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Series Reviews

"The story was
insane.  Once Fallon leaves Emperica to head back to earth as
a Knight, you better strap yourself in for the ride.”

“I couldn't put it
down!!!!!!!!!!!!”

“I ate this book up! I
thoroughly enjoyed the author's style of writing and the new
premise this book had.”


Chapter 1

From the Shadows

Darius watched the new
leader of the Emperica Knights speed away on his motorcycle in a
hail of churned up stone. Unable to stall any longer, he turned
from the image and with a casual flick of his hand, the view of
earth disappeared.

“Is it he, Darius? Is
Blane Romero the one?” Alistair asked the question, but Celena and
Nicoli waited just as anxiously for his answer.

Darius took a deep breath
and faced the three Elders standing before him in the misty,
open-aired courtyard. He finally nodded. “Yes. He is the
one.”

“He appears...” Alistair
paused as if searching for the right word, “…angry.”

“I
think efficient is
the better description,” Darius offered.

“The Sentinels I have
spoken to appear to agree with your assessment, Darius,” Nicoli
commented, “but I do not have to remind you that the wrong choice
now could have devastating consequences for humanity.”

Darius knew that Nicoli’s
opinion weighed greatly with the others. As the Elder of the
Sentinel Caste, he had the most direct knowledge of the affairs of
earth through his guardian angels.

“No, Nicoli, I am fully
aware of what is at stake.”

Celena allowed her majestic
wings to unfurl behind her with a loud snap. “Nicoli is right. If
we are to make a change in leadership, now is the time.” The Elder
for the Patrit Caste began to pace restlessly her wings bristling
with agitation.

Darius shook his head. “No
change. Blane returned to earth less than a year ago and has
already solidified the Knights into a cohesive force, created the
elite Paladin team and discovered the names of the top Kjin
soldiers.”

Celena let out a
discomfited hiss. “I just wish we knew what those demons were
planning! Maybe it is time for the Creator to be
involved.”

Nicoli shook his head. “You know he cannot
do that, Celena.”

Sinuous tendrils wisped
around Celena’s ethereal face as she swung to face Nicoli. “Not
even when the people of earth may be on the brink of
annihilation?”

“He cannot, Celena, and
you know very well the reasons for that! Now, enough!”

Celena bowed her head. “Of
course, you’re right, Nicoli. Forgive me.”

“It is settled then,”
Darius declared firmly. “Our choice is Blane Romero, and the dear
Creator help us if we’re wrong.”

****

Blane Romero stalked
forward along the scuffed oak aisle of the church, his boot strikes
echoing hollowly in the vast, silent cathedral. The Knights that
rigidly lined both sides saluted in unison as he passed
by.

A movement in the shadows
behind one of the Paladins caught his notice, and he grimaced. Kade
Royce. The only human in the room. As the police officer husband of
Fallon Anders Royce, the man never strayed very far from her. Blane
supposed the guy did have his uses often enough, but it hardly
mattered what he thought. They were a package deal.

At the steps before the
altar, he turned to face the two hundred Knights of his Order with
his hands clasped behind his back. “Nikki, report.”

An auburn-haired angel, one
of three on his elite Paladin team, stepped forward.

“You were right, Blane. We
have confirmed suspicious activity at an establishment called The
Blackstone owned by a Mr. Cesar Grant.”

“Tell me what you
found.”

“How about I show you
instead?” She lifted her hand and gestured with two fingers toward
the back of the church.

The Kur on Blane’s bicep
flared to a hot flame and his lip curled in disgust.

A Kjin.

Two Knights wrestled a young man up the long
aisle.

“Who is he?” Blane asked
Nikki.

“One of Cesar Grant’s
lackeys.”

“He’s more than Cesar’s
lackey,” said a voice from the shadows. “He’s Cesar’s
son.”

It was Kade, of course, who
spoke. Since relocating from Alden, New York, and joining the
police force here in Reglan, Tennessee, the cop’s connections
proved invaluable in bringing the Order vital
information.

“Son?”

Fallon stepped up beside
him. “The trapped souls are biological father and son, so the Kjin
continue to play that role.”

“What’s his
name?”

“Johnny Grant.”

Fallon glared at the Kjin with her Aventi
gripped firmly in her fist. “He’s not going to tell us anything so
why bother with him?”

Fallon was right. None of
the Kjin they captured ever talked in the end. No pain Blane could
inflict would ever come close to the wrath that would await them in
Mordeaux should they do so.

The Knights forced the man
to his knees. He was young, boyishly handsome and wore a
contemptuous grin even though he must know he was about to die. He
turned his head to spit on the sacred ground of the church floor,
and Blane had to resist the urge to reach out and choke the life
out of the demon right where he knelt. It would happen soon enough
in any case.

“Get on with it Knight, I
don’t have all day. My master awaits me.”

“Your master cares nothing
for you. It’s only an eternity of pain and suffering in the fiery
hells of Mordeaux that awaits you.”

The sardonic smile lifted one corner of his
mouth. “I like heat.”

Every so often, Blane would
wonder if the Kjin were redeemable, if there was any shred of
decency left within their souls. If so, he had never seen it. Evil
to the core, the demons savored the anguish of others.

“Check his pockets,” Blane
ordered.

Nikki moved behind Johnny
and searched him. She pulled a small white square from his back
pocket. “It’s a photo,” she said and handed it to Blane.

Blane took the picture and studied it. A
dark-haired girl. A teenager, perhaps, but there was something
about the set of her mouth. Determined? Angry? Whatever emotion
gripped her at the moment of this photo, it made her look older.
Like she had seen more of this life than her young years would
warrant as she walked along a busy street with a guitar case
strapped to her back. She wore jeans and a modest tank top, coltish
long legs and arms providing a glimpse of the great beauty she
would become when her lean lines turned to graceful curves.

“Who is she?” Blane
wondered aloud.

“She’s nobody,” Johnny
growled.

Blane ignored him and handed the photo back
to Nikki. “Find out who she is.” The Paladin nodded and left with
several Knights.

Blane gestured to Fallon
and another Paladin, Justus. “Fallon, have your team saturate the
area around Cesar’s Blackstone.” He paused to scratch his jaw.
“We’re missing something there, and I want to know what it
is.”

“You got it, boss.” Fallon
walked back down the long aisle with a dozen Knights. Kade Royce
strode discreetly after her.

“Justus, you’ll dispose of
the body?”

The redheaded angel, who
wore his long hair braided down the back, nodded. “Of
course.”

“The body?” Johnny
screeched. “My name’s Johnny Grant, Knight, remember it. I’ll be
returning to Mordeaux a hero!”

“A shrunken corpse is more
like it,” Justus muttered.

“You Knights are real
idiots, you know that?” Johnny taunted. “You have no clue what’s
going on! My father was right.”

“Right about what?” Justus
demanded, but Blane knew he would get no answer.

“It’s over for you. Pick
up your skirts and go back to your so-called paradise in Emperica.
Tyras will soon rule this mortal world.”

“Kind of hard to do from
hell,” Justus snorted.

“Oh, he plans to rule from
right here, my friend.”

“That’s
impossible.”

“And, you’re a moron.” The
Kjin jumped up and spun in a circle, slamming his foot into the
middle of Justus’ chest. The Paladin flew back through the air and
crashed into the pews.

The Kjin took a swing at
Blane, but he caught Johnny’s fist in his hand mid-swing and
squeezed until Johnny sank back down to the ground, screaming in
pain. With his left hand, Blane removed his Aventi from his pocket
and touched it to his Kur. The dim interior of the church lit up
with the radiant light of his sword. The time for talking was over.
Without a word, he plunged the blade into the Kjin’s neck. When the
howling shade burst up into the air, Blane cut through the middle
of the black mass with a furious backhanded swipe.

He turned toward Justus now
staggering to his feet. “You call yourself a Paladin Knight? If
you’re going to make amateur mistakes like that, I’ll find someone
else to take your place!”

The angel’s face turned
scarlet and he bowed deeply at the waist. “My apologies. It won’t
happen again.”

Blane nodded curtly and was
already walking back down the aisle when he heard Justus ask.
“Where’s he going?”

“It’s Saturday,” Blane
heard one of the other Knights answer softly.

“Oh, right, Saturday,”
Justus repeated.

Blane slammed the palm of
his hand against the double doors of the church and strode out into
the late morning brightness. He took the steps two at a time to the
waiting Ducati SF848.

As soon as he felt the roar
of the superbike vibrating beneath him, it calmed his growing
frustration. Out on the road, the speed provided the perfect
counter to the infuriatingly slow progress he was made to endure in
his fight against the Kjin.

With a squeal of tires, he peeled away from
the church and into the light traffic. He rode for hours, through a
dozen towns, until the familiar chain link fence of the elementary
baseball field came into view. He pulled into the parking lot,
skirting children and parents crowded around their vehicles
wrenching uniforms into place or pulling out snacks and
equipment.

He parked and got off the
bike, swapping his helmet for a baseball cap and pulling it low
over his eyes. After thirty-four years, his family would have no
reason to recognize him as their dead son or brother. Although he
looked the same as the last time they saw him, his face had to be
faded in their memories after so long. People saw what they
expected to see and long-lost dead relatives were not
expected.

He walked up to the fence
and quickly found who he was looking for practicing swings on the
sideline. His great-nephew and namesake, little Blane
Romero.

A glance in the stands
showed him that his parents, both in their seventies now, were
there, just as he knew they would be. Blane’s brother, Joseph, sat
next to them with his wife and their son, Tristan, the father of
little Blane.

An unexpected burn lodged
in his throat at sight of the family he could see but no longer
talk to. How he longed to be a part of their world again. To laugh
and love and…correct a wrong that haunted him still to this
day.

A deep sadness settled over
him, and he sought out his mother’s blue eyes so like his
own. Mom! I’m here, Mom! Your Blane! Can’t
you feel me? I want you to know that I love you and miss you. More
than you know. He seized the fence in a
white-knuckled grip. And, I want you to
know I’m sorry, Mom. I’m so very sorry.

Suddenly, his mother’s head
came up sharply and she stared directly at him. The momentary look
provided a stark reminder that at one time, those eyes held nothing
but bitterness and anger for him.

Unnerved, Blane turned from the fence and
sprinted to his bike. With a quick kick, the Ducati growled to life
and he squealed from the parking lot.

Away from the memories.

Away from the pain.


Chapter
2

The
Funeral

Juliet Hunter leaned her
head on the glass window of the limo and with a resolve that
teetered close to the edges of a breakdown, she willed herself not
to cry. Not for the death of her father. No, he checked out on his
family years ago. The tears she held in check now were for her—and
the two young sisters sitting silently beside her.

The vehicle came to a stop
at a light, and Juliet watched the people on the street, some
laughing in pairs, others rushing along to undisclosed
destinations. Just another day indistinguishable from the rest.
People ambling through life as best they can, trying to pretend
nothing bad will ever happen to them or their family. Only it’s a
lie. Bad things do happen. People get hurt, people get sick, and
people die.

At eighteen, death had come
to visit Juliet twice now, and she knew that this time, just like
the last, her life was about to change drastically and it terrified
her.

“Are we almost there?” The
tiny voice startled her out of her morose thoughts and she turned
on the seat to smile at Teddy and Georgie. In that moment, it
became clear why most people choose not to dwell on what’s down the
road and instead embrace what they have right in front of them and
the time in which they have it.

Love.

Juliet reached out and cupped Georgie’s
cheek. “Almost.”

Georgie reached for her
hand. “Do you think Daddy will be cold after they put him in the
ground?”

Juliet squeezed her little
fingers tightly. “No. He’s probably in heaven already.”

“Will he see Mommy
there?”

Juliet swallowed painfully. “Yes.”

The few words she was able
to give them seemed to have a calming effect, and her sisters grew
silent once again.

Juliet returned her gaze to
the window and thought of her father. After her mother died of
breast cancer five years ago, he struggled to cope. In order to
provide for a thirteen-year-old and two-year-old twin daughters, he
spent long hours working at his job at the bottling plant. Any time
left to him after that, he spent drowning his sorrows in
alcohol.

That left the household
duties to Juliet. Feeding and bathing the girls, changing diapers,
cleaning the house, soothing nightmares and illnesses, and even
taking a job at the age of fourteen to help out. Not an ideal
childhood by most teenagers’ standards, but it was familiar. It was
consistent. And, it was hers.

She always hoped that her
father would get it together and they could be a real family again.
One that laughed and built great memories together so they could
hand them down to the generations of Hunters to come. Only now, a
freak car accident ripped that last thin vestige of hope right out
of her life.

Damn hopes. 

She scrubbed away the
traitorous tear that fell. “We’re here,” she announced and the
twins sat up to peer out of the window at the Parklawn
Cemetery.

Twenty or so people stood
waiting around the freshly dug grave. Mostly family. Her father’s
brother and sister and their families. Some of her mother’s family
was there as well, although Juliet didn’t see as much of them now
as she had when her mother was alive. She recognized a few of her
father’s co-workers from the bottling plant.

The door opened and the
funeral director held out his hand to help her out. She thanked him
again for providing the limo service and then led her sisters to
the three empty chairs in front of the raised casket. Juliet
accepted the whispered words of condolence with a simple nod or
grim smile, anxious to get the day over.

When the clergyman finally
cleared his throat respectfully and began the service, her eyes
slid across the mourners and fell on her mother’s sister, Geri. Her
aunt dabbed a tissue to bone-dry eyes in an effort to hide her
covetous glances at Georgie and Teddy. But, Juliet saw them. And,
that’s why it came as no surprise when Geri swooped in like a bird
of prey as soon as the short service ended.

In order to head off a
discussion, Juliet quickly ushered the girls to the waiting limo,
but a well-manicured and firm hand on her arm turned her around.
“Juliet?”

Juliet hugged the twins tight to her side.
“Yes, Aunt Geri?”

“Have you decided yet what
you’re going to do?”

Was her aunt really this
heartless? To try and have this conversation before her father was
even buried? Within hearing of the girls?

Juliet chose to be
deliberately obtuse. “I’m going home, Aunt Geri, and then I’m going
to spend the day with my sisters. We need some down time
alone.”

Aunt Geri shook her
beautifully coiffed hair. “No, no, I meant, what are you going to
do with the girls?”

“I
know exactly what
you meant, Aunt Geri. Now, if you’ll excuse us.” Juliet turned to
go, but her aunt was determined to get her
answers.

“But—”

Juliet guided the girls
into the waiting limo and then shut the door behind them and faced
her aunt. “You can’t have them.”

Aunt Geri’s thin eyebrows
rose to her hairline. “Juliet, be reasonable. You can’t possibly
take care of two seven-year-old children. My God, you’re still a
child yourself! My sister would want—”

“You could not have known
my mother very well,” she hissed quietly, “if you think she would
ever want her daughters split apart!”

“You could always come
with them,” Geri offered in a tone that clearly implied she hoped
Juliet would not accept. Still, this was new. Never once in Aunt
Geri’s numerous attempts to get the girls over the years had she
ever offered to take Juliet.

“No. They’re my
responsibility now and I will take care of them. We’re a family and
that’s what families do. They stick together in good times and in
bad.” She delivered the last words with sharp-edged bitterness.
Except for Aunt Geri’s frequent visits to her father to try and pry
the girls away, the rest of her mother’s family had all but
abandoned them after her mother became ill. She wasn’t sure if they
couldn’t handle the brutal effects of the cancer or they simply
were too busy living their own lives, but it hurt. It hurt her
mother deeply, and it hurt Juliet still.

Then, the low blow. “Tell
me, Juliet, are you still seeing Dr. Morgan?”

“That’s none of your
business,” she snapped.

“My business is only for
the well-being of my nieces. Your father couldn’t take care of them
and neither can you!”

Juliet was stunned speechless.

Aunt Geri ran a hand down
her perfectly made up face. “Look, I’m sorry, but I am going to
fight for them, Juliet. When your father was alive, there wasn’t
much I could do, but I plan to get Social Services involved and
fight for custody.”

Juliet shook her head in disbelief. “Why?
Why do you want them so bad?”

“You know why, Juliet, but
if you want me to say it I will. You’re unstable and we all know
it.” She took a deep breath. “I know this is hard for you to
believe, but I really just want what’s best for the girls.” Then,
as an afterthought. “And, you, too. Think of all the time you’ll
have to pursue your music career and a social life of your own
without two young children to raise.”

Juliet’s fists clenched at
her sides. “If you try and take the girls from me, I’ll fight you
tooth and nail. Do you hear me?”

“It’s already done, Juliet.
The wheels are in motion.”

Juliet leaned in close.
“Then, you’re dead to me. See you in court.”

****

A soft knock sounded on
Blane’s office door. “Come in,” he said without turning away from
the window where he stood. He would know who it was by scent alone.
The extra four years Darius held him back in Emperica gave him
added strength and heightened senses that the others did not
have.

Floral body spray. Peppermint gum.

Nikki.

“Hey, boss.”

“What do you have?” he
questioned.

She seemed a little put out
that he didn’t turn to face her and hesitated. “I…I have
information on the girl.”

“The girl?”

“The photo that Johnny
Grant had on him. Remember? Yesterday when—”

“I remember.”

The flutter of paper. She
must have dropped the photo on his desk. “Her name is Juliet
Hunter. Eighteen years old. Singer, songwriter, server at The
Blackstone. Father just passed away.”

“Who is she to Cesar
Grant?”

He could sense the shrug of her slender
shoulders. “As far as I can tell, just one of his employees.”

“There has to be more. Why
else would his son be carrying around her photo?” He did turn then
and walked over to his desk. As he suspected, the photo was laying
there. He picked it up and stared at the young woman and again
noticed how much older she appeared to be. Juliet Hunter was not a
carefree teenager.

“We’ll keep staking
out—”

“No. I want you to get a
job at The Blackstone. Get close to the girl and find out what you
can.”

“Okay…but, don’t you think one of the
other—”

“No, I want the best in
there. That’s you.”

Nikki’s face lit up in her trademark smile.
“Gee, thanks, boss.”

“Anything else?”

“Guess not. Better go
sharpen my people skills then. I’ll report back within a day or
two.”

He nodded and sat down when she closed the
door behind her.

What are you up to Cesar
Grant? What did your son mean when he said Tyras meant to rule
earth from here? What, if anything, does this young, dark-haired
girl have to do with it?

The Elders had known for
over a year now that the Kjin were organized to evil purpose, but
Blane was no closer to figuring out their plans. While the Order
was responsible for eliminating a great deal of Kjin this past
year, he was losing angels in the process. Where once the Knights
were the hunters, they had now become the hunted.

Pushing back his chair,
Blane stood and left the office. He maneuvered through the groups
of busy Knights and headed for the sacristy where he hoped to find
Father Jude. Scaffolding and construction materials littered the
eastern wall of the church where repairs were being made and had
been for the better part of a year, making this an ideal temporary
headquarters for the Knights.

At the door to the
sacristy, Blane knocked and a reedy voice from within granted him
entry. He nodded to the white-haired Emissier. “Good evening,
Father Jude. I would like a quick word if you have a
moment.”

The Emissier closed the
heavy record book he was reading and approached Blane with his
hands folded at his middle. “Of course. What can I do for you,
child?”

“I want to know if it’s
possible for Tyras to break free from his prison.”

Father Jude’s face
blanched. “No! Of course, he can’t!”

“I’m not
so sure anymore, Father. Tyras is getting stronger. I’ve heard that
much directly from Darius himself, and the devil
was able to cross over to
Earth through the body of one of his Kjin in the battle with Fallon
Royce last year. Recent other comments have me concerned that it
may be more of a possibility than we think.”

“The devil is not without
power, Blane, but he crossed over in spirit only. That’s where it
ends. Tyras is a master manipulator, but the Creator himself sealed
him away. He is locked in Mordeaux for good. I can assure you of
that.”

Blane continued to press.
“I want you to ask Darius if it’s even possible and if so, how it
can be achieved.”

The Emissier pulled uneasily at his clerical
collar. “I will ask Darius your question, Blane, but rest assured
that the King of Chaos is safely locked away from the people of
earth.”

“Pray you’re right,
Father. Pray you’re right.”


Chapter
3

Working
Girl

“Come on, girls, time for
bed!” Juliet tossed the dishtowel on the counter, wondering why she
didn’t hear any moans and groans coming from the living room.
Usually, it was like herding cats trying to get her sisters to
their beds at night.

When she walked into the
living room, she saw why. Georgie and Teddy were curled up together
on the couch, fast asleep and snoring like baby hippos.

