’t know if what Lucifer said about my dad offering me as a sacrifice was true or if Lilith really wanted to keep me safe.

      So much up in the air.

      Now this cemetery dream. This key meant something—something really big if the archangel Michael had been carrying it before he got barbeque.

      Okay, time to show me. Come on…

      The key just sat there being a key with no lock to embrace.

      Hmmm…

      So I waited, trying to plot my next moves. I didn’t know what to do, but I’d do something. Hell, yes!

      For Zayn. Because I wasn’t giving up on him. No matter what.

      Just stay alive out there, mate.
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      When my body eventually needed a break after so much flying, I landed on a small hill beside a small church on South Georgia and the South Sandwich Islands—the settlement of Grytviken to be exact.

      I’d made it to the South Atlantic, completely done in, shifting back to human, lying on my back and facing the cloudy night sky.

      Behind me were mountains dusted with snow, patches of the white stuff close to where I rested. Ahead was King Edward Cove and the ocean. Grytviken was an old whaling station, the waterfront dotted with dead and rusted industrial structures. It was a pocket of mountains and mist, lonely almost, no one in sight at this time of night. Now and again, I lifted my head to check, but the fatigue would yank me back down.

      My body was forcing me to rest naked in the freezing cold. Thankfully, I had my own special heating system to not leave me a popsicle. And it was nice to be still, to not move and just listen to the ocean and the wind whistling in the monoliths behind me.

      A much-needed moment of stillness, whether I deserved one or not.

      Mist spread across the dark sky, and the moon as more memories of Raphael came to me, soft ones, which only served to set silent tears free after knowing what I’d done to him.

      I let the flashes of a sweeter time roll over me, not letting them catch me in a roll of grief. I needed to focus on my mission. As soon as my strength returned, I’d be off on the last part of my journey.

      Grytviken was often used as a stopover for visitors to the most southern continent. I’d once, as Zayn, considered coming down here for a holiday. A fleeting moment of madness. It would’ve meant sharing a boat with people. Zayn and people weren’t the greatest of mixes! So, because of Zayn’s research, I knew a little bit about this part of the world.

      My research.

      I’m Zayn…

      I’m Uriel…

      My damn head!

      “If you were to embrace who you are, there would be no need for this rest stop.” Lucifer was here. I didn’t look to see where. “Well, you would still need a pause, but you wouldn’t be in this state.” He sighed. “Look how exhausted you are.”

      Hand me a fucking mirror! He was right, though. My endurance back then was legendary—in battle, in bed. But too bad. That was the past. This was now.

      “Leave me alone.” My heart was speeding up with every passing second as if my body was starting to respond to the bastard’s presence.

      “When will you let this silly notion of holding onto Zayn Valentine go?”

      “Go away.”

      “Let him go,” he said.

      “He is me.”

      “A vessel only. I understand you had that life, but it wasn’t real. It’s nothing more than an unfortunate side effect I thought you would have obliterated by now.” He sighed. “I blame myself.”

      “Good.”

      “You don’t understand.”

      “I don’t care.” I do…

      “I would have done things differently before I let you drink from that magical tonic that changed you. I wasn’t prepared for the consequences of humanity. It was never the aim to curse you with it, only give you the pleasures it offered.”

      “Now you’ve fucked up again, haven’t you? You and Dave Ellison’s magical bullshit.”

      “I thought you were stronger than this.”

      “More fool you.”

      He appeared above me. I groaned and sat up, dizziness threatening to put me back down. “I don’t want to talk to you.”

      “I know.”

      “Then leave.”

      “It hurts, Uriel.”

      “I don’t care.”

      “Are you really that unfeeling toward me?”

      In all honesty, I wasn’t. Even now, he still managed to intrigue me, to stir up the old lust. And it made me hate him even more.

      “What you want isn’t what you’re going to get,” I said. “You must know that now.”

      “I’ve never been one to give up on you. Why do you think you’re here with me now? You’re alive again because I want us to be together.”

      “But I came back wrong, didn’t I? You meddled with the laws of death and got yourself a monster in denial.”

      “Denial is a terrible thing.”

      “Yes, it is. That works both ways.”

      A ghost of a smile appeared on his lips. “It’s strange how you speak.”

      “What?”

      “I hear the old you, and I hear the Zayn you. I find it amusing.”

      Charlie had said I sounded different. “Glad you find it funny.”

      His smile faded, and he lowered his gaze. “I know you suffer, Uriel. I really do. I’m sorry for all for it. I hate to see you like this. I want to take it away, but only you can do that.”

      Our eyes locked for a moment, uncomfortable on my part. His eyes were dark orbs of intense scrutiny, even as a ghost. A cold tongue licked my spine.

      “You have seen us,” he said, “what we did together, the connection we had. Don’t deny it.”

      “I’ve seen it.”

      More scrutiny. “And you still don’t want to come back to my side? I know you are experiencing the fresh loss of the man you loved, but what about me? Did I mean nothing to you? Was it only sex?”

      No… But it wasn’t love. Not like with Raphael. I kept that to myself.

      He continued. “I miss you terribly.”