Wishing she could follow
suit, Juliet plopped down into her father’s armchair knowing it
would be quite awhile before her mind settled enough for sleep. She
thought back to her aunt’s threat to take the girls and decided to
find a lawyer first thing tomorrow. She assumed she would have to
file some kind of petition for guardianship and that was as much as
she knew about the law and parentless children.

She did know it wouldn’t be
cheap.

Her father kept a few extra
dollars up in the safe in his bedroom, but other than that, she had
no idea how much, if any, life insurance he had. With all the
funeral expenses now charged to her credit card, she’d better find
out soon.

Gazing at the girls’
innocent sleeping faces, unwelcome questions began to form in her
mind. What if Aunt Geri was right? What if the girls would be
happier with her? They wouldn’t want for much, that’s for sure. Did
Juliet have the financial means to care for two young girls? Maybe
now, but what about later? And, college? At eighteen, did she even
have the maturity necessary to nurture and guide two human beings
through the rest of their lives? Did the simple fact that they
shared the same blood mean that the twins had to be saddled with an
older sister when they could grow up with a new mother and father
who could provide for them better than Juliet could?

Worse, did Juliet want them
to stay together because it was best for the girls or because she
didn’t want to be alone?

The questions were painful,
but she owed it to her sisters to think them through. Their
happiness and well-being were what mattered here, even if it broke
her heart in the process.

With a heavy sigh, she
pushed out of the chair, walked over to Georgie and gathered her
sister in her arms. Georgie murmured contentedly, but didn’t wake
as Juliet carried her up the stairs. After tucking her into her
twin bed, Juliet went back down for Teddy. Where Juliet and Georgie
were dark-haired like their father, Teddy’s hair was quite a bit
lighter like their mother.

Teddy woke and wrapped her arms around
Juliet’s neck when she lifted her. “I want to sleep with you,” she
whined.

“You’ll be more
comfortable in your own bed, Teddy.”

“Please. I don’t want to
sleep alone tonight.”

Juliet knew that if she
started this now, she would never get her sister out of her bed,
but she didn’t have the heart to say no. Not tonight. “Okay, just
this once.”

Georgie waited at the top
of the stairs. “Can I sleep with you, too?” she asked, knuckling
her eyes with her fists.

Juliet put Teddy down. “All
right. Come on then, but you’re not going to be making a habit of
this. Understand?”

With effusive promises, the
girls ran into her room, jumped on the bed and snuggled into the
covers. Juliet had hoped to have time to herself tonight to decide
what to do. Maybe even jot down some lyrics to help relieve some of
her pent up emotions, but that wasn’t going to happen now. So, with
a resigned shrug, she yelped and leapt onto the bed in between her
giggling sisters. After a few minutes of playful horsing around and
tickling, she finally said, “Okay, enough. Time to go to
sleep.”

Mercifully, the long day
drew down on the three of them quickly and soon all was quiet
except for the soft sounds of light breathing.

“Juliet?” Georgie
whispered.

“Yes?”

“Can you play us a song on
your guitar?”

“Not tonight. Maybe
tomorrow.”

“Then, tell us a story
about Mom,” Teddy begged.

“Yeah, what was she like?”
Georgie asked.

It seemed ironic that
although they had just lost their father, it was their mother on
their minds.

Juliet put her hands behind
her head. “Well, let’s see. She had light hair like you, Teddy, and
Georgie, you definitely have her eyes. She smiled a lot, that I
know. It’s probably the thing I remember the most about her. I was
never so happy as when Mom came home from work at the end of the
day. How she smelled when she hugged me close and the little
presents she would pull out of her waitress apron.” Juliet lifted
her chin toward the ceiling to stop the tears pooling in her eyes.
“Holidays were always better when she was here, too. She loved to
decorate the house and buy presents for everyone. Everything was so
perfect back then.”

“Until she left
us.”

“You won’t leave us, too,
will you, Juliet?”

“What?” Apparently, they
heard more of her conversation with their aunt than she
realized.

“Don’t let Aunt Geri take
us away. We want to stay here with you.”

Juliet decided to feel them
out. “Maybe you would be happier with her and Uncle
Steve.”

“No!” Georgie cried.
“Don’t leave us!”

Teddy began to cry. “We’re
sisters and we need to stick together. Please don’t give us
away!”

Juliet hugged them close.
“Shh…shh, everything will be all right, I promise.”

“Please don’t give us
away.”

Juliet thought about it for
a long moment, not wanting to give them false hope.

Damn hopes. 

“I won’t. I
promise.”

****

Juliet hid a yawn behind
her closed fist. After that reckless promise to the girls last
night, she got very little sleep. Then, there was the hectic
morning rushing them off to a babysitter so she could spend two
hours in the office of a lawyer who seemed to have little interest
in taking her case.

“Juliet! Table
Six!”

“I’m coming!” she growled
and picked up her tray. She rushed to Table Six and slopped four
mugs of beer in front of the two couples patiently sitting there.
“Anything else?” she asked with a forced smile. After all, smiles
were what drove her tips.

When they declined, she
made a beeline for the kitchen and her order for Table Three. “I’m
here.”

“Well,
you need to be out there,” the cook pointed out roughly.
“Now take this food and get moving.”

Really? What did he think
she had been doing the past three hours straight?
After all, this was The Blackstone. Reglan, Tennessee’s
hot spot for the young and restless. Whether searching for love, a
harmless diversion or that elusive big break, patrons flocked in
droves to the trendy lounge that many considered the last stop
before Nashville.

As she navigated the
dim-lit lunch crowd, she smiled at her co-worker, Debbie, singing
her latest creation up on the small raised platform that served as
The Blackstone’s stage. It was really quite good and at least half
of the patrons were listening—always a good sign.

On her way back to the
kitchen, she yelped when two hands grabbed her by the waist and
pulled her down onto a hard lap. She twisted angrily to see who it
was.

Mitchell Fox.

The only guy she had ever
dated and it only lasted a month when he broke up with her because
she wouldn’t sleep with him.

“Do you miss me?” he asked
hungrily.

“Let me think about it…uh,
no.” She tried to shrug out of his grasp. “Let me go before Mr. G.
has a meltdown.”

His breath was hot on the back of her neck.
“I want you back, Juliet. Case closed.”

“You’re right, Mitch, that
case is closed. Long closed, and I’d like it to stay that
way.”

“What
does that mean?” he whined petulantly and it grated in her
ears. What did I ever seen in this
guy? With his brown hair and brown eyes, he
looked like the average American, clean-cut boy, but he was
anything but.

“I’m pretty sure even you
can figure it out. It means I’m not interested, Mitch.”

He pushed her off his lap. “Well, get
interested. I’ll meet you after work.”

Leaning down close to his
face, she whispered, “No. Now, back off. We’re through.”

Giving him no opportunity
to reply, she turned her back on him and headed back into the
kitchen. As much as she needed the money, she would ask Mr. G. to
let her leave a half-hour before her shift was up so she could
avoid a confrontation with him. In the short time she had been his
girlfriend, she knew that the more he drank, the more aggressive he
became.

After narrowly avoiding a
collision with another server to get into the kitchen, she used her
hips to push back out of the swinging doors with another tray full
of food. One of the regulars shouted out to her. “Hey, Juliet! Are
you singin’ tonight?”

She smiled. “No Earl, I’m
just a working girl tonight.”

“Aww. I came to hear my
bluebird sing.”

“Tomorrow night, Earl,”
she shouted over her shoulder.

“I’ll be here, little
birdy!”

The rest of the night flew
by and, to her surprise, Mr. Grant agreed to let her leave early.
At her locker, she quickly counted her tips. “Shit.” One hundred
and twenty dollars. She needed more than that if she was going to
pay all the bills this month. A lot more.

There was the promise after all.

With a sigh, she shut her
locker and went out the back door into the alley in order to avoid
Mitch in case he was waiting out front. As soon as she walked out,
a sudden flash of movement at the far end of the alley startled her
and she paused. That section ended with a brick wall and no one
should have any business being back there. No one with good
intentions anyway. After peering into the gloom for several minutes
and seeing nothing, she hurried from the alley and decided to take
one of the more crowded streets home.

During the walk, she
continued to hear sounds or see flickers of shadow that had her
spinning around only to find no one near. Why am I so jumpy? Just two more
blocks, she told herself. Two lousy blocks
and I’ll be home. With nervous energy, she
quickened her steps and was almost running by the time her small
house came into view just beyond a sprawling apartment
complex.

When a man stepped out of
the fenced pathway that ringed the buildings, she gave a frightened
gasp and stumbled back.

“It’s just me.”

Mitch.

She tried to get by him.
“Mitch, move, I have to get home.”

He grabbed her
arm.

“Let go of me!” she hissed
and jerked her arm free.

“Listen! Mr. G. sent me to
find you.”

“For what?” she asked
suspiciously.

He held out an envelope
with a gloved hand. “He wants this delivered to the same place you
went last month.”

She cringed back. “Wait a
minute! He said I was done with this!”

“I don’t question him,
Juliet, and neither should you.” Mitch looked around nervously.
“The runner before me did, and I haven’t seen the guy since. You
don’t want to mess with the boss, trust me. Besides, you need the
money, don’t you?”

Juliet hesitated. The last
time Mr. G. asked her to deliver an envelope, he gave her a five
hundred dollar bonus, but she really didn’t want to go anywhere
near that address again. In fact, she felt like she barely escaped
with her life the last time.

“It’s a grand this time,”
he almost shouted, as if sensing her hesitation.

Juliet’s eyes widened. A
thousand dollars? She definitely couldn’t afford to balk at that
kind of money. She needed it to keep her family together, and to do
that, she would walk through the flames of hell and
back.

Reluctantly, she took the
envelope from Mitch. “Fine, but this better be the last
time.”

He leered at her, his
tongue darting in and out anxiously. “Hey, how about a
little—”

“No,” she said brusquely
and walked away.


Chapter
4

Angels in
the Night

“Thanks for coming to stay
with the girls on such short notice, Mrs. Spicatti,” Juliet said,
stuffing her phone and keys into her backpack.

Juliet’s neighbor wiped her
hands on a dishtowel, having just washed all of the dirty dishes in
the sink. A definite perk of having an older babysitter as far as
Juliet was concerned.

“Of course, honey, you
know I’ll help you out any time you need me. Especially…well,
especially now.”

“It means a lot to me.
Thank you.” She shrugged into a sweatshirt. “I won’t be long. An
hour. Two at the most.”

Mrs. Spicatti hesitated
before going into the living room to see to the girls. “Just be
careful, Juliet. If you ask me, it’s too late for a young lady to
be out alone. Are you sure you should be going out?”

Juliet’s shoulders
slumped. Of course, I shouldn’t be going
out! In a perfect world, I would be staying right here safe and
sound and watching television with two parents looking out for me.
But, this is not a perfect world, Mrs. Spicatti!
“Yeah, I do.”

“Be careful,” the woman
said again with a shake of her head and walked out of the
room.

Juliet paused at the door
to take out the envelope Mitch had given her from her backpack. She
knew what was in it. A large sum of cash and a piece of paper with
a single name just like the two previous envelopes. The last
contained the name of the Adjunct General of Tennessee, and a week
after she delivered the note, the official caused local grumbling
when he called in all inactive members of the National Guard for
mandatory training. The name in the envelope before that had been
the Governor, Tad Billingsley. Why those two men? Juliet didn’t
have the faintest clue.

She peeked inside the
envelope. It had been ten thousand the last time and seemed to be a
similar amount again. Of course, she’d never consider taking the
money, having no desire to live her life running and looking over
her shoulder for Mr. G. and his henchmen. With two fingers, she
slipped the folded paper from the envelope.

Another name.

Thomas Stern.

The name of the Reglan
County Sheriff.

She quickly returned the
folder paper, called out a goodbye to the girls and left through
the back door. Whatever it meant had nothing to do with her. The
only thing on her mind was making this delivery as quickly as
possible so she could return home.

Pulling her hood up, she
walked to the main thoroughfare deciding to spring for a cab.
Luckily, she didn’t have to wait long. Within a few minutes, a taxi
pulled up next to her.

The driver, an elderly man
with an orange University of Tennessee baseball cap, gave her a
concerned look when she gave him the address, but he didn’t
comment. It was probably bad for business to question the
destinations of his fares.

Juliet sank low into the
back seat and watched the homes blur by, dreading the task ahead.
It wasn’t the occupants of the residence so much as the fenced
basketball court she had to cross to get there. A notorious hangout
for local criminals, there had to have been at least thirty guys on
the court that last time talking in small groups, smoking and
drinking. She never would have considered walking out on that court
no matter how much money was involved if not for the fact that the
man who owned the residence stepped out on his porch. He yelled to
the young men to let her pass and they did, resuming their party
without another glance in her direction.

She shuddered at the
memory, wishing she didn’t have to go back. Unfortunately, she
needed the money. The disinterested lawyer she spoke to that
morning seemed very interested in receiving a two thousand dollar retainer to take
her case, and that could mean the difference between keeping her
promise to the girls and giving them up to Aunt Geri.

It was one envelope, she
reminded herself. All she had to do was a repeat of the last time.
Cross the basketball court, deliver the envelope and
leave.

As the cab pulled up to the
address, she straightened in the backseat and peered out of the
window. Relief washed over her when she saw that there was no one
on the court. It was empty. She gave a silent thanks to her
guardian angel, Penny, for watching over her and leaned forward. “I
just have to drop something off. Can you wait?”

The cabbie turned around
with jaded eyes. “Are you sure you want to do this? Dealing drugs
is not—”

“It’s not drugs, okay? Can
you just wait here, please? I’ll be right back. I have the money to
pay, I promise.”

The old man nodded. Money
was money after all. “Just pay me what you owe me now, and I’ll
wait ten minutes. No more than that. I’m sorry.”

“No, that’s fine,” she
said, pulling her money out of her backpack and paying him. “I’ll
be back before ten minutes.”

“All right.”

Juliet took a calming
breath, stepped out into the dimly lit street and walked to the
fence. She stood there and waited a full two minutes for any sign
of danger before swinging it open. After one last nervous glance
back at the cabbie to be sure he was still there, she slowly
crossed the basketball court.

Somewhere nearby, a dog
barked. She inhaled sharply and picked up her pace toward the
house. A single light glowed from an upper window and she used it
as her beacon to safety. Just get to the
light, Juliet, and everything will be fine.

The dog barked again and she yelped and
ran.

Just as she was about to spring up onto the
porch, a hand whipped out of the darkness and covered her
mouth.

She kicked and tried to
scream, but the arm that held her was too strong.

In heart-racing horror, she
realized the trouble she was in when someone else lifted her feet
into the air. There were two of them, and they hauled her into the
darkened recess at the side of the house. Her mouth went completely
dry from fear and threatened to choke her as she tried to
swallow.

“Put her down,” one of the
men said calmly.

Juliet’s heels hit the
ground when the man holding her legs let go. She scrambled upright
against the chest of the man behind her still clasping her throat
and mouth. His breathing was labored and tinged with excitement as
he whispered in her ear. “If you make one sound, I’ll hurt you. Do
you understand?”

Trembling with dread, she
nodded.

In the distance, the dog
continued to make noise. A sound so scary just a few moments ago,
now seemed so innocent in comparison. So normal. In a normal world,
dogs barked. In the world she now found herself in, the word
normal had no place. As a
woman, she often thought about what she would do if she was ever
attacked. Fight and claw her way to freedom is what she always told
herself, but now that the moment had arrived, she was frozen in
shocked disbelief that it was actually happening. It was almost as
though it was not even her in this nightmare, but some other
girl.

Out on the street, the roar
of a loud motorcycle drowned out her thoughts. When it slowed, her
heart soared with hope for a second that whoever rode it was coming
to her rescue. But, just as quickly she realized how ridiculous
that was. No one could possibly have any idea of what was happening
here behind the house. Even if someone close by had heard
something, it was unlikely she would find help in this
neighborhood.

Where are you, Penny?

“You’re not going to
scream, right?” the man holding her asked.

She shook her head, all the
while deciding that’s exactly what she would do. It was her only
chance. Maybe the man in the house would hear. Maybe even the cab
driver and he would, if not come to her rescue, at least call the
police.

He let go and pushed her toward his friend—a
short, skinny guy with dark hair. She twisted around to get a good
look at the one that had been holding her. Young. Head shaved bald.
Black, sleeveless shirt.

“Hold her still,” he said,
his gaze running up and down her body.

It was now or never.

With a grunt of effort, she
slammed her foot into the shin of the guy behind her and screamed
as loud and long as she could.

It didn’t last.

The bald guy grabbed the
front of her hoodie and swung her up against the wall of the house.
The wind rushed from her lungs, but she managed to bring her arms
up to protect her head when he swooped over to hit her with a
closed fist punch.

But, the blow never
came.

Instead, the guy issued a
surprised gurgle and fell to the ground.

Juliet glanced up to see a
towering figure standing over her attacker. Tall, muscular, broad
shouldered. Gorgeous was the next word to come to mind, but how
crazy to think that at a time like this. The only title that
mattered to her was rescuer. At least she hoped he was
there to rescue her.

“Move,” he told
her.

She didn’t have to be told
twice and lurched out of the way as he stalked over to the skinny
guy and delivered a powerful jab that sent him sprawling on top of
his friend.

He reached for her hand. “Come on.”

She really didn’t have much of a choice
other than to follow when her hand was swallowed in his, and he led
her out of the alley and across the vacant basketball court.

She almost skipped a step
when she saw the cab still waiting for her. Then, she realized that
although it felt like a lifetime since she stepped out of the
vehicle, her ten minutes must not yet be up.

“I…I’ve got a cab,” she
stuttered as soon as they reached the sidewalk.

Her dark-haired savior
looked where she pointed. “I’ll take you home.” He reached into his
back pocket, strode to the cabbie and paid the fare for the
wait.

Normally, she wouldn’t
think twice of going anywhere with a guy she didn’t know, but for
reasons that plagued her for a lifetime, she trusted this
particular rescuer implicitly.

After paying the cabbie, he
walked over to a sleek black motorcycle on the side of the curb,
lifted the helmet and handed it her. She took it from his hands.
“What…what about you? Don’t you need a helmet?”

He swung his leg over the seat. “I only have
one. Come on, get on.”

Reluctantly, she put the
helmet on and sat down behind him. “Wait! I don’t even know your
name.”

“Blane Romero,” he
responded and started the engine.

“Oh, Hi, I’m—!” She let
out a high-pitched screech as he pulled away from the curb and onto
the road. It was only through sheer luck that she managed to grab
him around the waist and stay on the bike.

“—Juliet!”

He didn’t
respond.

The smell of leather
tickled her nose as she clung to his back. He drove fast. A little
too fast for not wearing a helmet. “I live at 2 Conkey Street!” she
yelled, hoping he would hear her, and he nodded in
acknowledgement.

During the short ride, she
tried to calm her racing nerves, but before she quite managed it,
he was pulling up in front of her house. Blane killed the engine
and remained on the bike as she removed the helmet and got off. She
reached into her backpack. “Here, let me pay you back for the cab
fare.”

“Not
necessary.”

She took one of his hands
from the handlebar and pushed a twenty-dollar bill into it. “Why
should you pay for my fare? You don’t even know me.”

To her surprise, he grabbed
her arm, pulled her close and shoved the twenty into the front
pocket of her jeans. “Seriously, I got it.”

Her heart fluttered in her
chest at the sudden closeness, but she wasn’t about to continue to
argue with him, so she swallowed and stepped back. “Fine. And,
thanks for saving me.”

“You shouldn’t have been
there. It’s a bad part of town.”

For some reason, she felt
the need to explain. “I know…I don’t usually go to that area. I
just had to drop something off…” He
probably thinks it’s drugs just like the cabbie!
“It was just a letter, nothing else!” she said
loudly. A little too loudly. “Anyway, thanks again.”

He just sat there with an
expectant expression on his face. When he didn’t respond, she said,
“Well, I better go,” and turned to walk along the sidewalk to her
front door.

“Juliet?”

She swung back to him.
“Yes?”

“The helmet?”

Heat crept up into her
cheeks. “Oh, sorry.” She quickly rushed back and handed him the
helmet. “Okay, well, thanks again.”

He nodded and she watched him start the bike
and pull away.

She smiled at his leather
clad back as he roared down the street thinking how odd that was.
Anyone looking at Blane could easily see he was handsome, strong,
and maybe even a bit frightening, but she could see something that
others could not. She knew without a doubt that the mysterious
Blane Romero was actually not a man at all, but an
angel.


Chapter
5

A Costly
Mistake

The full moon tracked
Blane’s furious walk up the church steps as he tried to ignore the
guardian angel hovering at his shoulder.

“She needed help,
Knight.”

He spun on the stairs to
address the floating apparition. “I understand that, Sentinel, but
you overstep your bounds by asking a Knight to get
involved!”

The angel smiled and her
face undulated in the evening breeze. “It was necessary for her
survival.”

“You can’t save her from
every danger in the world, Sentinel. That is not your
duty.”

“I know my duty very well,
Knight, but I also know that Juliet Hunter is of interest to both
Emperica and Mordeaux at the moment. It would not do to have her
sacrificed at the hands of thrill-seeking humans.”

Blane clenched his jaw. “I
suppose not. The girl is involved with this mess somehow. Is there
anything you wish to share?” he asked with more hope than was
prudent.

She shook her head. “I wish
I could help you, Knight, but other than Juliet, the affairs of
earthlings are of no concern to me.”

He bowed his head
respectfully. “Good night then, Penny.”

Penny flapped her wings in
the night air and disappeared, leaving Blane staring after her with
regret for the loss of his own wings so many years ago. He quickly
put it out of his mind. Regrets had no place in his
life.

As soon as he pushed
through the double doors to the church, the heads of his Paladin
team swiveled toward him, anticipating their orders. But, it was
actually the human standing in the background he most wanted to
speak to.

“Fallon and Kade, my
office,” he said and walked briskly past the others.

Nikki reached out to grab his arm. “Blane,
we need to talk.”

He shook her off. “Not now.”

She refused to let go.
“Blane! This is important. I don’t think the church is safe any
longer. Our position may have been compromised when we took Johnny
Grant.”

He turned to face the
auburn-haired angel. “What makes you say that?”

“My Kur is practically in
flames every time I return here.” She looked at him thoughtfully.
“Don’t you feel it?”

For the first time, he
registered the burn on his arm and berated himself for his
distracted mind. His lack of focus could get him killed. It could
get them all killed. “We’re not leaving yet. Take two units out and
destroy any demon within two miles of here. Let these Kjin know
that we will not be hunted!”

Nikki nodded reluctantly
and Blane could tell she wasn’t pleased, but he walked away with
other, more pressing matters on his mind.

Fallon and Kade exchanged a
brief look and strode silently after him. Once inside his office,
Fallon shut the door behind them and asked, “What’s up?”

Blane reached into his leather jacket and
handed a white envelope to Kade.

“What’s this?” the cop
asked.

“Look inside.”

Kade carefully opened the
envelope and whistled at sight of the cash. Then, he pulled out the
paper and examined both sides. “Thomas Stern. Why is the name of
the Sheriff on here?”

Blane shook his head and
sat down behind his desk. “That envelope dropped out of the
backpack of the girl whose photo we found on Johnny
Grant.”

“Cash and a name? Sounds
like a hit to me.”

“Or a
transformation.”

Kade’s jaw dropped. “You think the Kjin are
targeting the Sheriff for his body?”

“I don’t know what to think
yet.”

“I have to warn Tom,” Kade
blurted.

Blane shot back to his
feet. “Warn him of what? That a demon is trying to take his body?
You are here at our sufferance because you’re married to Fallon,
but don’t ever let me hear you threaten to disclose sensitive
intelligence again!”

Kade held his hands out.
“Relax, Blane, I made a poor choice of words is all. I swore a vow
of secrecy to you and Fallon and intend to keep it. I was just
thinking out loud about how to keep the Sheriff safe. That’s
all.”

Blane sat back down hard in
his chair. “Dismissed.”

Fallon turned to Kade. “I’ll meet you
outside in a minute.”

Kade nodded and left them alone.

She leaned over with a
tight smile and slapped both hands on his desk. “You may be my
leader, Blane Romero, but Kade Royce is my husband. He has done
nothing except put his life on the line for our cause. Your
sufferance of that man
has saved the lives of Knights on more than one occasion. He does
not deserve your anger or your disrespect.” She stood back up and
crossed her arms. “I won’t have it.”

Blane leaned back in his chair and stared at
the blonde Paladin for several moments. “You’re right.”

She opened her mouth as though ready to
unleash another tirade, but pulled up short. “I’m right?”

“Yes, and I’ll apologize to
Kade next time I see him.”

He snorted out a
laugh.

“What’s so
funny?”

“I thought marriage would
make you weaker, but if anything, you’ve grown harder, more
determined.”

One eyebrow arched over a
green eye. “That’s because I have more to fight for. More to lose.
You should try it sometime,” she said and walked out of the
office.

Blane slid the chair back,
opened the center drawer of his desk and lifted out the photo of
Juliet Hunter.

Fallon, you may get your
wish after all, because I plan to spend a lot more time with the
beautiful Juliet Hunter. But, a relationship is the last thing I
want from the girl. I only want answers.

****

He really needs a new
plaque, Juliet thought as she stood outside of Dr. Morgan’s
office.

DR. BORIS MORGAN

Ghosts! Poltergeist! Fairies!

The Unexplainable Explained!

Then, again, this very
claim in the yellow pages is what brought her to the doctor’s
doorstep in the first place.

She had been six when she
first told her mother about her ability to see paranormal beings.
She just assumed that it was natural and everyone could see these
things. Her guardian angel—at least that’s what Dr. Morgan claimed
her to be—had been in Juliet’s life ever since she could remember.
Much to her disappointment, Penny never spoke or came when
summoned, but often Juliet would wake and see the angel hovering in
the room or sitting next to her on the bed. Sometimes, though,
Juliet thought she could detect a slight smile on Penny’s celestial
face whenever Juliet tried to engage her in
conversation.

As a young girl, Juliet
reveled in her unique ability, but after her mother died, her
father grew concerned and spoke to Aunt Geri about it. Ever since
then the family became uneasy at talk of Juliet’s
imaginary friends. It was
why her aunt wanted the girls out of her house. She thought Juliet
was unstable. Crazy. A few fries short of a Happy Meal.

And, now, to complicate
matters, a new paranormal being had entered Juliet’s world. She
called Blane an angel, but in truth, she wasn’t sure if that’s
exactly what he was. He had the same aura as Penny, so she just
assumed it meant they were the same beings.

She could sense sinister
presences, too, but wasn’t entirely sure what they were either. It
was possible that they were just evil people. In fact, her boss Mr.
G. gave off a particularly repugnant vibe.

Maybe Dr. Morgan could help her sort this
all out.

She lifted her hand and knocked on the
door.

The doctor answered it
himself, dressed in jeans and a sweater, his long hair pulled back
into a ponytail.

“Juliet! Come in,” he
greeted and stepped back to allow her to enter.

“Hi, Dr.
Morgan.”

“Can I get you anything to
drink?”

“No, thanks, I really
don’t have a lot of time. I have to be to work in about fifteen
minutes.”

“It must be important
then.” He waved her to one of two overstuffed armchairs facing an
unlit fireplace. “How is Penny by the way?”

Juliet smiled. “She’s fine,
I think. You know she doesn’t talk to me, Dr. Morgan.”

He shrugged. “A doctor of the otherworldly
can only hope, Juliet. Maybe one of these days she will.” He held
up a finger. “And, if she does, I better be the first one you
tell!”

“I promise.”

“Let’s get
started.”

She cleared her throat.
“I…I think I may have met another angel.”

“Oh, do tell,” he said, the
excitement in his voice unmistakable.

“Well, it’s actually a man
who appeared out of nowhere to save me from a difficult situation,
but he’s an angel or a fairy or something else not of this
world.”

The doctor sat forward. “Yet, he is
human?”

“He appears to be.” She
thought of his hard body as she sat behind him on the motorcycle.
“He’s definitely not a spirit like Penny.”

Dr. Morgan clapped his hands in delight.
“Oh, Juliet, what I wouldn’t give for your ability!”

“So, what do you think he
is?”

“That is for you to find
out, Juliet! This is the first time you have ever had the
opportunity to talk to one firsthand! Befriend him! See what you
can learn about his purpose here. And, then report everything back
to me at once, of course,” he ordered with a chuckle.

“I don’t even know if I’ll
ever see him again.”

“You must!”

“So, you don’t think I’m
crazy, Dr. Morgan?”

His smile faded. “No,
Juliet, and I’ve been telling you that for years. What you see and
feel is real. Only now, you are in a unique position to verify what
we both know to be true.”

She shrugged her shoulders.
“All right then. I guess I’ll go make nice with the
angel.”


Chapter
6

Bluebird

Outside of Dr. Morgan’s
office, Juliet rummaged through her backpack in a panic.
I lost the envelope! She
spun in a circle and scanned the ground. If it had fallen out of
her backpack, it could be anywhere between her house, the alley
where she was attacked, the motorcycle ride and here.

Juliet nibbled on her
fingernail. Okay, think.
It was highly unlikely that anyone who found ten
grand in cash would turn it in so going to the cops was out of the
question. Not that she would anyway. She doubted Mr. G. would
appreciate getting the Reglan P.D. involved. He was going to be
furious enough with her already. As much as she needed her job, she
would consider herself lucky if the worst thing he did was fire
her. Especially after what Mitch said about another runner
disappearing.

Crap.

After fifteen minutes of
pacing, she realized she had no other choice but to own up to what
happened, so she made the short walk to The Blackstone. After
stowing her guitar and backpack in the locker room, she headed down
the hallway to the back office and knocked.

“Enter.”

Her stomach in knots,
Juliet pushed open the door. Mr. G. sat behind his desk and she
noticed two other men in the room. The first was Gordon Strand, Mr.
G.’s business partner, and he stood by the window. Probably in his
late forties, he wore his light hair clipped close to his head,
military style. The other was Mitch Fox, and he sat in front of the
desk in one of two chairs, one leg resting casually over his
knee.

Her boss, ruggedly handsome
with dark hair slicked back and just starting to gray at the
temples, looked at a watch that was probably worth more than
Juliet’s house. “Aren’t you on, Juliet?”

She nodded. “Yes, but I
needed to talk to you for a minute.”

He waved her in. “Only a
minute. The happy hour crowd will be coming in soon. You singing
tonight?”

“Yes, after my shift around
ten.”

He got right to the point. “Did you deliver
my package, Juliet?”

She swallowed nervously. “Um…not
exactly.”

All trace of warmth slipped
from Mr. G.’s face. “It requires a one-word answer. Yes or
no?”

“No.”

He slid his chair back and
stood. Mitch scrambled out of the line of fire and joined Gordon at
the window. “No?”

Juliet twisted her hands in
front of her. “I…I was attacked before I could reach the drop-off
and I must have lost it. I—”

“Lost it? I pay you to get
the job done! It was a simple task, Juliet!”

“I know. I’ll pay you back
the money, I promise. I’ll get a loan or—”

She heard Mitch let out a
small groan, and she realized her mistake.

“Pay me back? Did you open
the envelope, Juliet?”

“What? No…I didn’t,” she
lied, knowing full well her life depended on it.

Mr. G. moved around his
desk faster than she thought possible. Juliet staggered back a
step. “Then, how do you know there was money in it?”

“I…it just felt like money.
I really don’t know for sure. I just assumed.”

He stalked toward her and
lifted his hand to point. “Go! We’re busy and I want you out there
on the floor.”

“But, what can I do
to—”

“Get out!”

Reaching behind her back,
Juliet swung the door open and stumbled out into the
hallway.

****

Furious, Cesar Grant kicked
the door behind the fleeing girl. “Mitch, get out there and make
sure she doesn’t leave until after her shift.”

The young runner hurried
from the room to do as he asked.

Cesar slammed the door once
again and looked at the blackcoat.

“Kill her?” the demon
asked with a baleful glint in his eye.

“No, Gordon. Until that
quack Morgan finds me another Intuit, I need Juliet Hunter
alive.”

****

Grateful that the other
servers had already vacated the small break room, Juliet lifted her
apron out of her locker with shaking fingers. She had never seen
that side of Mr. G. and was debating whether to just get the hell
out of there and never come back.

He had every right to be
angry with her for losing ten thousand dollars, but the look in his
eyes far surpassed anger. In fact, it bordered more on murderous.
She highly doubted he was really going to just forgive and forget,
but he also didn’t seem interested in any suggestions she had for
restitution either.

No, she couldn’t leave yet. Not until she
had another job lined up.

Decision made, she slammed
the locker shut and pulled her long, black hair up into a high
ponytail, tugging it through an elastic band as she hurried toward
the kitchen. Whatever Mr. G. planned to do, she would have to worry
about it after her shift.

Lost in her thoughts and
her hair, she didn’t see the girl until she slammed into her.
Juliet touched the girl’s arm in an apologetic grasp and recoiled
in shock. Another angel! What is going on
here?

Somehow, the girl managed
to keep her tray full of glass mugs from crashing to the floor.
With auburn hair also pulled back in a ponytail, she looked at
Juliet with large, brown doe eyes, the air positively radiating
around her. She was strikingly beautiful.

“Sorry,” Juliet
mumbled.

“Don’t worry about it,” the
girl said. “It was my fault anyway. I’m Nikki.”

“Hi, I’m
Juliet.”

“Must be first night
jitters,” she admitted with a shrug. “I better get back in there
before the big guy unravels.”

Juliet smiled at her. “Let me know if you
need anything tonight.”

“Thanks!” the angel
shouted over her shoulder and ran off to deliver the dirty glasses
to the kitchen.

Can this night get any
weirder? She pushed through the double doors into the
lounge.

She froze.

Oh, yeah, apparently, it
could. There, sitting in her section, was Blane Romero.

****

Blane asked to be seated in
the girl’s section, but had yet to see her. The Blackstone was
packed full of people tonight, and Nikki told him it was because of
open mic night. The young, the old, the has-beens, the hopeful—all
vying for a chance to show off their talent or lack thereof. And,
from what Blane could see and hear, the audience was very vocal
about what they did and did not like.

He glanced toward the
kitchens and saw her standing there. Mouth open in surprise, it
took a nudge from behind by one of the servers—Nikki as it turns
out—to propel her forward to take his order.

She appeared nervous as she
wiped her hands down the front of her apron and stopped in front of
him. “Hi.”

“Juliet.”

“What can I get you?” she
asked, busily wiping down his clean table.

“How about a
date?”

Her head popped up in surprise.

“But, I’ll settle for
another draft beer. For now.” It wasn’t often that he joked, but
there was something in the girl’s features that told him she was
stressed and for some reason that he couldn’t fathom, he wanted to
wipe the worry from her face.

“I’ll be right back,” she
mumbled without answering and rushed off.

She roped another server
into delivering his beer, and he studied Juliet throughout the
night serving drinks and sharing laughs with patrons. Since he
nursed this second beer, she had no reason to come back to his
table. He had to tread carefully. While he needed to get close to
the girl to find out how she was connected to Cesar Grant other
than being one of his employees, he had to be careful not to imply
he was looking for anything more.

Seemingly mature beyond her
years and very beautiful, he did have to admit that Juliet
Hunter did intrigue him. Still, he couldn’t act upon it. His duty came
before any idle earthly desires.

Nikki flitted back and
forth as though she had been working at The Blackstone for years
rather than a single night, although they didn’t speak.

“It’s time for the
bluebird!” a man shouted and several people soon joined in. It
wasn’t until Blane heard the name of Juliet that he realized who
they were calling for.

He scanned the lounge to
find her and noticed her coming out of the kitchen area minus her
apron and with a guitar case in her hand.

In an obvious effort not to
make eye contact with him, she brushed by his table and up onto the
stage.

“Bluebird!”

“Juliet!”

“It’s all you, little
birdy!”

Juliet accepted the
attention with the grace of a singer used to the stage and sat down
on a chair before a single microphone.

“Thanks, Earl,” she said,
and the audience laughed.

A man wearing a camouflage
cap in the front row turned around and bowed to the
crowd.

Juliet pulled out her
guitar and picked out a few chords until all was as quiet as it was
going to get. Leaning forward, she said, “This one is called Mama.”
When she opened her mouth and began to sing, Blane found himself
transfixed. By her voice, her lyrics, and the way her lips
moved.

Mostly, her
lips.

Mama

You left just when I needed you most / Now I
cling to memories of a ghost

I’m not gonna lie, you
broke my heart / I’ll shoulder on, but how do I start?

Mama

The pearls of wisdom, the
fairy tales / A girl can get used to those

Now, an empty chair and
faded trails / The pain just grows and grows

Mama

You left just when I needed you most / Now I
cling to memories of a ghost

I’m not gonna lie, you broke my heart / I’ll
shoulder on, but how do I start?

Mama

Whispered talks in the
middle of the night / Now, I’m alone and nothing’s quite
right

For the rest of my life,
I’ll always be / Grateful for all you meant to me

Oh, Mama

You left just when I needed you most / Now I
cling to memories of a ghost

I’m not gonna lie, you broke my heart / I’ll
shoulder on, but how do I start?

Oh, Mama

It was only after Juliet
sang the very last word that Blane realized how quiet The
Blackstone had become. No other performer had managed to do what
Juliet just did. Suddenly, Earl leapt to his feet, yelling and
clapping. Others followed suit and gave her a standing
ovation.

The enthusiastic patrons
managed to coerce two more songs from Juliet before she finally
packed up her guitar and came down off the stage.

Blane waited until the crowd around her
dispersed before seeking her out. “Is your shift over?” he asked
quietly in her ear.

She jumped and spun around. “Excuse me?”

“Is your shift
over?”

“Yes.”

“Get your stuff. I’m
driving you home.”

A surly young man stepped
forward and put a possessive arm around Juliet’s waist. “What’s
going on here, babe? You okay?”

“I’m fine, Mitch,” Juliet
said, rolling her eyes.

“Who’s this?” Blane
asked.

“Her boyfriend,” Mitch
answered.

“My
ex-boyfriend.”

Blane quickly dismissed the
guy as unimportant. “Are you ready?” he asked and she rewarded him
with an amused smile.

“Sure.”


Chapter
7

The
Overnight Guest

Cesar Grant slid his hand
along the side of the bookcase in his office until he tripped the
hidden latch and the case slowly opened to reveal a set of stairs.
Even at a height of ten stories, the sticky heat below called to
him as he made his way down into the bowels of the city.

It had been hours since
Juliet Hunter left his office and he still fumed. Not over the
money—he had all the money he could ever want. His fury rested
firmly on the fact that the envelope had not reached its intended
target. It should have been a simple undertaking. An untraceable
envelope passed from the girl’s hand to the receiver’s hand to ash.
No text messages or emails to dig up at a later date, no spoken
words to overhear.

On the surface, Juliet
Hunter appeared the ideal candidate for a runner. Young,
parentless, broke. Girls like her wouldn’t be missed when it became
necessary for them to disappear. The girl’s father had been a
harmless drunk, but Cesar had him killed anyway. He despised loose
strings. They had a way of strangling you when you least expected
it.

But, Juliet had been chosen
for a more important reason. She was an Intuit, and he planned to
use her to hunt the large cloister of Knights who infiltrated his
city in the past year. It had been quite simple to have Mitch
befriend the girl and talk her into taking a job here at The
Blackstone, and he had no intention of letting her get away from
him just yet. Intuits were very hard to come by as the eccentric
Boris Morgan often told him. Juliet was only the second true Intuit
to come into the doctor’s office in the past ten years. Several
others claimed to have clairvoyant abilities and some did, but a
full-fledged Intuit was rare.

Cesar glanced over the
railing at the fiery runnels that ran through his underground
warren. He inhaled the pungent smell of the hot lava and felt his
body relax. This forgotten volcanic fault under the city satisfied
his demonic nature and was the reason he had made Reglan his home.
Oh, how he longed to shed his frail human skin and walk through the
fire. To breathe in the hot flames and bathe in the molten
rock.

Soon, perhaps if Tyras has his way.

Stepping off the last stair onto the black
rock, he caught sight of the human harem waiting for him up ahead,
and he chuckled. He supposed this body did have its uses after
all.

Cesar passed by the
captives imprisoned in shadowed cages at the edges of the chamber,
their frightened eyes peering out of the darkness searching for
answers. Ignoring their silent pleas, he stalked toward a stone
platform in the middle of a sea of red sand where the girls waited.
Some lounged on low divans or pillows on the ground, others stood
waiting and ready to see to his needs.

Slumping into the
overstuffed pillows of a couch, he laid his head back, exhaustion
racking his body. One of the girls hurried around the couch to
massage his shoulders.

As he lost himself in the
enjoyment of her touch, he thought about Johnny. His demon
son. Of course, he felt
no emotional sorrow at his killing, simply a furious anger at the
death of another Kjin. Their numbers were dwindling as it was and
they couldn’t afford more losses. Oh, but
I intend to make the Order of Knights bleed for this. For every
Kjin they destroy, I will demand two Knights in return and will
accept nothing less.