      “I’m right here.”

      “You know what I mean. Don’t be facetious.”

      I closed my eyes, taking a deep breath, which hurt my head. “I don’t know how to feel about you.” There were better memories of him. Tender. Fun. It wasn’t all violence and carnal fucking.

      “Because you insist on being this polluted thing,” he responded.

      “I’ve never known how to feel. I hated what we were doing, but I couldn’t resist you. But what I do know now, in this context, is that you’re a monster I need to stop.” And fuck. “Marking Charlie as the sacrifice is the grand finale of many last straws.”

      He didn’t answer.

      “You lied to me about him, about caring about his safety. About all of it. That isn’t the way people who⁠—”

      “Stop. Don’t lecture me, Uriel. Don’t you dare. You’re a creature of the ancient world, and you know better than this. Charlie is expendable in the greater scheme of things. If you would just snap out of this, you would be completely on my side. He serves a greater purpose, and you know it.”

      “Your return to flesh isn’t a greater purpose. It’s something that needs to be thwarted.”

      No…

      Yes…

      He shook his head, his dark hair swaying as a spectral curtain. “I can only hope you will see sense.”

      There was no denying I enjoyed this flawed plan of his, that I was corrupted and unable to serve his purpose. At least for now… Until Uriel took over completely.

      God, this was too much.

      “There is no sense in this,” I said. “None of it.”

      “You make sense to me, Uriel. Always.”

      I crossed my legs, drawing on my inner heat, wrapping my arms around my naked body. “So much trouble taken for my return.”

      “The Magiblood who gave their soul for you to be brought back, giving you life in the womb of Paulette Valentine, was proud to do so.”

      I cringed at my human mother’s name.

      Paulette… She’d hated her only son so much.

      Guilt was the name of the game of late, and I felt a semblance of it regarding my late birth mother for the first time in my life. She’d been a cruel woman, tried to kill me several times when I was small. Maybe she’d sensed the evil within all along. It would explain so much.

      She was a monster herself…

      “They had tried for a baby,” Lucifer said.

      “Who? My mother and father?”

      “Yes, your second parents.”

      I still didn’t have the memory of my life before my ascension to angelhood, only that I had been eleven when I walked the path to holiness in my first existence.

      “What about my first parents?”

      “You’ve yet to see?”

      “Yes.”

      “Then I will let you see. However, Jeremy and Paulette Valentine, as I was saying, were trying desperately for a child. That was the conditions the magic needed for it to work—a linchpin of life if you like. That was the sacrificial Magiblood’s part in things—to get your soul into a vessel of life where your soul merged with the other soul.”

      “The Zayn half,” I said.

      He nodded. “A soul of two parts, the Uriel half dormant at first.” He paused for a few moments before continuing. “Dave Ellison had the skills to awaken the dormant part of your soul. He waited until the time was right, as your body grew stronger. We had been expecting things to take shape at the age of twenty-one, yet you held on until your twenty-sixth year. That is when the dormant Uriel soul called out, thus triggering the event that led you to the restoration within the swimming pool.” He sighed. “Wasn’t that fire spectacular? I’ve never seen anything like it. Amazing. A shame about the…setback. If you’d been given your essence straight away, I don’t think we’d be at this complication now.” Another long lamenting exhale. “I will never give up on you. Ever. No matter what you say or what you do. I won’t. Because you are my Uriel, and I’m sorry.”

      My mouth was dry from the shifting and the shock of how my heart swelled for him against my will.

      “For everything,” he continued. “For all of the pain you suffer.”

      “Pain you inflicted.”

      “For you. Everything is for you.”

      “Did you kill my neighbor?”

      He shook his head. “I have no idea why that happened. I’m sorry.”

      “I don’t think I’ve ever heard you apologize so much.”

      “Even for the inevitable,” he said.

      Charlie’s death.

      “You like the Felineblood, don’t you?” he asked.

      “Why are we talking about this?”

      “You took him to your bed. He is⁠—”

      “He’s my friend. We were simply fulfilling a need.”

      Darkness in those already dark, dead eyes. “Is that so?”

      “What were you saying about the Valentines?” I needed to not talk about Charlie with him.

      He waited a few moments before speaking. “Their futile attempts at having a child were answered by the death of the Magiblood. Where you ended up was beyond anyone’s control. And so you came to be with a family who had longed for a son, for a child who would be of angel blood. They got you instead, and they resented it.”

      “I know. I lived it.” I’d spoiled their wishes for an Angelblood, taken away their happiness. Cruel people or not, it was completely unfair. Wasn’t it? Or had I saved any weaker child from suffering at their hands? Experience told me the road would’ve been fraught with suffering regardless. No Valentine child could have ever lived up to those bastards’ expectations, regardless of an angelic destiny.

      “There was nothing we could do but wait,” Lucifer said. “I knew you wouldn’t die by their hands, but I was deeply concerned for your safety.” He smiled. “Pleasing to have seen you destroy them in that fire. Start as you mean to go on.”

      “You watched me grow up?”

      “Indeed. I will always watch you.”

      Not creepy at all. “So all this came down to was a sacrifice, a
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