Cesar heard heavy tread on
the stairs and soon Gordon Strand appeared, dodging the lava flows.
“Juliet Hunter is leaving,” he announced.

Cesar waved away the
insignificance of the statement. “No need to trail her. We know
where she’s going.”

“Yes, but you might be
surprised who she’s leaving with.”

“Who?”

“The same man who came out
of the church and took off on a motorcycle after Johnny was dragged
inside.”

That got Cesar’s attention.
“Do you think he’s a Knight then?”

“I’m certain of
it.”

****

Guitar and backpack
strapped to her back, Juliet accepted the helmet Blane gave her and
swung up behind him. She noticed he had another helmet for himself
this time. Confidence or arrogance?
She had yet to decide.

Unwilling to scream over
the roar of the bike, she made no attempt to talk to him on the way
to her house, but as soon as he pulled up to the curb and parked
she asked, “So, to what do I owe the personal taxi
service?”

Blane removed his helmet.
“I just wanted to get to know you better. If you’ll recall,
I did save your
life.”

She placed a finger on her
chin. “Hmm…and what if my boyfriend has a problem with
that?”

“You don’t have a
boyfriend.”

“Oh, so you’re a rescuer
and a stalker?”

“Yes.”

Juliet couldn’t help
herself and laughed. “Well, thanks for the ride,” she said and
offered him back the helmet.

He kicked the stand with
the heel of his boot and got off the bike. “Now, how am I going to
get to know you better if you don’t invite me in?”

Leaning towards confidence.

“I’m not in the habit of
letting strange men into my house.”

“I promise that you’ll be
safe with me.”

“Oh, I have no doubt about
that. The question is, will you be safe with me?”

The look on his face was priceless and she
laughed again. “You’ll have to wait until I send the babysitter
home.”

“Babysitter? Stalker tendencies aside, that’s something I
definitely did not know. You have a child?”

“Two.”

She expected him to make an
excuse and leave burning rubber behind as he left, but he didn’t.
So, she waited with her hands crossed at her chest.

Understanding dawned in his
eyes and he smirked. “Are you really suggesting that I hide in the
bushes while you pay the babysitter?”

She wiggled her eyebrows at
him. “If you don’t mind.”

He mumbled something about
what would happen if the team
ever found out about this and then disappeared
around the corner of her house.

Juliet ran through the side
door into the kitchen, quickly paid Mrs. Spicatti, and ushered the
woman out into the night. As soon as her neighbor entered her own
house next door, Blane appeared seemingly out of thin
air.

She jumped back. “Oh, that
was quick. Come on in.” She held the door open while running a
critical eye over the spotless kitchen. Thank you, Mrs. Spicatti.

“Can I get you a drink? I
don’t have beer or anything so the best I can offer you is soda or
juice.”

“No.”

“Come on, let’s go in the
living room.”

Following behind her, he
asked, “So, how long have you been working at The
Blackstone?”

“Around six months. I
started mainly to have an opportunity to sing on a regular
basis.”

“Your songs are very
good.”

She felt a blush creep up
her cheeks. “Thanks.”

“There was one guy there
who seemed to be a really big fan.”

She laughed. “That’s Earl.
He worked with my father at the bottling plant.”

Blane’s large presence
seemed to fill the entire room so she told him to sit, and he took
her father’s armchair while she sat on the couch.

“Play a song for
me.”

She reached behind and
threw the closest pillow within reach at him. “No!”

“Why not?” he asked,
swatting it away. “Your guitar is right in the kitchen. Here, I’ll
get it for you.” Ignoring her protests, he retrieved the guitar and
handed it to her.

“Blane…”

“Just one song,” he said
and sat down again, waiting.

She growled at him but
removed the used Fender from her old, beat-up case. “I can’t
believe I’m doing this.”

“I can. Most people tend to
do what I say.”

Definitely arrogance.

Juliet plucked a few
strings and made a tuning adjustment. “This is a new one I just
wrote a few days ago. It’s called I Can’t Let Go.”

After clearing her throat,
she started to sing. As she reached for the emotion of the song,
Blane disappeared, her confrontation with Cesar Grant left her
mind, and her grief melted away. All she thought about were the
lyrics and how she felt when she sang them. After two verses, she
stopped and looked up at Blane. “Happy, Mr. I Always Get What I
Want?”

He ignored her taunt. “Do
you always sing such sad songs?”

His comment startled her.
“I guess it’s the feeling most at hand when I write. I lost my
father recently and my mother five years ago. I’m trying to take
care of my twin sisters on my own.”

“Ah, the
babysitter.”

“Yes.”

“It must be difficult for
you.”

Suddenly on the verge of
tears, she was grateful when giggles at the top of the stairs
prevented a humiliating breakdown. “Teddy! Georgie! What are you
still doing up?”

Apparently taking the
question as permission to join them, the girls flew down the stairs
and onto the couch next to her.

“Who’s he?” Georgie asked
shyly, looking at Blane.

“His name is Blane, and
he’s a new friend of mine who gave me a ride home from work
tonight.”

Teddy slid off the couch and stood before
Blane. “Can I sit on your lap?”

He hesitated for a brief
second before saying. “Sure.”

She allowed the girls to
stay up a few minutes and then ushered them back upstairs. It took
a full hour of questions and tucking in and that last glass of
water before the twins finally settled back into bed. By the time
Juliet returned downstairs, she was surprised to find Blane asleep
in the chair. Instead of waking him, she took a blanket from the
end of the couch and draped it over him.

Who are you, Blane Romero?
And, why are you here, with me? I’m not stupid. You must have an
agenda.

She lay down on the couch
and twisted around to face him. Idly, she wondered how Penny felt
to have another angel in her territory and chuckled quietly at the
thought.

Blane stirred slightly, but didn’t wake.

He seemed so much more innocent now as she
supposed most people did when they slept. The usual firm line of
his mouth was gone and his lips were slightly parted. After a few
minutes, she turned over and closed her eyes, but found that those
parted lips kept her awake far longer than she would have
liked.


Chapter
8

The
Surprise Guest

A loud knock on the front
door startled Juliet awake. She rolled off the couch, stumbled to
her feet and then yelped when she stubbed her toe against an end
table. Hopping the remaining distance to the door, she ran her
fingers through her tangled mane and pulled the door open to find a
woman in a navy blue suit standing on the front steps.

“Juliet Hunter?”

“Yes,” she said. Then,
“Ouch!” when her fingers got caught in her hair.

The woman cleared her
throat. “I’m Gloria Arnell from RSSD.” When Juliet shook her head
in confusion, she clarified. “Social Services, Ms.
Hunter.”

The blood drained from Juliet’s face.

“I would like to have a
word with you if I may.”

Juliet waved the woman in. “Sure, come on
in.”

For some cruel reason, the
impish fates decided now would be a good time to send the girls
crashing down the stairs at the same time that Blane walked out of
the kitchen with a glass of water in his hand. Blane! She had forgotten all about
him.

Juliet quickly herded the girls together.
“Teddy, Georgie, this is…”

“Gloria Arnell.”

“…yes, Mrs. Arnell. Please
have a seat,” she said and quickly picked up the blanket to fold
it.

Teddy ran, grabbed Blane’s
hand and announced loudly. “This is Blane. He’s Juliet’s new
boyfriend that she met last night. He slept over.”

If the color drained from
her face before, it had to be positively scarlet now. Oblivious to
Juliet’s obvious distress, Blane simply walked over and handed her
his empty water glass. “Thanks for the song.”

“Yeah…sure.”

After nodding politely to
Mrs. Arnell, he disappeared out the front door, leaving her alone
in the fight of her life.

****

Blane tore through the
streets of Reglan for hours and only pulled up in front of the
church when rain threatened. Nikki intercepted him as soon as he
walked in. “Blane, wait up!”

“Walk with me,” he told
her.

The Knight headquarters
buzzed with activity as angels sparred in between the tight spaces
around the pews or looked over maps and discussed plans. He picked
the redheaded Justus out of the group. “You look sloppy, Justus!
Use the forms you’ve been taught or I’ll have you sweeping the
floors instead!”

Nikki doggedly kept pace beside him until
they arrived at his office door.

“What is it?” he asked
her.

“We need to abandon the
premises.”

“You’ve said that before,
and I instructed you to go out, round up any lurking Kjin and
destroy them. You are a Paladin Knight, Nikki, one of my elite team
members. Start acting like it.”

Through gritted teeth she
said, “The Kjin are collaborating with humans and it’s kind of
hard, no, impossible, to pick out an evil human with the Kur.” She paused. “Two
Knights have gone missing.”

“Who?”

“Drake and
Aurora.”

Blane worked his jaw in
anger. “Any Knight who manages to get outmaneuvered by a human
doesn’t deserve to be a member of the Order!”

“What is wrong with you?”
she snarled at him.

“I just want a few
minutes. Is that too much to ask? A few minutes?”

With that declaration,
Nikki turned and walked away without another word. He shut and
locked the door and then fell into his chair. Nikki asked a good
question. What is wrong with
me?

Of course, he would
personally lead the team that went out tonight to try and locate
Drake and Aurora. It just felt like he was running in circles all
the time. Last night, he tracked down Juliet Hunter where she
worked, brought her home and spent the entire night with her so he
could uncover answers that would help the Knights and ended up
asking her nothing more pertinent than why she sang sad
songs!

He snorted in disgust and
opened his drawer to study the photo of Juliet inside. He needed to
know about the envelope with the money. He needed to know if she
had any inside knowledge about the plans of Cesar Grant.

He speared a hand though
his hair.

He also wanted to know how
she coped with the death of her parents. Where she found the
strength to raise two young sisters on her own. And, what it would
be like to taste those lips.

Idiot! The Kjin are
growing stronger, Knights are going missing, and I have to get it
together for the sake of the Order.

Pushing aside emotions that
had no room to exist in his life, he reached into his drawer again
and pulled out the envelope with the cash. Enough of this, he
decided and strode from his office. It was time to get those
answers from Ms. Hunter. Right now. And, he tried to convince
himself that it had absolutely nothing to do with this new,
unexplained craving to see her again.

****

From the playground bench,
Juliet watched the girls on the old-fashioned seesaw with a heavy
heart after her conversation with the social worker, Mrs. Arnell.
Certain phrases kept coming back to her. Think about what is best for the girls. You are far too young
to raise children alone. What about their right to a good
education?

Why couldn’t everyone just
leave them alone? Mrs. Arnell. Aunt Geri. Couldn’t they see that
all she wanted to do was keep her family together? Just because
things were tough didn’t mean you threw your family away like old
shoes that didn’t fit any longer. That’s what it meant to have a
family. It meant having people you could count on to stick with you
through the good times and bad. People that would be there through
an entire lifetime.

Well, Mrs. Arnell and Aunt
Geri could take their carefully worded phrases and shove them. She
wasn’t going down without a fight.

Admittedly, a fight that
would cost her money she didn’t have.

A fat raindrop fell on her
shoulder, so she stood up from the bench. “Come on girls! It’s time
to go.” She only had an hour before work, and she just hoped Mr. G.
stayed in his office the entire time like he did last
night.

Teddy and Georgie ran up to
her, their cheeks rosy from playing in the heat.

“Aww…do we have to go?
Come on…can’t we stay?” Nobody could draw out a whine like Teddy
Hunter.

“It’s raining!” Juliet
told her tucking her blonde hair behind her ears. “And, I have to
go to work.”

“When is your next day off?
I want to go to the movies.”

Juliet took their hands to
get them moving down the sidewalk. “Tomorrow, and we’ll see about
the movies.”

During the walk home,
Juliet was so caught up mulling over her problems that she didn’t
see the motorcycle parked on the curb until Georgie squealed in
excitement and pointed to someone sitting on their front steps.
“There’s Blane!”

To Juliet’s embarrassment,
her sister ran right up to him and crawled into his lap. But, he
didn’t seem to mind. He put his fingers under Georgie’s chin to
lift her face to his. “Let’s see, which one are you?
Teddy?”

Georgie swatted him in the
arm. “We don’t even look alike, silly!”

“Hmm…hard to tell, but you
must be George then.”

“Not
George! Georgie!”

Juliet smiled as she
watched Teddy get into the action. She should probably be worried
that her sisters could act so familiar with a stranger, but she
understood their attraction to the angel. She felt it, too. The
shimmering energy that surrounded him practically danced along his
skin in visible crackles. To her eyes, anyway. It always amazed her
that others couldn’t see the miraculous beings that walked among
them.

“Girls, why don’t you run
inside and get a glass of milk. I’ll be right in.”

“Okay. Are you coming in,
Blane?”

“I’m afraid
not.”

Teddy threw out her bottom lip. “Will you
come back soon?”

“Enough questions, now
go!” Juliet interrupted.

Pouting, the girls walked
up the sidewalk to the ceramic green frog that held the key to
their front door. Teddy retrieved the key, unlocked the door and
both girls went inside.

Juliet sat next to Blane on the steps.
“Hi.”

In response, he leaned
forward to take something out of his back pocket. The envelope!
“This yours?” he asked.

She stiffened, but made no
move to take it. “Where did you find it?”

“On the ground, the night
we met. Is it yours?” he asked again.

“Yes.”

“Are you working with Cesar
Grant?”

“No! I…I mean, I guess so.
I deliver envelopes for him, that’s all.”

“He’s a criminal,
Juliet.”

She shrugged her shoulders. “I kind of
figured that.”

“Then, why do you do
it?”

“I need the money, why
else?”

“You said you deliver
envelopes. Did you ever look inside?”

She nodded her head.

“What other names have you
seen? Try to remember. This is very important.”

She hesitated. “You really
shouldn’t get mixed up in all this, Blane.”

“I’m already involved. Tell
me.”

“The Governor and the head
of the National Guard. Those are the only two I have
seen.”

“Do you have any idea what
Grant is working on? Have you seen or heard anything else
suspicious?”

“No, I hardly talk to the
man except when he needs me to make a run.”

Blane narrowed his eyes in thought and then
handed her the envelope. “Take it.”

She quickly recoiled from
it. “No, I don’t want it.”

“You said you needed
money.”

“I do, but I don’t want
that. I’ll take double shifts at work or something.”

He put it back in his
pocket and stood to leave, but she put a hand on his arm. “Wait! Is
that why you brought me home last night? You were just trying to
get information from me?”

“Yes.”

“You were using me,” she
accused incredulously. “And, now that you have what you
need?”

“I won’t be bothering you
anymore. Goodbye, Juliet,” he told her and walked away.


Chapter
9

Gifts

“Honest, Mr. G., we didn’t
know she was yours or we never would of touched her.”

Cesar stood with his hands
clasped tightly behind his back to keep him from strangling the two
Young Bloods standing in front of him. “Your attack on my runner
cost me far more than ten grand, you idiots.”

“I told you it won’t
happen again,” said the bald one with a gash on his temple. Clay
something or other.

“Your little minds cannot
possibly understand what is involved here. If you interfere with my
plans ever again, it will be the last thing you ever do.” He leaned
close to their faces. “Juliet Hunter is off limits. Got
it?”

“Got it…Mr. G.,” the other
one stammered.

“Tell your boss to expect
another package in a few days.” Cesar turned from the pathetic
creatures. “Mitch, pour me a drink.”

As the boy jumped to his
feet and crossed to the wet bar, Cesar perched on the end of his
desk. “So, how did a little girl get away from two strong men like
you, anyway?”

“Some guy on a motorcycle,
right Deacon? Freakin’ guy came out of nowhere and freakin’ karate
chopped me right in the throat. Coward.”

Cesar straightened again.
“A motorcycle?”

“Yeah, big guy with a
leather jacket.”

Cesar picked up his cell
phone from the desk and punched in a number. “Gordon, get to my
office. You won’t believe—.”

“I’m here,” the tall man
interrupted at the door to Cesar’s office.

“You can go,” he said to
the Young Bloods. “You, too, Mitch.”

Mitch handed him his drink. “Yeah, sure, Mr.
G., see you around.”

Cesar waited until the door closed on all
three men. “I think you were right, Gordon. This guy with the
motorcycle has to be Knight and he seems to have more of a
connection with Juliet than we thought. We need proof that they’re
using the church as their base of operations before we strike.” He
held his glass up. “Time to put the talents of the lovely Ms.
Hunter to use.”

“We don’t have to. I have
something better.” Gordon responded and walked to the bookcase to
open it with the secret latch.

Curious, he followed Gordon
down the stairs. The girls were gone and he was surprised to see
several blackcoats standing on the platform. When Cesar finally
made his way over, he saw why. A man and a woman knelt in the
center, shackled by their legs and wrists. When Cesar’s eyes caught
sight of the golden Kurs on the biceps of the prisoners, he sucked
in an excited breath. “Knights?”

Gordon nodded.

Cesar approached the woman.
Her head hung between her shoulders causing her hair to veil her
face. He reached out and lifted her chin, but all he saw were
glazed eyes unresponsive to anything happening in the
room.

The man, however, seemed to
be quite alert.

“Knights of Emperica,”
Cesar mused, walking around the couple. “Tell me, Knight, who is
your leader?”

Silence.

“How many are in your
Order?”

Silence.

“What are your
plans?”

Silence.

Cesar straightened the
sleeves of his suit jacket. “Actually, none of these questions
concern me very much as I will have the answers through other means
soon enough. But, another interests me a great deal.” He leaned in
close to the Knight. “Will you come to the dark, boy? Will you shed
the chains of virtue and a place in Emperica for a life of eternity
here on earth?”

Blue eyes blazed with
indignation. “Never, demon!”

“Think of the power! The
money! Access to unlimited opportunity to sate your every whim and
desire!”

“You will never convince a
Knight of Emperica to turn against the Creator, demon! Send me
home! I am ready.”

“Very well.” Cesar
gestured. A blackcoat stepped forward, dragged the man into the red
sand and removed his head from his shoulders.

“What about the woman?”
Gordon asked.

“Summon me when she is
fully alert. She will have the same opportunity to save her life
and the same consequence should she choose otherwise.”

****

“This is insane, Clay. Did
you see the look in Mr. G.’s eyes? We shouldn’t mess with this guy,
I’m telling you.”

Clay snorted. “We’re Young
Bloods, you and me. You think I care what that blowhard thinks? Our
boss would wipe the streets with him. Him and his five thousand
dollar suit.”

“So, why are we
here?”

“Because I’m not gonna be
made a fool of, Deacon. Now, shut up, here he comes.”

Deacon shook his head and
crouched further back into the alley. Within seconds, a dark shadow
passed over them.

Clay lunged, grabbed the
target around the neck and mouth, and yanked him into the alley.
Deacon landed a swift jab to the guy’s chin to stun him so he
wouldn’t scream.

Cesar Grant’s runner struggled and cursed.
“What the—”

“Shut up!” Clay hissed at
him. “We don’t want to hurt you, okay?”

The kid, Mitch, glared but nodded.

“We just want you to
answer two very simple questions.”

“Why should I help you?”
he asked, his mouth stained red with blood.

“Because the mind is a
terrible thing to waste, Mitch. Do you know what it feels like to
take a lead pipe to the head? To have your brains scrambled like
eggs?”

Mitch swallowed. “What do
you want to know?”

“Who is the guy on the
motorcycle? Mr. G. seemed to know something about him, so you
should, too.”

The runner shook his head.
“I don’t know his name. I only saw him once before at The
Blackstone.”

Clay patted Mitch on the
shoulder. “Okay, I’ll have to take your word for that one. But,
this second question, I know
you know the answer to. Tell me, my friend. Where
does Juliet Hunter live?”

****

Juliet stared into her
locker, unsure how much longer she could continue to work at The
Blackstone. Worry over another confrontation with Mr. G. had her
nerves strung way too tight.

“Juliet!”

She flinched and turned. It
was the new girl, or should she say new angel, Nikki.

“Oh, hey.”

Nikki gave her a radiant
smile. “I just wanted you to know that an agent who heard you sing
wanted to talk to you after you left last night.”

Juliet knew she should be
flattered but at the moment, she had no time to worry about a music
career. Agents were for people who had the ability to chase dreams
and she was not one of those people.

She nodded to the angel and then decided to
take a chance. “Thanks, Nikki. By the way, do you happen to know a
guy named Blane Romero?”

“As a matter of fact, I do
know him,” she said cautiously.

“Well, if you see him, tell
him he’s a first-class jerk.”

Nikki threw her head back
and laughed. “I’m pretty sure he knows that already.”

Juliet found herself smiling back.

Nikki took out a pen and
piece of paper from her apron and wrote on it. “Here’s my number.
Call or text me if you ever want to talk.”

“Oh, I get it, did Blane
forget to ask me one of his many questions and now he’s sending you
in?”

“Uh, no. I’m new to this
town and I thought you might want to hang out. You know, a little
girl time.”

After a moment of awkward silence, Juliet
took the paper. “I’m sorry. It actually would be nice to have a
friend right about now.”

“Well, I’m volunteering.”
She held up the tray in her hands. “But, I’ve got to get back to
work. Call me, okay? No questions, I promise.”

“Okay, see you.”

Feeling mildly better,
Juliet fished her jacket and guitar case out of the locker and
headed out. As always, the strip in front of The Blackstone teemed
with people. She steered through the crowd, thinking of nothing
other than collapsing into bed.

When she finally made it
home, she found Mrs. Spicatti fast asleep in the chair and the
girls sleeping together on the couch. Great, now I’ll have to carry them to bed.

She gave the babysitter a small nudge.

“Everything all right
tonight?” Juliet asked as Mrs. Spicatti struggled awake, her hands
flying to her hair to tuck her graying strands back into
place.

“Oh, yes, the girls were
fine,” she responded, rising to her feet.

Juliet reached into her
pocket, pulled out a quarter of her earnings for the night, and
handed the money to Mrs. Spicatti.

The woman took it
reluctantly as though embarrassed by the need, but it was
ridiculous as far as Juliet was concerned. After all, the woman had
to make a living, too.

After saying goodnight to
Mrs. Spicatti, Juliet sank into her father’s armchair, not yet
ready to deal with two cranky seven year olds.

She grabbed a blanket on
the side of the chair and snuggled under it. Her eyes drifted
closed, but after a few minutes, a noise at the back kitchen door
pricked at her consciousness and she sat up with a yawn.
Probably a cat outside. She pushed to her feet and went to the only window that would
give her a view of the side door. With two fingers, she peeled the
curtain back and then jerked back in shock. Two men were crowded on
the stoop, bent over the lock to her kitchen door.

For the second time that
week, terror clutched at her heart as she tried to make sense of
what was happening. Then, she flew into action. “Teddy!
Georgie!”

Without waiting for a
response, Juliet hurried over and picked them up, one under each
arm. Ignoring their protests, she tore upstairs and into the
bathroom, the only door with a bolt lock. After setting the girls
down on the linoleum floor, she threw the lock with trembling
fingers.

“What’s going on?” Teddy
whined sleepily.

“Shh. I need you to be very
quiet, okay?”

“Why are we in the
bathroom?”

Juliet twisted around and
squatted in front of the girls. “Listen, I think someone is trying
to get in the house—”

Georgie squealed in fright,
but Juliet quickly hushed her. “But, they can’t get in here, okay?
The door is locked. We just need to be quiet and let them take what
they want. Then, they’ll leave.”

The girls nodded and Juliet
stood. Damn it! Why didn’t she grab the phone before locking them in the
bathroom? She put her ear to the door. Did she dare try to go out
now and retrieve it?

Her answer came in the form
of glass breaking downstairs and the thud of heavy footsteps. She
sprang back from the door.

“Oh, Juliet…where are you?” came a muffled singsong voice from
downstairs.

She sucked in a breath. At
least one of them knew her name!

“Juliet…ready or not here we
come!”

She scrambled back to the
girls. “Get in the tub,” she whispered and for once, they did as
they were told without comment. They were terrified now and Juliet
couldn’t blame them.

As she racked her brain for anything she
could be doing to save their lives, the lights went out and the
house was plunged into total darkness.


Chapter
10

Unfinished
Business

The Kjin ran and jumped
onto the chain link fence but out of breath from the chase, his
strength failed him and he fell back to the ground.

Blane stalked toward him,
unhurried. Trapped as he was, the demon was going nowhere. Eyes on
his prey, Blane touched his Aventi against the Kur on his bicep and
the Emperical weapon sprang to life in the darkness.

This one did not beg for
his life or spout obscenities in the face of death. He merely
leaned back insolently and waited for Blane to come. And, come, he
did. A single thrust in the chest killed the human body and a
second lightning-quick jab ended the existence of the shade in a
pile of residue.

Running footsteps behind turned Blane
around. The Paladin, Justus, skidded to a stop at the entrance to
the alleyway.

Blane extinguished his Aventi. “Two down,”
he said, walking away from the kill and brushing past Justus. “But,
we still need to find the humans they were with to question them
about Aurora and Drake.”

Out of his peripheral
vision, he saw Justus shake his head. “No, not two down. Mine got
away.”

Blane stopped in his
tracks, his eyes narrowing. “Got away?”

The young Knight blushed under Blane’s
scrutiny. “I trailed him, but—”

“But, nothing! I can’t
have it, Justus! Too many lives depend on us to do the job for
which we were trained. For decades I might add! If you can’t do it
now, you never will.”

“But—”

“There
are no buts in this fight! We can’t afford them! I’m done with you,
Justus,” he told the red-haired Knight. “You’re no longer a member
of the Paladins. You have just been demoted.” He turned from the
silenced youth to find Fallon with her own angry eyes. Kade simply
watched. He never got involved in Knight affairs unless he was
asked. Smart man.

“You can’t do that,”
Fallon challenged.

“I can’t? Who’s in charge
here, Fallon? Me or you?”

“Blane, be reasonable.
He’s—”

“Blane!” He turned. A
young Knight named Micah walked toward him at a fast
clip.

“Yes?”

He handed Blane a piece of
paper. “Father Jude asked me to give this to you.”

Blane opened the folded
note. Received communication from Darius.
Must speak to you at once.

“Thanks,” he muttered to
Micah deciding he would have to catch up to Father Jude later that
evening. He could only address one battle at a time, and his
priority right now was to find Drake and Aurora.

“Also, there’s a guy over
there that wants to talk to you,” he said, pointing behind
him.

Blane peered over Micah’s
shoulder at a figure leaning against a vehicle down the street.
“How would he know me?”

“He said to tell you it was
about Juliet Hunter.”

A spike of fear started him
forward at a jog. As soon as he approached the man waiting for him,
he recognized who it was. Blane didn’t remember his name, but did
remember his claim to be Juliet’s boyfriend.

The guy straightened from the car he was
leaning on, his hands deep in his front pockets.

“You wanted to talk to
me?”

The guy nodded. “I’m Mitch. I don’t know if
you remember me or not.”

“I do.”

“Good because I’m glad I
ran into you. Or, at least your motorcycle over there.”

“What’s this about
Juliet?”

The young man kicked at the
grass near the sidewalk nervously. “You seem like a guy who knows
his way around a fight, and I really didn’t know what else to
do.”

“I’m waiting.”

Mitch twitched restlessly.
“I think she may be in trouble. In fact, I know she is.”

Blane frowned. “How?”

“The two guys that you beat
up in the alley the other night are looking for revenge. They made
me give them her address. I didn’t want to, but—”

Blane’s stomach twisted as
he turned and sprinted toward his motorcycle, ignoring the protests
of Fallon. All he could think about was Juliet and her little
sisters in the hands of criminals. Slamming on his helmet, he
peeled away from the curb praying that he would be on
time.

****

Teddy screamed at the harsh
pounding on the bathroom door while Georgie appeared
catatonic.

“One way or another,
you’re going to come out, Juliet! I’ll set the house on fire if I
have to!”

Angry now, Juliet got to her feet. “I’ve got
children in here! Just take what you want and get out!”

“But, I
want you,
Juliet.”

“How do you know me?” she
demanded.

“Let’s just say we have
unfinished business.”

“What are you talking
about?” she asked, trying to control the hysteria creeping up her
throat.

“Your boyfriend
interrupted us the last time, but that’s not going to happen
again.”

Juliet’s blood ran cold.
The guys from the botched drop-off. She leaned her head against the
door. “Look, I have children in here. Just go.”

His response came through
the crack. “Well, I want nothing to do with no kids. You come out
and I’ll leave ‘em alone.”

Heart pounding, she glanced
back at her sisters. This can’t be
happening! In order to protect them, she
had to hand herself over to two monsters. “I won’t come out until I
hear you go down the stairs away from this door,” she said softly.
“Do that and I’ll come out.”

The man laughed wickedly,
but she heard him back away.

“No!” Teddy ran to her and
wrapped her arms around her legs.

Juliet bent down and kissed
her tear-stained cheek. “You’ll be safe here. I’m just going to go
talk to these guys and make them leave, okay?”

She reached into her pocket
for her iPod, handed it to Teddy, and drew her down next to
Georgie. She put a bud in each of their ears and turned the music
up loud. “Just stay here and listen to the music and I’ll come
right back for you. Don’t leave this bathroom and lock it behind
me!”

Teddy nodded. Georgie just
stared, dazed.

Juliet stood and wiped her
hands on her jeans, stalling to build up her nerve. Then, she
turned to the door and opened it. The hallway was as dark as the
bathroom. Am I really going to let this
happen? She had never been so terrified in
her entire life. This time there would be no Blane to her
rescue.

When she heard Teddy lock
the bathroom door behind her, she made her way to the top of the
stairs and started down on trembling legs.

The intruders were there in
the living room. The bald one, wearing the same sleeveless shirt he
had on the last time she saw him, sat in her father’s armchair
while the other stood watching out the window.

“Wow, aren’t you a hot
little thing,” said the one in the chair. He licked his lips and
stood up. “Deacon, keep watch. This won’t take long.”

“Just hurry up,
Clay.”

Juliet’s eyes darted to the
front door, but Clay wiggled a finger at her and came closer. “No,
no. no. You want those kids to be safe now, don’t you? Just do as
you’re told, Juliet.” He reached out and put a finger and thumb on
her chin to move her head up and down. “Tell me you understand,
Juliet.”

“Yes, I…I understand,” she
whispered.

“Good.”

Juliet felt numb with fear
as he traced a finger down her cheek and neck. With his other hand,
he reached out and pulled her close by the band of her jeans. She
sucked in her breath, but refused to cry out.

“Now, I really don’t like
to be made a fool of, Juliet, and that is exactly what you did the
other night. In my business, you just can’t let a slight like that
go unpunished. And, after I’m done here, I’m going to go find your
little boyfriend and teach him a lesson, too.”

“I’m right
here.”

Juliet gasped and looked
over to see Blane standing in the doorway to the kitchen. Clay spun
from her and reached for a knife in his back pocket. Grabbing her
by the hair, he pulled her in front of him and held the knife to
her throat.

Blane didn’t move. He just
stood there, eyes narrowed as he watched Clay and then
Deacon.

“Stay back!” Clay screamed
at Blane. “Deacon, do something!”

Deacon made the mistake of
rushing Blane who had to outweigh him by at least fifty pounds.
Blane waited for him to come. When Deacon swung, he swiped his arm
away, seized him under the chin by his neck, and pinned him up
against the wall. Deacon kicked and struggled to get free, but
Blane held him firm with unbelievable, unnatural
strength.

Clay noticed it, too, and squeezed Juliet
tighter to him.

Deacon kicked a few more
times and then went still. Blane let him drop to the floor
unconscious. He turned to Clay and stalked forward. “Let her
go.”

Clay dragged Juliet back
toward the front door. “Look, man, I don’t want any trouble. I’m
leaving, okay?”

“Too late.”

Clay snorted, shoved Juliet
away from him and flashed his knife. “All right then, sucker, let’s
have at it.”

To Juliet, the dark room
seemed to spin as she watched the two men circle each other. Clay
slashed at Blane leaving two angry, red welts along his forearms
that he didn’t seem to feel or try to avoid. He just stepped in
close, his fists a lethal blur that sent Clay dropping to the
floor, senseless. Juliet shrank back from the look of rage in
Blane’s eyes as he stood over the prone man, blood dripping from
his arms.

The front door slammed open
and two figures burst through. A man with a gun and, interesting
enough, another angel. The man went directly to Clay and wrenched
his hands behind his back. A cop, then?

“Everyone, okay?” he asked
Blane.

Blane nodded.

The woman scanned the scene. “Just these
two?” she asked.

Blane nodded again and
looked down at his arms. “Get them out of here,” he ordered curtly,
and the woman and man half walked, half dragged the two men away.
Blane started to follow them out, but Juliet stopped
him.

“Wait,” she said,
embarrassed that her voice cracked. “Don’t go yet.”

When he looked at her, she
saw the indecision that filled his eyes. She just didn’t know why
it was there.

“Please.”

“Where are the
girls?”

“Upstairs. I’ll put them
to bed and be right back. Okay?”

In response, he gave her a quick nod.

She’d take it.

Feeling safe for the first
time tonight, she sprinted up the stairs and rapped lightly on the
locked bathroom door. “It’s me.”

Teddy opened the door, and Juliet gave her a
wide smile to let her know everything was fine.

“Come on,” she said,
bending to pick up a sleeping Georgie. “It’s all over and time for
bed.” Luckily, Teddy was too tired to argue and fell asleep before
Juliet left her room. Just as she shut the girls’ bedroom door, the
lights in the house went back on.

Thank you, Blane.

Before going downstairs,
she made a quick stop in the bathroom to pull out a first aid
kit.

When she returned, he was
sitting on the edge of the couch with his elbows on his knees. She
hurried to his side and reached for his arm. “Here, let me see
those cuts. You need—”

He tried to pull his arm
away, but she held it and examined both sides. The cuts were
completely healed. No, not healed—as if they were never
there.

He stood and mumbled, “I have to go.”

“Why do you keep running
from me?” she asked him.

He ran a hand through his short, dark hair.
“You don’t understand, Juliet. I’m not who you think I am.”

She grabbed his hand. “I
know exactly who you are.”

He snorted. “Not likely.”

“I know that you are
impossibly strong,” she whispered. “I know that you have the
ability to heal yourself, and I know…I know that you’re not
entirely of this world.”

His eyes widened in shock
as he slowly turned to look down at her.

“If I had to put a name to
what you are, Blane Romero, I would call you angel.”


Chapter
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Sane, At
Last

“Tell me I’m right,
Blane,” she urged softly. “This ability of mine has cost me my
entire life. Tell me that I’m not crazy and what I see is
real.”

He shook his head. “An
Intuit. I can’t believe it.”

“What?”

“You’re an Intuit. You
have extrasensory sight.”

“So,
you are an
angel?”

“You’re not crazy,
Juliet.”

Her mouth twisted.
“Actually, I have quite a few family members that would try and
argue the point with you. My aunt wants to take the girls from me
because of it.”

He shrugged. “For most
people, if they can’t explain something, it can’t be real.” A
single, large tear that must have contained the pain of a lifetime
dripped from her eye and he used a thumb to wipe it away. “You’re
not crazy, Juliet.”

She grunted.
“I always knew
that. It was the others who needed convincing.”

“Tell me more,” he urged
her.

It seemed as though she had
been waiting her whole life for someone to say that to her. She
curled her legs underneath her body and settled back on the couch,
hugging one of the pillows close to her chest.

And, then she began to talk.

She talked about her
ability and how it affected her childhood, her relationships with
family, and even her song writing. She talked about her
interactions with her guardian angel, Penny, and laughed out loud
when Blane admitted he knew her.

Listening to Juliet, he
felt himself relax for the first time since he returned to earth
more than a year ago. He found her story fascinating. Despite all
of the hardships in her life, she seemed unwilling to let it dampen
her spirit or prevent her from carving out a life for her and her
sisters. Quite admirable in someone so young.

Of course, she was as
beautiful on the outside as she appeared to be inside and he soon
became lost in her eyes, in the way her lips moved as she spoke or
smiled. Because of her Intuit nature, she began to stir desires in
him he thought long buried, and he shifted uncomfortably on the
couch.

As much as he might wish to
pursue a relationship with Juliet, it would be unfair to encourage
the possibility any further. He had one purpose here and that was
to destroy Kjin. He couldn’t bring such evil purpose into a life so
pure.

“Well, I better be going,”
he finally said.

“Wait, why don’t you come
back tomorrow and have dinner with us? I promise. I can make a mean
taco salad.”

He shook his head. “I can’t.”

She frowned at him. “I can
understand why you pulled away before, but why now? I know what you
are. We can be friends, can’t we?”

How could she possibly know
how hard it was for him to be around her? He didn’t even understand
it himself until tonight. Her true nature drew him to her like a
moth to the flame, and it would be just as deadly.

“I have my duty, Juliet.
Anything that distracts from that is…well, a
distraction.”

“I see,” she responded,
but he could clearly see she didn’t. It took every bit of willpower
he possessed not to take her into his arms and hold her.

Instead, he walked to the
door. “Take care of yourself, Juliet. I really mean
that.”

He wished she wouldn’t look
at him like he was abandoning her.

Even though that’s exactly
what he was doing.

****

“Blane’s back?” Fallon
asked Nikki.

“Yeah, and if you thought
he was angry before, it was a beach party compared to what he’s
like now.”

“What’s going on with
him?” Fallon mused aloud.

Kade cleared his throat.
“If I had to guess, it has something to do with a certain
dark-haired girl.”

Nikki laughed. “Blane? Are you crazy? I
don’t think that man even sees the opposite sex.”

“Oh, he sees
her.”

Fallon raised an eyebrow at
her husband. “Really? And, you know this how?”

“Didn’t you see how he
went off after her when she needed help? Or, how he was looking at
her in the house?”

“No, I was sort of busy
dragging out bad guys.”

“Well, he has it for the
girl and that’s why he’s acting crazy. Because he knows he can’t
have her.”

“Why not?” Nikki asked.
“Look at you two? I’ll admit I was skeptical at first, but you’ve
made it work.”

Kade reached out and cupped Fallon’s cheek.
“I’m special, what can I say.”

Fallon burst out laughing
as he intended her to.

“Seriously, guys, we don’t
need a lovesick leader. Someone has to talk to him.”

Nikki and Fallon both looked at Kade.

“Me? The guy barely
tolerates me as it is!”

“You’re a guy, he’s a guy.
You have experience in this area. Come on, go tame the beast,”
Fallon ordered, placing her hands on his back to push him toward
the door.

“Great, I have to go
confront a frustrated angel. I’m strong, but the guy can wad me up
like a piece of toilet paper.”

“Go!” the women said at the
same time.

Kade sighed and left the
small meeting room they were using in the back of the church and
headed to Blane’s office.

The door was closed when he
arrived so he knocked. He heard a muffled command to enter and
opened the door.

“What is it, Kade?” Blane
asked without looking up from the papers on his desk.

How the heck did I let the
girls talk me into this one? He cleared his
throat. “Oh, well, I just wanted to see if you needed someone to
talk to. You seem a little distracted lately and I just wanted you
to know that—”

The dark-head lifted and
blue eyes glared at him. “Are you serious, Kade? Which one put you
up to this?”

Kade chuckled. “Both.”

“I’m fine.”

“I know you are, Blane, but
I can tell you from experience that there is room in your life for
both.”

“Both?”

“Duty and love.”

He waved a dismissive hand in the air. “I
don’t have time for such frivolities. You, of all people, should
know that.”

“Since when is finding your
soul mate frivolous?”

Blane let out a deep
breath. “I have a better question. Where are Drake and Aurora? If
you can’t answer that question, I’m not interested in anything else
you have to say. You are dismissed.”

Kade knew when to retreat. “As you say,” he
said and left the office.

With a shake of his head,
he walked back to the meeting room where Fallon and Nikki waited.
As soon as he opened the door, they pounced. “Well?”

“The beast
lives.”


Chapter
12

A
Betrayal

The doorbell woke Juliet
early the next morning. She stepped into her jeans thinking for a
quick second that it might be Blane, but then remembered just as
quickly how clear he made it that he wouldn’t be coming
back.

She ran down the stairs to
the door and squinted through the peephole. A uniformed deliveryman
stood on the steps. “Who is it?” she called through the
door.

“Delivery for Juliet
Hunter!”

“From who?” she asked
cautiously, still shaken over the events of last night.

“It’s a court document,
ma’am.”

Juliet sighed heavily. It
looked like Aunt Geri had carried through on her threat after all.
There was no sense avoiding the inevitable, so she opened the door
and accepted the package. “Thank you,” she mumbled to the delivery
guy and shut the door.

Sitting on the couch, she
tore the large envelope open. She was right. It was notice of a
Family Court hearing involving the custodial placement of Theadora
and Georgina Hunter.

She stood and began to
pace. How am I going to fight this?
She still didn’t have a lawyer. Presumably, the
smartly dressed Mrs. Gloria Arnell from RSSD would be there to
advise on the rights of Georgie and Teddy, but what about her
rights? She put a finger in her mouth and gnawed on one of her
fingernails. A more troubling question came to mind. How was she
really doing as a caregiver? Quality time with the girls? No. Long
hours at work meant they were spending more time with Mrs. Spicatti
than with her. College fund? Non-existent. Security? After last
night, that was a joke. Again, she had to consider whether the
girls would be better off without her. Of course, whenever she
brought it up to them, they refused to listen, but they were
seven-year-old children and couldn’t possibly know what was in
their best interests. Juliet was the adult here, and it was
expected that she be the one to make the tough decisions. That’s
what good parents did. Right?

For God’s sake, even an
angel who had only known her a short time found something defective
enough in her to end their friendship.

She plopped back down on
the couch.

Maybe a trial run would
help figure all this out. It would give Teddy and Georgie a chance
to live with their aunt and uncle to see if they liked it there.
Right now, they had no reference of comparison.

It seemed like the best way
to resolve the questions that tormented her. Even if she wasn’t
going to like the answers.

The more she thought about
it, the more convinced she became that it was the best thing for
them all. She just hoped the girls would see it that
way.

With shaking hands, she
picked up the phone next to her on the couch and dialed. “Aunt
Geri? I want you to come over and get the girls. And, you better
come quick before I change my mind.”

****

While the girls watched
cartoons downstairs, Juliet packed their suitcases. Amazingly, the
twins seemed remarkably fine despite the trauma of the previous
night. She supposed kids were resilient like that, and the trick
with the iPod worked.

With a sad smile, she
picked up Georgie’s favorite teddy bear and placed it carefully in
her suitcase. Teddy absolutely refused to be associated with a bear
that went by her name, so Juliet packed her favorite blanket
instead. The doorbell rang and her heart started racing. She heard
the girls scramble to the door to see who it was.

“It’s Aunt Geri and Uncle
Steve! Can we open the door?”

She left the room with a
suitcase in each hand and shouted down. “Yes, you can let them in!”
Standing at the top of the stairs, she listened in as the girls
talked up a storm, happy to have company at the house. Another
thing they would never get with Juliet—extended family.

She took a deep breath and headed down.

“Juliet! Look what Uncle
Steve got us.” Both sisters held a new doll lovingly in their
arms.

Teddy eyed the suitcases.
“What’s that? Are we going somewhere?”

Juliet set the cases down
and sat on the bottom step. She held her hands out to the girls and
they both hurried over. “Look…,” she started, but then lost her
voice. Aunt Geri and Uncle Steve remained silent, apparently
knowing she wouldn’t welcome any interference from them. She had to
clear her throat several times before she could continue. “Look, I
want you to go stay with Aunt Geri and Uncle Steve for a little
bit.”

“No!” Georgie countered
adamantly.

“It’s just for a little
while, okay? We’re going to go to court soon where you’ll talk to a
judge and he’ll decide where you will live.”

“But, we already live
here. With you,” Teddy cried, pulling anxiously at the dress on her
doll.

“I know. I just think you
should try Aunt Geri and Uncle Steve’s house to see which one you
like better.”

Large tears pooled in
Teddy’s eyes. “You promised, Juliet! You promised we would stay
together.”

“We will be together
again,” she said smoothly, hoping it wasn’t a lie. “This is just
until we go to court.”

Her aunt came over and put
her hands on Georgie’s shoulders.

“No! Leave me alone! I’m
not going anywhere!” She started bawling.

Uncle Steve stepped forward
and picked up Teddy who kicked and screamed at him.

“Wait!” Juliet shouted,
getting to her feet. “They need more time! I need to explain this
to them.”

Aunt Geri shook her head
and picked up Georgie. “No, this is better, Juliet. A quick, clean
break.”

“Noooo!” Georgie
wailed.

“Please, Aunt Geri, let me
talk to them!”

“Steve, just go,” Aunt
Geri told her husband and they hurried the kicking, screaming girls
through the door.

Juliet reached out a hand
as she stumbled helplessly after them. “Teddy! Georgie! I love
you!”

Teddy glared at her over Uncle Steve’s
shoulder. “No, you don’t! You lied! You lied, Juliet!”

Her aunt wrestled Georgie
into the car, slammed the door, and rushed back into the house for
the suitcases.

Tears coursing down her
face, Juliet got one last look at Teddy’s hurt filled eyes before
she, too, disappeared into the car. “You lied!!!”

Juliet fell to her knees in
the driveway. “Aunt Geri!” But, her aunt merely ran by her, got
into the car and sped off down the road with her family.

****

Cesar circled the new
captives thoughtfully. If he had known Johnny’s death would prove
to be so fruitful, he would have killed the demon himself long ago.
Three more Knights, two men and a woman, knelt in front of him
now.

The first woman they
captured did not submit to the question and was summarily executed.
It remained to be seen what would happen with these three, although
Cesar did not hold out a lot of hope. It could take
years—decades—possibly even centuries to find what he needed.
Perhaps, he never would, but he refused to think along those lines.
Tyras did not suffer failure lightly.

Cesar could see that these
Knights were resigned to their fate by the looks of wistful longing
they wore. Unlike the Kjin, these angels coveted the return to
Emperica—their mission here nothing but a brief tenure of service
before their reward of eternity in Emperica.

For the demons,
earth was their reward.
Greed, lust, gluttony, wrath. Oh yes, the cardinal sins were all
here in abundance for the taking while they had the chance. Once
they returned to Mordeaux is when their hell began—banished to
torture pits to scream in misery and agony for all time.

That is exactly why Cesar
had no intention of ever going back. Tyras promised him an eternity
on earth if he succeeded in his mission, and succeed he would.
While he searched for the key among the angels, he worked
tirelessly at preparing the Kjin for power and installing them in
high-ranking positions.

At preparing them for
war.

Cesar turned to one of the blackcoats. “Put
them to the question.”

One of the younger Kjin
nodded and stepped up onto the platform. As soon as he did, the
woman let out a screech that had Cesar stumbling back in shock.
Somehow out of her manacles, she leapt right at the blackcoat and
wrapped her legs and arms around his body. With a violent twist,
she broke his neck and dropped to the ground in a crouch, eyes
eagerly searching her next fight.

Suddenly finding itself
without a host, the shade of the young dead Kjin exploded up out of
the body. One of Gordon’s men ran to the cages that lined that
shadows and dragged a man free. The captive tried to escape, but he
wasn’t fast enough. Especially, for a newly-released
shade.

Cesar turned from the
grisly transformation to the bigger threat—the female Knight. He
shivered when he thought about how close he had been to her. It
could have been him looking for a new body, and he was already
quite fond of the one he had.

Three Kjin cornered her,
but even without the Aventi, she was extremely dangerous. She made
a quick lunge and killed another Kjin, although Cesar had no idea
how. This wraith, finding no immediate help, zipped around the vast
cavern a snarling, spitting mess and within a few seconds, burst
apart in a shower of black ash.

Cesar slid out a dagger,
gave it a harsh underhanded throw and it embedded directly into the
chest of the Knight. A flash of pain registered on the woman’s face
and that brief pause allowed the Kjin closest to her to finish her
off.

He shrugged. One down, but
there were still two more to go.


Chapter
13

Blurred
Lines

The small church meeting
room felt unbearably confining. Blane stopped his pacing long
enough to remove his jacket, and then resumed his frenzied
movement. Nikki was out, but the rest of the Paladins simply stood
against the wall and watched, arms crossed at their
chests.

Three more Knights went missing yesterday.
Proof that Cesar Grant not only discovered their location, but
decided to come out of the shadows to openly target the Order. “How
is he doing it?” Blane questioned aloud. “A Kjin shouldn’t be able
to get near a Knight without their Kur warning them.” Blane
pointedly didn’t look for the familiar red hair that used to be a
part of these meetings and had now been replaced by the
golden-haired, Micah.

Justus was one of those missing.

“Unless he has an Intuit,
he’s using humans,” Micah answered.

Blane stopped short at the
mention of an Intuit as it reminded him of the girl he had not seen
in a week yet couldn’t seem to get out of his mind. Could Juliet be
working with Grant? Of course, she would never do so willingly, but
could Grant have found out about her ability and coerced her into
it?

“But, we warned the
Knights about human traps, yet three more have disappeared,” Blane
said, responding to Micah’s statement.

“However he’s doing it,
our evacuation is long overdue. We should move to the secondary
location right away,” Fallon declared adamantly.

“Since we know where the
head of the serpent is, why don’t we just strike now?” Micah
asked.

Blane shook his head. “We
still don’t know where Grant’s base of operation is located. He
uses The Blackstone for legitimate business, but he has to be
conducting his criminal activity elsewhere. If we want to recover
the Knights and put an end to the entire Reglan Kjin element, we
have to know more. If we took Cesar out, another demon would simply
rise up to take his place and it would be business as
usual.”

“Let’s look at the facts,”
Fallon said. “Based on what Juliet Hunter told you, I think we can
assume that the Governor and the Adjunct General are Kjin.
Obviously, both men are high-ranking officials and that fact alone
is enough reason to target them, but there has to be more. The
Adjunct General? There was that report that he called in the entire
Reserve for mandatory training.”

Blane stopped his pacing once again as the
implication finally became clear. “He’s building an army of
humans.”

Kade peeled away from the
wall. “An army?”

“Yes. Cesar Grant can’t
make more Kjin, but by installing them in posts dealing with the
military, he suddenly has control over his own unsuspecting
army.”

“But, our armed forces
would never do anything overtly evil on their own soil even if
their superior ordered it.”

“No, Grant would be more
subtle than that. He would make them think they were acting on
merit.”

Suddenly, the door slammed open and Nikki
stormed in. “I found it!”

“What?”

“Cesar Grant’s
lair.”

****

The Paladins wanted to strike at Cesar Grant
and his demons at dawn, but Blane held them off, saying only that
he needed another day to plan. That was how he now found himself on
Juliet’s doorstep.

He hadn’t expected to find
her awake this early in the morning, but she was fully dressed
wearing a skirt and blouse and her long hair pulled back into a
sleek ponytail. She looked and smelled distinctly feminine and
Blane had to resist the urge to reach out and pull her
close.

“I hope I didn’t wake you,”
he said lamely, when it was clear she had been up for some
time.

“No, I haven’t been
sleeping very well lately. What can I do for you,
Blane?”

“Can I come in?”

She hesitated, but finally
opened the door and stood aside so he could enter.

Curious what had been
keeping her up at night, he asked, “What’s going on? Why aren’t you
sleeping?”

She shook her head. “None
of your concern. I’ll ask you again why you’re here at my house at
this ungodly hour.”

He decided not to mince
words. “Are you working with Cesar Grant?”

“No, I quit. Now that I
have solid proof he’s a criminal, I couldn’t stay
there.”

“He’s more than a
criminal, Juliet, he’s a demon.”

“A demon?”

“Yes.”

Her features twisted in revulsion. “So,
that’s what those things are. It’s terrifying to know I was that
close to a demon for so long.”

“Well, I’m glad you quit.
So, that means you aren’t working for him outside of The
Blackstone? Running? Or anything else?”

“No. I hope I never see
the man ever again.” She looked at her watch. “Are you done
fishing? I have things to do.”

He frowned at her. “Look,
I’m not just here to ask questions. I care about you,
Juliet.”

She tapped her watch. “Things to do.”

“I know how much you need
a job to take care of Teddy and Georgie, so I’ll help out
in—”

“I don’t have the girls,”
she interrupted.

“Don’t have the girls? I
don’t understand.”

“They’re with my Aunt
Geri. In fact, I’m headed to court shortly where they will be
determining permanent placement for my sisters.” She said it
matter-of-factly, but Blane could tell that she was just barely
keeping it together.

He finally understood. “Is there a chance
that they won’t be coming home?”

“I would say that it’s
almost certain.” She put a hand on her hip. “Why are you really
here, Blane? You said we couldn’t be friends and now you’re
offering to help me out financially.”

“I just wanted to warn you
that The Blackstone is no longer safe.”

“Message delivered. Thank
you.” She moved to open the door, but he held it shut.

“They need you,
Juliet.”

“That’s the worst possible
thing you could have said to me.”

“Fight for
them.”

“I don’t have what they
need!”

“You’re selling yourself
short.”

“Just stop it! You know
nothing about me or my family.”

“I feel like I do,” he
said softly. “To be honest, I had a twin brother at one time and
your family reminds me of that life I used to live. I want to help
you, Juliet. Is it so difficult to believe that someone wants to
help you out?”

“Kind of, yeah. I’m not
used to help. From family or strangers. It’s just hard for me right
now, so please drop it.”

“You don’t seem the type
to shy away from something just because it’s hard. Especially where
the twins are concerned.”

“Just go. Please, Blane,
just go.”

He hesitated with his hand
against the door, struggling for the right thing to say, but in the
end he couldn’t find the words. With a sad shake of his head, he
opened the door and left.

It’s just as well he told
himself as he trotted away from Juliet’s house and got on his bike.
He had a raid to organize at dawn tomorrow and needed to get his
head in the game.

While he rode, he couldn’t
help but think about the dredged up memories of his previous life.
He wasn’t the only one missing in that family picture at little
Blane’s baseball game. His twin brother, Brock, was missing, as
well, and it was all his fault. He suspected that his all-consuming
interest in Juliet may simply be a misplaced desire to atone for
that terrible wrong in his life.

Well, it was time to put it
behind him once and for all. He couldn’t save everyone. There were
probably a million Juliet’s in this world struggling and most with
far greater challenges. Juliet was smart and strong, and she would
find her way.

With vehicles speeding
along beside him, he recalled her straight back and the grim
determination in her eyes as she talked about going to court. She
wore a similar look when he first saw that photo of her.

A car honked at him when he
drifted too close to the yellow line, and he swerved out of the
way.

Distractions.

The right thing would be to
just forget all about Juliet Hunter and her two sisters.

But, if it was right, why did it feel so
wrong?


Chapter
14

A Matter
of Chemistry

“Ugh!”
Juliet screamed and threw her cell phone on the couch. What the
hell was Blane Romero all about anyway? Her mind had been made up!
This wasn’t about what she wanted—it never had been. It was about
what was best for her sisters. Damn,
him! What right did he have to pop in and
out of her life and question her decisions?

She stomped up the stairs
to finish getting ready, but stopped short in front of the girls’
room. The sight of all their toys laying on the floor right where
they left them shattered what little control she had left. She went
in, sat on Teddy’s bed and began to sob. As long as she lived, she
would never forget that last look Teddy gave her as her uncle put
her in his car. Liar, she had screamed at Juliet.

Unable to stop the flood of
emotion, Juliet fell back and let it come, pulling Teddy’s pillow
to her nose and inhaling. It smelled like her just from a bath with
her hair freshly shampooed. A low moan escaped her throat. How
could she face her sisters today with them now knowing what a
failure she was?

A tiny breeze lifted
Juliet’s hair. She sat up and wiped her eyes, wondering if she left
a window open. That’s when she saw the angelic being floating
beside the bed.

“Hi, Penny.”

There could be no doubt
this time. The guardian angel smiled at use of the invented name
causing wispy strands of mist to ripple around her amused face. To
Juliet’s surprise, Penny reached out with a vaporous hand and wiped
the remaining tears on her face. It was the first time the angel
ever made an attempt to touch her, and it felt like the tickle of a
gentle wind across her cheek. She guessed most people would be
frightened to find a paranormal being so close, but Penny had
always been a normal part of her life. A special friend to be
cherished. A guardian.

Without warning, Penny
flitted to the corner of the room. Curious, Juliet followed her.
The angel made a swift downward movement and a framed photo fell to
the carpeted floor. Juliet knew the picture well. It was of her and
her two sisters at an amusement park in front of one of those old
Uncle Sam posters that read, The U.S. Army! We need you!

 

Oh, very subtle,
Penny. What was it with these angels? First
Blane and now Penny! “The decision is made. The girls have my aunt
and uncle now. They need two strong parents in their lives! Why
can’t you see that?” An angered Juliet whipped the frame across the
room and it crashed against the wall.

Penny floated over to the
photo and turned toward her. Juliet stumbled back in shock at what
looked like a tear dripping down the angel’s face.

“I’m sorry, Penny,” Juliet
cried, hurrying to the broken frame. “It’s just that Teddy and
Georgie have what they need now and—.” Juliet looked down at the
photo behind the shattered glass. The background sign, distorted
from the cracks, now read, “They need you!”

****

Juliet sprinted down the
tile hall of the courthouse. Stopping only once to take her shoes
off, she dodged the crowds with her black heels in one hand. She
peered down at the letter once again. Room 64.

“Excuse me,” she mumbled as
she rushed by men, women and children waiting their turn before a
judge or waiting for others already inside. Men in suits—lawyers
most likely—examined the contents of open suitcases or whispered in
small conferences with their clients.

Room 64 appeared ahead on
the right. Without hesitating, she threw the doors open wide and
ran up the aisle, hopping on one foot first and then the other to
put her shoes back on.

All in the room turned toward her.

From his lofty position on
the bench, the judge stared at her from over the top of his
half-moon glasses. “Ms. Hunter, I presume?”

“Yes,” she said weakly and
sat at the table on the opposite side of the aisle as her aunt and
uncle. Juliet nodded politely to Mrs. Gloria Arnell, already seated
there.

“Do you have counsel, Ms.
Hunter?” the judge asked.

She wasn’t about to tell
them she didn’t have the money. She stood up. “No, Your Honor.
Since I believe this to be a pretty cut and dried case, I have
decided to represent myself.”

“Is that so? Well, that is
your right, Ms. Hunter, but if I feel you are in over your head, I
will ask you again.”

“Thank you, Your
Honor.”

“I have already heard from
Steve and Geri Biggs, and I was just about to interview the girls
in my chambers. Before I do that, I will hear you, Ms.
Hunter.”

Juliet cleared her throat. “Like I said,
Your Honor, this case should be simple. Theadora and Georgina
Hunter are my sisters. For all intents and purposes, I have been
raising them since my mother died five years ago. We are family and
we belong together. They need me.”

“You say you’ve been
raising them, but your father was in the home until recently, isn’t
that correct? He was the primary means of financial support for the
family?”

“Yes, that is correct, but
he worked very long hours, Your Honor, and I was the primary
caregiver in the home. I am quite prepared to continue in that
role.”

“Are you married, Ms.
Hunter?”

“No.”

“Employed?”

She hesitated, cursing
herself for her bad timing in leaving The Blackstone. “Uh…not at
the moment. I just left my current job as a waitress and am
actively looking for another one.”

“So, you plan to apply for
public assistance then?”

“What? No! I mean, no, Your
Honor. I am quite capable of supporting my family.”

“Who will care for the
children while you work or are looking for work?”

“I have a
babysitter.”

“Babysitters, food,
clothing, education. These things all cost a great deal of money.
Not to mention the considerable time and attention that children
need. How do you plan to do this on the salary and schedule of a
waitress?”

“I…I don’t plan to be a
waitress forever, Your Honor. I am also a singer and songwriter. I
hope to one day make a living as a musician or selling songs. If
that doesn’t work out, I plan to pursue a college education. I do
have aspirations, Your Honor.”

The judge let out a deep
breath and took his glasses off his head. “Ms. Hunter, isn’t that
the point? You are young and not yet stable. Don’t you think your
aunt and uncle are better equipped to provide for your sisters? You
would still have liberal visitation with them, of
course.”

“No, I don’t think that.
Not anymore. My sisters belong with me, and courts should not have
the authority to split up a family without good reason.”

“Ah…that brings up a good
point.” He shuffled through the papers in front of him. “I have a
report here on my desk from a…let’s see, Dr. Boris Morgan. Tell me
Ms. Hunter, do you believe in ghosts?”

****

Juliet sat on a bench
outside Room 64, tapping her foot impatiently on the floor.
Do I believe in ghosts? So, Aunt Geri played the
crazy card, and it looks like it’s a winning hand. I should have
seen that one coming. 

The judge was interviewing
the girls now, but based on the questions he asked her, Juliet
doubted it mattered what they said. She asked for an opportunity to
speak with them, but he declined her request.

So, she waited.

Across the hall, her
relatives sat with their lawyer. Juliet’s aunt wore a confident
grin and Juliet couldn’t blame her. She won. At long last, she was
getting what she wanted.

A low, murmur hummed through the crowd and
Juliet looked up, her jaw opening in surprise. A good six inches
taller than most of the people in the hallway, Blane strode toward
her. He traded in his jeans and leather jacket for a pair of dress
pants and light blue, button down shirt.

Most people probably saw an
extremely handsome man who exuded confidence and an almost feral
grace as he walked, but Juliet was captivated by the immense aura
of energy that hovered around him like a second skin. She had come
to realize that the more emotional he was, the more that energy
crackled around him. And, right now it was practically jumping off
his skin in an almost audible sizzle.

His eyes found hers and
pinned her to the bench.

What on earth is he doing here?

She swallowed uneasily when
he stopped in front of her.

“What will it take?” he
demanded.

Of all the times for her
brain to take a holiday. She saw his lips moving, but couldn’t make
any sense of what he was saying. “What?”

He ran an agitated hand through his hair.
“What will it take to keep your family together?”

“It’s too
late.”

He sat beside her and she felt the heat roll
off him in waves. “What did the judge say?”

“Well, he
used a lot of un words. You know, unmarried, unstable, unacceptable. After
that, he started in on the Do you see
ghosts? questions. I answered truthfully
and said no.” She peeked over at him. “You’re not a ghost, are
you?”

“No, Juliet, I’m not a
ghost.”

“Penny?”

“No. You know what she
is.”

“Oh, yes, my loyal
guardian angel. Apparently, my doctor is not so loyal and sent in a
report of all our conversations.”

“Who is your
doctor?”

“Boris Morgan.”

“Morgan? That guy is a
quack! He’s as far from a medical doctor as you can
get!”

“That explains the gross
doctor-patient confidentiality breach. My aunt must have paid him
off.”

“What’s happening
now?”

“The judge is speaking
privately with the girls.” She stood up and faced him. “So, what
are you doing here, Blane?”

“I want to help
you.”

“Didn’t we have this
conversation already? This morning if I’m not mistaken. Why do you
want to help me?”

“You’re an Intuit. I’m
drawn to you.”

That was not what she
expected to hear. Although, she supposed it went both ways since
she felt drawn to him in ways she couldn’t explain as
well.

“It’s too late,” she told
him again.

“What if
we fixed the un parts?”

Her breath caught in her
throat. “What are you talking about?”

“I’m asking you to marry
me.”

“Blane! That’s crazy! Is
this some kind of joke?”

“Will it keep your family
together?”

“I…I don’t
know.”

“Look, we both know this
will be a marriage of convenience, but I can provide well for you
and the girls.”

“Yesterday you didn’t want
to be friends and today you want to marry me?” She twirled her
finger at her temple. “Cuckoo!”

He grabbed her arm. “I’m
serious.”

Juliet turned her back on
the bizarre situation. Could this really work? Should she even
entertain such a preposterous idea? Marriage to Blane? Objectively
speaking, he was a good guy—actually more like perfect—and, he
seemed to be driven by doing the right thing as evidenced by this
proposal and the two times he saved her life. The fact that he was
drop-dead gorgeous was a plus. Okay, a
humungous plus. 

He sensed her hesitation.
“I’m calling this a marriage of convenience now, Juliet, but I want
you to know that I hope one day it will grow to more.” He gave an
embarrassed cough. “If it makes you feel any better, I can promise
you that because you’re an Intuit, we will have pretty intense
chemistry together.”

She gulped down her racing
heart. “We will?”

“Yes.”

Oh, crap! Think,
Juliet—with your head! By accepting Blane’s
proposal, she may be able to save her family. Am I really considering this? The
heat that pooled in her body told her that, yes, she was. And,
while she could hardly deny she was extremely attracted to him—did
he really say they would have intense chemistry together?—he
neglected to mention that one very important thing that would be
missing. Love. You know, fireworks, heart palpitations, sweaty
palms. Could she really marry a man she didn’t love? Who didn’t
love her?

“If you agree to this
arrangement, Juliet, you’ll have to be entirely committed to me.
The sanctity of marriage is something I believe in very deeply.
Once I deliver my solemn vow, it will be forever. There will be no
divorce.”

Slowly, she turned back to
face him. “Yes,” she found herself saying before her brain could
object. She would do this and more to get her sisters back. “Yes, I
will marry you.”


Chapter
15

Solemn
Vows

A court attendant poked her head out of Room
64. “Court is back in session.”

Blane gave Juliet a small
smile and she realized it was the first time she had ever seen him
do so. He took her hand in his, and they walked into the courtroom
together.

They had to wait while the
other participants and observers filed in, and then the bailiff
introduced the Honorable Judge Shepherd. The judge eyed Blane as he
came in and sat at the bench.

“Is this your lawyer, Ms.
Hunter?”

Before Juliet could answer,
Blane stood up. “No, Your Honor, I am Ms. Hunter’s fiancé, and I
would like to speak if I may.”

Mrs. Arnell made a
surprised sound beside Juliet, and there was a flurry of activity
on the other side of the aisle as her aunt hissed into the ear of
her counsel.

The judge sat back in his
chair and folded his hands over his stomach. “I am quite surprised
you didn’t mention this fiancé
before, Ms. Hunter.”

“It was rather sudden,” she
managed to say.

“Your Honor, it is
sudden,” Blane said, “but I want you to know that I’m completely
committed to Juliet. I can honestly tell you that she has impressed
me from the first moment we met. She is kind and talented, and a
wonderful mother to Teddy and Georgie. I’ve spent time with the
girls and feel the same for them. Along with my promise to Juliet,
I also promise to be a dependable father figure in their
lives.”

The judge sat forward with a sigh. “I
appreciate your passionate words, Mr.…”

“Romero. Blane
Romero.”

“Mr. Romero, you have
certainly given me more to think about. When do you plan to
marry?”

“Today if possible,” he
said without hesitation.

Juliet sat there mute, her mind whirling
like a leaf caught in a river current, watching helplessly as the
world spun out of control around her.

“I spoke to the girls…,”
the judge started and Juliet picked her head out of the torrent and
braced herself for the worst, “…and they have indicated just as
passionately that they wish to remain living with their
sister.”

Yes!

“I tell you what,” the
judge said. “I’m going to do something a bit unusual. I will recess
court for two weeks and leave the girls in the custody of their
aunt and uncle during that time. I want the pair of you to think
things through or marry if that is what you really want. If you’re
still serious about this somewhat rash decision, I will rule in
your favor when we reconvene.”

The lawyer for Juliet’s relatives stood and
objected, but Juliet wasn’t listening. The girls wanted to come
home and the relief flooded through her body. She would finally
have her family back.

We won!

And, all she had to do was marry this
incredible angel standing next to her.

****

Twin screeches greeted Juliet as soon as she
walked out of the courtroom. She knelt down on the ground and
waited for her sisters to throw themselves into her arms. “I missed
you,” she whispered, pulling them in close.

“Are we going home?” Teddy
asked with a wary look in her eye.

“Soon,” she promised. “The
judge wants you to stay with Aunt Geri for a few more
weeks.”

“Why can’t we come now?”
Georgie asked, but didn’t wait for an answer when she saw Blane
over Juliet’s shoulder. “Blane!” Her sister wiggled out of her arms
and ran to him.

In a touching display, he
knelt and swallowed Georgie whole in his large arms. “You can’t
come home yet,” he told her, “but we do have a big surprise for
you.”

Now, Teddy ran to him, too,
eager to hear of this surprise.

“Juliet and I are going to
be married.”

Juliet only half listened
as Blane explained their plans. He had already convinced her aunt
and uncle to let them keep the girls for a few hours so they could
witness the marriage.

Blane interrupted her thoughts. “You better
get going.”

“All right. I’ll be back
as soon as I can,” she responded and rushed out of the courthouse.
She had to go home and get her birth certificate for the ceremony.
Blane already had his, telling her with a confident smirk that he
knew she would say yes to his proposal.

While she was gone, he
would arrange for a Justice of the Peace and start the paperwork
for the marriage license. With no waiting period or blood test
required, there was no reason not to do it today. No reason for
insane people, anyway.

She hailed a cab outside
and all the way home and back, she felt in turns excited, numb, and
sick to her stomach. A lot of questions ran through her mind. From
the important—where would they live together? To the sublimely
absurd—boxers or briefs? There was much she didn’t know about her
husband-to-be.

By the time she returned to
the courthouse, her neck was covered in hives from nerves. For the
wedding or the honeymoon, she wasn’t quite sure.
Intense chemistry? What
did that even mean? It’s not like she had any experience in that
area.

It hardly mattered now, she decided as she
walked into the clerk’s office.

At the sight of Blane
straightening Teddy’s sweater and running his fingers through
Georgie’s hair to calm her curls into place, her anxiety faded
somewhat. Blane Romero was a good man and would be a good role
model for her sisters. He was an angel for Pete’s sake.

She approached with a smile and Blane
immediately stood to greet her. “Do you have everything?” he
asked.

She nodded.

He looked at her carefully. “Are you sure
about this, Juliet?”

Of course, I’m not sure!
What kind of idiot marries a man she hardly knows! Great, they
would have chemistry, but what about love and mutual interests and
admiration? No, I’m not sure, Blane! I want to turn and run and
never look back.

But, all she said was, “Yes.”

****

Blane stood next to Juliet
with a conflicted heart. He meant what he said about his commitment
and would live up to that promise, but other matters pressed in on
him. Mainly, the raid tomorrow. But, after he left Juliet earlier
that morning, his tortured thoughts drove him here to this
courthouse.

He didn’t regret it—it was
the right thing to do. It was just the timing that was off. He was
on the brink of discovering what Cesar Grant was up to and the
world hung in the balance until he figured all this out.

A balding man rushed over
to them, shoving his arms into a black jacket. “Mr. and Mrs.
Romero?”

Juliet seemed to pale a
little at the titles, but Blane nodded, anxious to get this over so
he could return to his team. At some point in the near future, he
would ask Juliet to retake their vows in front of Father Jude, but
this service today would have to do for now.

“There is a little chapel
over here,” the man said, pointing to a door down the hallway. “We
can have the ceremony in there.” He started forward and then asked
over his shoulder. “Of course, I offer all manner of ceremony
options. Would you like the long or short version
today?”

“Short.” They both said at
the same time.

Blane eyed Juliet wondering
what was going on inside her head. Nervous, without a doubt. Her
poor lip must be raw from the way she chewed on it. He guessed she
was only thinking about the end result. He didn’t kid himself that
she had any feelings for him beyond the paranormal draw.

The Justice led them to the
front of the chapel and asked all four of them to hold hands. Teddy
and Georgie beamed in delight at being included in the
ceremony.

The Justice turned to Blane first and handed
him a card with writing.

“Please look at your
intended and say the verse.” Blane took the card and read. “I,
Blane Romero, take you, Juliet Hunter, to be my beloved partner in
life. I promise to honor and cherish you from this day forward, for
better, for worse, for richer, for poorer, in sickness and in
health, until death do us part.” He bent close to her ear. “And,
even then, too.” She gave him a smile and he knelt down to the
girls. “I also commit myself to you, Teddy and Georgie Hunter,
promising to help guide you through life, during good times and
bad. I promise to respect and support you as long as we all shall
live.”

Teddy threw a fist in the air. “Yeah!”

Blane couldn’t help
himself, he laughed, and Juliet joined him. Then, she reached for
her own card from the Justice and recited her vows softly, but
firmly. At least she didn’t sound as anxious as before.

“Do you have rings?” the
Justice asked.

Juliet answered him with a
quiet no, but Georgie’s giggle brought her gaze down and she
watched her sister pull four identical gold bands from her
pocket.

Juliet looked at Blane questioningly and he
shrugged. “We went to the jewelry store across the street while you
were gone.”

“They’re
beautiful.”

The Justice ordered Blane to put a ring on
Juliet and Teddy. Juliet placed a ring on Blane and Georgie.

“By the powers invested in
me, I now pronounce you man and wife and family. You may kiss your
bride.”

Suddenly battling nerves of
his own, Blane stepped in close to Juliet and placed both hands on
her face. Inhaling the scent of her perfume, he tilted her head and
kissed her mouth.

Pressed against her
amazingly soft lips—an act that represented the seal on their
marriage—had a visceral effect on him. His heart rate kicked up,
heating his blood as it pumped through his veins. His mind reeled
with the knowledge that he now belonged to someone
else. It’s been a very long time since
I’ve felt this…alive.

To cover the overwhelming
sensations coursing through him, he broke contact and stepped away
from Juliet. “Is the ceremony over?” he asked the
Justice.

“Yes,” the man answered.
“Congratulations. I’ll sign the certificate now.”

“I only have my motorcycle
here,” Blane mumbled to Juliet. “Do you think you can get the girls
to your aunt’s house?”

“Yes, sure.”

“Okay, I have to go. I’ll
see you later at the house.”

He gave the girls a quick
squeeze of their shoulders and flew out the door, leaving his new
wife and raging hormones behind at the altar.


Chapter
16

The
Key

Juliet couldn’t remember
the house ever being this quiet before. Normally, she could count
on the raucous activity of her sisters for company. Before that, it
was the loud snores from her father in his favorite armchair or the
rattle of pots and pans from her mother as she cooked the evening
meal. They were all gone now. Ghosts of another time.
You’re wrong, Judge Shepherd. Ghosts do
exist. 

She peeked out of the window at the dark
street. She thought Blane would have returned by now. It was their
wedding night after all.

An involuntary shudder
raced through her body as she realized she was looking forward to
his return. That connection he talked about felt very real to her,
but what was it based on? Gratitude or simple lust? The thought of
the latter sent flame heating her cheeks.

A knock on the front door
caused her to jump, her heart hammering wildly against her
ribcage. She could
sense an angelic presence. It’s
him. 

After taking a deep breath,
she opened the door and blinked in surprise. It wasn’t Blane. It
was Nikki.

“Nikki, what are you doing
here?”

The angel narrowed her
large brown eyes in concern. “You haven’t been to work in a while,
so I wanted to make sure everything was all right. I hope you don’t
mind.”

“No, of course not. In
fact, I could use a friend right now.” She opened the door wide.
“Come on in.”

Nikki walked past with all of the grace of a
dancer and sat on the edge of the couch. “So what’s up?” she asked.
“Why haven’t you been at work?”

“I quit.”

“Oh, well that agent came
in looking for you again. Even if you have decided not to work at
The Blackstone, you should at least talk to this guy. You’re good,
Juliet, really good.”

She smiled gratefully.
“Thank you, Nikki, but my singing career is the last thing on my
mind at the moment.”

“Why?”

“I got married
today.”

Nikki stood up. “What? Married? I didn’t
even know you were dating anyone.”

“It was sort of
sudden.”

“You think?”

“It’s
complicated.”

“The Rubik’s Cube is
complicated. This is certifiable.”

“You actually know
him.”

“Me? I doubt it. I really
don’t know too many people here in Reglan.”

“Nikki, my new husband is
Blane Romero.”

If possible, Nikki’s eyes
got even bigger. “You’re married to Blane Romero?”

“Yes.”

“Do you…?”

“Know he’s an angel?
Yes.”

“Then, you must also
know…?”

“That you’re an angel, too.
Yes, I know.”

After one shocked second, the beautiful
angel squealed and launched herself into Juliet’s arms. “I can’t
believe it! I’m so happy to have a regular friend who knows what I
am.” She tilted her head to the side. “Well, I do have Kade, but he
doesn’t count.”

“Kade?”

She finally let go of Juliet and waved a
hand in the air. “Oh, he’s another human married to an angel.”

Juliet remembered the cop and angel who came
to her house after the attack. “Does it work for them?”

“Very much. They’re madly
in love.”

Juliet plopped on the couch
and Nikki knelt in front of her. “Look, I can’t pretend to know
what’s going on here, but if Blane married you, he must love
you.”

“No, it’s a marriage of
convenience only. Blane is helping me out of a difficult
situation.”

“Then, do us all a favor
and help him, too.”

“Help him?”

Nikki sighed. “He’s so
hardened by something that happened in his past. Maybe marriage to
you will give him more balance in his life. I think he feels that
if he’s soft, even for a minute, everything will unravel.” She
shrugged. “I feel the opposite. I feel that appreciating the softer
things in life serve to remind us exactly why we continue the fight
in the first place. Remind him of that, Juliet.”

What else could she say to
that? “I’ll do my best?”

****

Cesar waited for the last
angel to be brought forth. It had been several hours since the
woman and then one of the men had been killed. This last Knight
didn’t struggle, but walked tall and proud, his red hair braided
down the back.

“Kneel!” Gordon yelled and
swept the Knight’s feet out from under him before he had the chance
to react. Hands tied behind his back prevented him from breaking
his fall and he crashed hard against the black volcanic
rock.

The angel glared at Gordon and maneuvered
himself into a kneeling position. “Do that again, and I’ll kill
you.”

Gordon lifted his hand back
to strike him, but Cesar yelled out. “Stop! There will be plenty of
time for that later.” Cesar moved Gordon back and faced the angel,
knowing it would be a waste of time. This one was as defiant as the
rest—if not more so.

“Tell me, Knight, who is
your leader?”

“Blane Romero.”

Cesar froze, hardly able to
believe he was getting an answer. He forced himself to school his
emotions. “How many are in your Order?”

“Darius has been busy the
past year. We’re up to a few hundred in Reglan now and another
three out in the field.”

“What are your
plans?”

“If I had to guess, a raid
of this underground chamber is imminent. One of your waitresses is
a Knight, and she has undoubtedly discovered this
place.”

Had he finally found what
he had been searching for? “Tell me boy,” he asked breathlessly,
“will you come to the dark? Will you shed the chains of virtue and
a place in Emperica for a life of eternity here on
earth?”

“Yes. I will come to the
dark.”

****

Blane rolled his head on
aching shoulders, a habit of his when stressed. The intelligence
shared at the meeting wasn’t what he wanted to hear. There was
still no sign of the missing angels. No sign of Justus.

This one was hard because
the kid had been a member of the Paladin team, and Blane had been
tough on him. Some would say too tough, but Blane disagreed. The
fact that the Knight managed to be captured was proof enough that
he wasn’t ready for the Paladins. Still, Blane had been very fond
of the young Knight, even if he didn’t show it.

Nikki and Fallon had been
right all along. It was obvious now that they couldn’t remain at
the church any longer. After the raid tomorrow, he would evacuate
the entire cloister to their secondary location, an abandoned
warehouse in the industrial district.

Blane rubbed his sore neck
once more and then started the Ducati. The meeting went on longer
than he planned, but now there was no way to delay the inevitable.
He had to go home to his wife.

The night breeze felt
pleasant on his face as he rode to Juliet’s house. He decided he
would ask her to move into his house on Camden Lake when the girls
returned. With three bedrooms, it was plenty large enough to hold
them all and in a much better neighborhood. But, if Juliet insisted
she wanted to remain in her family home, that would be fine with
him, too. He had little concern where he laid his head at
night.

He wondered if she was
still awake. Was she looking forward to his return or dreading it?
Their kiss at the wedding ceremony still clung to his lips,
triggering an even stronger bond with her. Now, he wanted to
possess her fully. Heart, soul, and body.

In that order.

Blane pulled up in front of
the house and parked. The lights were off inside, but an outside
light had been left on. He walked up the sidewalk and lifted his
hand to knock on the door but hesitated, not wanting to wake her if
she was asleep. Then, he remembered the green frog.

The key was there.

He unlocked the door and
slipped inside, immediately sensing her presence. The soft beat of
her heart sounded loud in the silent house. After removing his
shoes and jacket, he made his way quietly up the stairs to Juliet’s
room. At the door to her bedroom, he paused to look at her sleeping
form. She wore a white tank top, the blankets bunched down low
around her waist. Since she was lying on her side, facing the
window, he couldn’t see her face.

Juliet.

His wife.

He wondered what it would
feel like to love her and be loved in return. To hold her in his
arms and press his body close to hers, inhaling her intoxicating
scent and trailing kisses down the length of her. It had been a
very long time since he had been with a woman. More than thirty
years ago now. He had been a carefree young man then, sowing his
wild oats, hanging out at the local swimming pool with his younger
brother, Joseph, seeing who could pick up the prettiest
girl.

A tug of desire wrenched at
him, but he quickly stamped it out. He was a different man now, one
that would honor his beliefs and not take advantage of this
unlikely situation he found himself in. At least until there was
more between him and Juliet than just physical
attraction.

A nasty thought suddenly
hit him. What if Juliet never grew to love him? Was he even
lovable? Nikki would probably answer no to that
question.

He approached on silent
feet and slipped into bed next to Juliet. When she suddenly stirred
and pressed her backside against him, he realized what a bad idea
this was.

He didn’t mean to, but he
let out a loud, frustrated groan.

****

Juliet sat straight up,
disoriented, the edges of her dream slipping away from her. She
felt the hard body in the bed next to her and let out a startled
hiss.

Blane.

He was fully clothed, thank God, and awake,
his eyes directly on her. “Sorry, if I woke you.”

She pulled the blanket up
to her chin. “No, no, you didn’t. I must have had a bad dream is
all.”

“Do you want me to sleep on
the couch downstairs?”

“No, you’re
fine.”

Settling back on the bed,
she held her breath, not sure what he was going to do. This was
their wedding night after all, so surely he would have some
expectations. Paranormal or not, he was still a man.

She peeked over to see him
gazing at the ceiling with his hands behind his head. He made it
clear that this was a marriage of convenience and she accepted
that, but what did it really mean? He also said that he believed in
marriage, so at some point they should probably consummate their
marriage, right? The very thought caused a thudding ache to form
down low.

She glanced at him again.
This was her husband now. Her gorgeous husband, she amended. Any
girl lying next to Blane Romero would naturally wonder what it
would feel like to have his arms wrapped around them. Her breathing
kicked up a notch as her thoughts went directly into the
gutter.

“Don’t worry, Juliet, I’m
not going to try anything.”

“What? No, I…I wasn’t
thinking of that,” she lied, thankful for the darkness that covered
her red face.

His eyes were closed, but
his long eyelashes twitched and his mouth wore a tiny grin. Maybe
he was waiting for her to make the first move? Based on what she
knew of him, he was the kind of guy that would let her set her own
pace. Did she dare? Why not? What was wrong with a simple kiss
between two married people on their wedding night?

Taking a deep breath, she
turned on her side toward him. He didn’t open his eyes, but she
felt his body tense. Was he as nervous as she was?

Balancing her body on her
elbow, she hovered over him for a few courage-seeking seconds
before placing her lips on his. They tasted like mint as though he
had brushed his teeth before coming home.

She felt him flinch, but
then he made this really sexy sound, lifted a hand to the back of
her head and kissed her back. Softly, sensually. They kissed for a
very long time, like two parched souls taking that first
life-saving drink from a fountain.

His free hand traveled
under her tank top to cup her breast and she arched back with a
soft moan. He made a sudden powerful movement and she found herself
beneath him, his mouth going to her neck to plant kisses down her
throat, leaving a trail of heat behind.

Emboldened by the awakening
desire in her body, she ran her hand down his hard chest and over
the muscles of his abdomen to the button of his jeans.

“Juliet.” Her name came
out as a strangled growl from between his lips. Abruptly, he pulled
back and sat up. “I think I better go sleep on the couch after
all.”

Lips swollen, she could
only watch in confusion as Blane got out of bed and walked out of
the bedroom.

If there was one thing
she did know about
her new husband, it was that he was very good at running away from
her.


Chapter
17

First
Strike

Gordon closed the van door
on the last of the shackled humans and slapped the side to get it
moving. “Everything’s all clear, Mr. G.”

Cesar nodded and looked up
at the façade of The Blackstone, the neon light blinking above a
hastily scrawled “Closed for Renovations” sign taped to the door.
“I promise you, Gordon, Blane Romero is going to pay for making me
give this up. Oh, yes, he is going to pay dearly.”

Gordon snorted. “With any
luck, there won’t be anything left
of Blane Romero after this morning.”

“We aren’t going to get
them all, Gordon, not the way the angels can heal themselves. If
this guy is as good as Justus says, Romero may very well find a way
to slip through our net.”

Gordon’s lip lifted in a snarl. “Then, we’ll
just have to make it tighter.”

“Indeed.”

“Right, well do you need
anything else? I want to grab a few more things before we
leave.”

Cesar started toward the waiting car. “Yes,
get Billingsley to call me right away. Justus was quite forthcoming
regarding the sites of the other five Knight cloisters across the
country, and I want similar operations using helicopters at all
locations as close together as possible.”

Gordon stopped in his tracks. “Mr. G., do
you realize what you’re saying? If you use choppers, we’re going to
have human witnesses! You might as well tell the world we
exist!”

Cesar felt a genuine smile
pull up the sides of his mouth. “I have the key, Gordon. The time
for hiding is now over.”

****

Blane pulled up in front of
the church two full hours before the scheduled meeting time. It had
been impossible to sleep after what happened between him and
Juliet, so he called Fallon. Despite the early hour, she sounded
alert when she answered. “Call the others,” he ordered. “We’re
going in early.”

He made a quick stop at his
house to change clothes, but the Paladins—Fallon, Nikki, and
Micah—were waiting for him on the church steps when he arrived. He
didn’t see Kade Royce but knew without a doubt he was near. He
should just make the man a formal member of the Order and be done
with it.

Blane pulled his black
riding gloves off as he approached the team. “Nikki, you’ll take
the lead and direct us to this hidden door located in Grant’s
office.”

“Right.”

“Micah, you’ll stay up on
top to take care of any unexpected visitors.”

The blonde-haired angel
nodded.

Blane waved a hand in the
air. “Come closer, Kade, you’re a part of this team, too. In fact,
I’m making if official as of right now.”

Kade stepped out of the
shadows and stood next to his wife. Fallon wore a broad grin as she
put her arm around his waist, but Kade was smart enough not to
gloat.

“Nikki and I will take
care of the Kjin,” Blane continued, “and I want you two to get the
humans to safety.”

“All right, let’s roll,”
Nikki said, practically dancing on the balls of her
feet.

Blane signaled and the five
of them set off at a supernatural pace toward downtown Reglan. Kade
had to maintain a full-out sprint just to keep them in sight, but
still lagged behind at least two blocks.

Blane went over the plan in
his head as they discussed over several hours the night before. The
main objectives were to free the caged humans and recover the
missing Knights, but if they could kill Grant in the process, Blane
would consider the mission a success. While another would
undoubtedly rise in his place, it would cause confusion and mayhem
for some time as the Kjin jockeyed for the top position. Time for
Blane and his team to reduce their numbers even further.

When the familiar neon
light came into view, he lifted a hand and directed the others to
the back alley behind The Blackstone. The streets were silent but
for the wind and the sudden cry of a cat startled from behind one
of the many garbage cans huddled in the corner. Blane stopped
before the rear door in the dark recesses of the alley and pulled
night vision goggles out of the pack on his back as they waited for
Kade. “Nikki, you said there are at least thirty
humans?”

She nodded as she secured
her own goggles around her head. “Caged like animals. I even saw
one that looked as young as ten.”

Blane grimaced. Ten. That
was how old he had been when his previous life changed forever. He
shook the dangerous thought away.

Noticing Kade appear at the
entrance to the alley, Blane tried the door. It was locked, so he
put his fist through the door right above the handle and the sound
of cracking wood echoed dully in the silent passageway. He reached
in, unlocked the door, and stepped back to allow Nikki to enter
first.

With efficient effort, she
led the way down a short hallway moving as silently as a wraith.
She stopped before the last door on the right and nodded her
head.

Once again, Blane used his
considerable strength to smash through the door to let them in.
Nikki raced directly to a bookcase at the far end of the room and
ran her fingers down the length of the wood. She tripped a hidden
lock and the bookcase slid open to reveal a very steep set of
steps.

Nikki went through first
and Blane followed her down. She was moving fast, so he tapped her
on the shoulder to go slower. Step by step, they made their way
down into Cesar’s domain. Uncomfortable heat rolled over Blane and
he could see glimpses of the flowing hot lava Nikki told him about
below. The fiery red of the molten rock provided enough light to
see, so he removed his goggles. Beads of sweat popped out on his
forehead and it became more difficult to breathe. He felt sudden
empathy for the people imprisoned down here having to endure this
heat.

“Watch for traps and don’t
light your Aventi unless you have to,” he whispered. Nothing moved
in the chamber, so he gestured for Nikki to continue. At the
bottom, Blane stepped onto the volcanic floor and the burning heat
flowed up through the soles of his boots.

Nikki crept toward the left
side and paused. “They’re gone.”

Blane straightened. “What do you mean?”

Nikki abandoned stealth in
favor of answers and ran to what Blane could now see were a row of
empty cages. “They’re gone!” she hissed again over her shoulder.
“The humans. The Kjin. All of them.”

Fallon and Kade fanned out
around the chamber, working in well-practiced unity as they scouted
the room. “It’s empty,” the Paladin announced, returning to his
side. “No one is here.”

“Something’s off,” Blane
said, walking along a pathway through the lava to a large central
platform in the center.

Nikki stepped up next to
him. “There was furniture here last time.” She spun in a circle.
“And, rugs.”

“Someone cleaned
everything out in a hurry,” Kade commented. “Nikki, did you notice
anything missing from Grant’s office?”

“No, but I wasn’t looking
for it either.”

A sickening feeling of
dread started to crawl its way forward. “Come on,” Blane said and
raced back up the stairs, the others following close on his heels.
At the top, he burst through the stairwell and back into Grant’s
office.

Micah was there, along with a terrified
janitor tied and gagged in the corner.

“Untie him and erase his
memory before we leave,” he told Micah.

“Right.”

The janitor let out a small
whimper at that statement, but Blane ignored him and watched Nikki
pull open Grant’s desk drawers. “It’s all empty. Everything has
been cleared out. Grant kept several expensive paintings in here
and they’re all gone, too.”

Blane rubbed the back of
his neck. “It’s almost as though Grant knew about the raid, but
that’s impossible.” Could there have been a breach somehow? Maybe a
human overheard a conversation between some of his team members?
Not likely, but how else could he explain the fact that the Kjin
had chosen this particular night to just pack up and
leave?

The crawling dread turned
into unmitigated fear as Nikki and Fallon’s repeated warnings
filtered through his brain. “Dear Creator, help them.”

Fallon raised an eyebrow.
“Help who? What’s going on?”

“The Kjin are going to
attack the church.”

Blane tore out of The
Blackstone and sprinted through the slowly awakening streets of
Reglan without caution. In his state of mind, it wouldn’t have
mattered if it was high noon. He refused to allow another person to
die on his watch. Ten-year-old, Brock’s face popped into his mind,
but he shook it away. Not now. 

Muscles straining with
effort, Blane left the others far behind as he raced toward the
Knight headquarters.

When he finally came within
sight of the church, he faltered when he saw Father Jude down on
the sidewalk collecting the morning paper. Had he been wrong? His
gut was telling him no, yet he couldn’t reconcile his instincts
with the innocent scene in front of him.

Father Jude glanced up and
when he saw Blane, waved him over.

“Father,” Blane greeted
cautiously when he trotted near. “Is everything all
right?”

The lines in the Emissier’s
face looked more pronounced in the early morning light, but he
clutched Blane’s arm with a grip that belied his age. “No,
everything is not all right. Goodness, child, haven’t you received
any of my messages?”

For the second time that
morning, Blane felt guilty for not listening to the counsel of his
team members. “I’m sorry, Father, I’ve been busy.”

“I spoke to Darius, Blane,
as you asked. As it turns out, he was waiting anxiously for me to
make contact.”

“What did he
say?”

The Emissier let out a long
breath. “The last time we spoke, you asked me about Tyras and if it
was possible for him to break free from Mordeaux. I told you it was
an outrageous idea, of course, but…,” Father Jude turned around
abruptly. “What is that noise?”

“But, what Father? What did
Darius say?” Blane asked urgently.

The sudden whirl of
rotating blades drowned out the Emissier’s words. Blane glanced up
as a large helicopter rose up from behind the church with the look
of a predatory steel bird hovering in the air. Before he could
react, two bundles were tossed down onto the church roof from each
side of the helicopter’s open doors and then the aircraft banked
away at a swift pace.

“Father! We—”

An impossibly bright flash
lit up the sky illuminating the church in haunting stark relief
across Blane’s vision. The entire world seemed to warp in that halo
of light for a brief second before a thunderous explosion rocked
the early morning.

Blane screamed as his feet
lifted off the ground and he was hurled backwards from the powerful
ring of blasted energy. His arms and legs flailed in the air for
what felt like a lifetime before he crashed back to the ground. The
breath left his body in a ragged grunt and he rolled several times
before coming to a stop.

He was hurt. Bad.

He tried to move, but sharp
pains laced through both of his legs and torso. Several bones were
broken, of that he was sure, but his bigger concern was that the
world had gone completely, ominously silent. His eardrums must have
ruptured from the blast, and a disorienting vertigo descended over
him making it feel like he was moving, even though he was lying
still. With the world listing dizzyingly around him, he had to
fight the urge to vomit.

Heavy smoke clogged the
air, and a sudden sweet, sickly smell drifted to his nose that made
the hair on the back of his neck stand up. He struggled up on an
elbow to a horrific scene.

Knights of Emperica ran
from the burning church completely engulfed in flames. His stomach
recoiled again as he realized the source of that awful smell.
Burning human flesh.

The Knights’ mouths were
open in screams, but mercifully, Blane couldn’t hear them. Kjin
raced out of the shadowy pre-dawn darkness with machetes and hacked
at the fleeing angels.

“No!” Blane bellowed until
his lungs hurt, but couldn’t even hear his own voice. He struggled
to stand to go to the aid of his Order, but his legs gave way
beneath him. Unfamiliar tears dampened his cheeks as he began to
crawl, using his forearms to pull his ruined body toward the
fight.

And, then they were there.

The Paladins.

Nikki, Fallon and Micah
entered the fight with fluid abandon, their Aventis striking down
the Kjin and casting their shades back to Mordeaux. Blane could
only watch helplessly, a broken man in more ways than
one.

A shadow fell over him from behind and he
twisted to the side and activated his blade.

It was Kade.

“Father Jude,” Blane rasped
out.

Kade nodded and quickly
scanned the area. He bent into a low crouch, ran a few feet away
and then dragged the body of Father Jude closer.

Blood saturated the front
of the priest’s robes from a shard of wood embedded in his
chest.

“Is he…?”

Blane couldn’t hear the
words, but easily read them from Kade’s lips. “He’s
dead.”

Those were the last words
his mind registered before slipping into darkness.


Chapter
18

The Sting
of Rejection

Blane awoke in an
unfamiliar dimly-lit room, a blanket tucked tightly around his
heavily-bandaged chest. He was vaguely aware of his body mending
his injuries, but it felt like there was great distance between him
and what was happening which meant he must be close to
healed.

Quiet murmurs in the corner
of the room grabbed his attention and he turned to see Kade and
Fallon standing by a window talking. About him, most
likely.

He closed his eyes against
the pain. Not the physical, but the emotional. For the second time
in his life, a human being he was directly responsible for had been
killed. The first had been his twin brother, Brock, and now Father
Jude. The Knights, of course, knew they would perish in service to
the Creator—it’s why they were here. But, humans deserved their one
shot at mortal life. This uniquely wonderful experience that is
filled with unimaginable joy at times and heartbreaking sorrow at
others, but can only be achieved with a body of flesh and blood. A
time to grow and learn and savor the true love of
family.

The waves of heartache he
tried so hard to bury under a strict work ethic suddenly surfaced
and threatened to drown him. Despair clawed at his mind, and he
moaned softly

“Are you all right?”
Fallon asked with concern and hurried to his bed.

“How many did we lose?” he
croaked out, swallowing back his grief.

“Hard to tell how many
have simply gone to ground to heal, but I would guess we lost at
least a hundred.”

Half. Half of the Reglan
Order now returned to Emperica under his watch. How
pathetic.

Nikki walked into the room
with a tray. “How’s the patient?” she asked Fallon, oblivious to
Blane’s anguish. She had no idea how much of a failure he really
was. She didn’t know about his track record.

There was a loud knock on
another door somewhere outside of his room. Then, he heard a
feminine voice say, “Move! I want to see him right now!”

Blane blinked in surprise. How had Juliet
known where he was?

“Let her in,” Nikki
ordered. Apparently, one of the men, either Kade or Micah,
attempted to block her way.

“Where is he, Nikki?”
Juliet asked.

He didn’t hear Nikki
answer—maybe she hadn’t—but Juliet stormed into his room anyway.
She paused next to his bed, her eyes roaming his injured
body.

He turned toward Nikki.
“How did she get here?”

“Hello, I’m standing right
here,” Juliet reminded with hands on her hips.

“She texted me.”

“I didn’t know the two of
you were such good friends.”

Nikki smiled at Juliet. “We
are. When she texted me, I told her you were at my house
recuperating. Since she’s your wife now, I thought it would be okay
to tell her.”

“Your wife?” Fallon and
Kade asked at the same time.

Nikki shrugged her slim shoulders.
“Oops.”

“Are you crazy?” Fallon
asked him.

“Is that a rhetorical
question?”

“No, it’s not.”

“Then, no, I’m not
crazy.”

Fallon glanced over her
shoulder at her husband. “I guess that talk of yours went better
than you thought.”

Kade merely snorted in
response.

Juliet ignored the banter
and sat beside him. She touched the bandages on his chest. “Are you
all right?”

He nodded.

“What happened? The media
is having a field day with these so-called terrorist attacks on
several locations around the country. Others are claiming it was
the work of a local anti-religious group. There are eyewitness cell
phone videos showing the helicopter, and the explosion, and people
murdering each other in the streets. It was awful,
Blane.”

So, it wasn’t just
Reglan. “Did they show anything
else?”

Juliet threw a nervous look
at the angels. “There’s one that shows a grainy image of a woman
fighting with a lightsaber.” She pointed to Fallon. “I think it was her.”

Fallon threw up her arms. “Great.”

“I wouldn’t worry too
much. Most people are calling it a hoax and a poorly-done one at
that.”

“Thank goodness for the
healthy skepticism of Americans,” Nikki muttered.

“I think they’re about to
get less skeptical,” Kade said, obviously now feeling free to voice
his opinion. “The Kjin have come out of hiding and have openly
declared war. Why would they do that?”

Blane sat up on the bed with a grunt. “I
think Father Jude had the answer.” Admitting that sent another stab
of regret through him. “I need to find another Emissier right
away.”

Fallon pulled out her
phone. “That will be Father Paul in Compton. I’ll call him.” She
put a finger in one ear and walked out of the room.

Juliet put a hand on his arm. “Are you sure
you should be out of bed?”

“I’ll be like new in about
an hour.” Juliet stood up so he could swing his legs to the floor.
“Kade, ask around. Do whatever it takes to recover any Knights that
may still be alive. Take as many of the team as you need. Micah,
find out what you can about the other cloisters. I have to know how
the entire Order stands.”

Both men nodded at his
orders and left the room and Nikki discreetly followed.

Blane stood from the bed, and Juliet put a
steadying hand on his arm. “I was worried about you,” she told
him.

“Why?”

“Because you’re my
husband, you big jerk. Because you were there for me when I needed
you, and I want to be there for you.”

The simplicity of her words
touched him, but he knew he didn’t deserve them. “You didn’t have
to come.”

“I know I didn’t have to, I
wanted to.”

Fallon came back in the
room, saving him from a reply. “Father Paul is out of town, but
will be back tomorrow at noon. Compton is a five-hour drive from
here, so if you leave first thing in the morning, you can catch him
then.”

“That’s what I’ll
do.”

“Come on,” Juliet said and
wrapped an arm around his waist. “Morning is a long way off. Let’s
go home.”

****

True to his word, Blane had
completely healed by the time they reached her house. He no longer
needed help to walk, but she noticed his jaw still clenched tight.
It was obvious that he felt responsible in some way for the events
that had gone down, but he was being too hard on himself. If he
could have prevented his comrades from dying, he would have. She
didn’t know everything about him yet, but that she knew without a
doubt.

He stopped in the living room as though
unsure where to go or what to do.

“Do you want something to
drink?”

He shook his head. “No, I
think I’ll just call it a night if that’s all right with you.”
Without waiting for an answer, he went up the stairs and walked
into the spare bedroom down from the girls’ room.

Frustrated, she went into
the kitchen and busied herself putting away the dishes she had left
to dry in the sink. It felt odd not having the girls at home. It
was too quiet. There were many times when she would have given
anything for some peace and quiet, but tonight wasn’t one of them.
She had too much nervous energy to burn.

When there was nothing left
to do in the kitchen, she finally walked upstairs and then paused
at the top. It felt like too much had been left unsaid tonight.
Blane was still hurting and she had to find some way to help him
realize this wasn’t his fault.

Instead of going down the hall to her
bedroom, she went to his and stopped in the open doorway.

Blane stood with his back
to her. Shirtless, with his jeans hanging low on his hips, he
looked out the window with one forearm lifted high against the
frame for support. For the first time, she noticed a golden
bracelet on one bicep and a tattoo of what looked like a face on
the other.

The sight of him in all his raw masculinity
made her speechless for a moment.

“What can I do for you,
Juliet?” he asked without turning around.

“I…I just wanted you to
know that what happened tonight wasn’t your fault.”

“Of course, it was my
fault,” he said softly. “I’m the leader of the Order and I let the
team down. People died today because I didn’t take decisive
action.”

She thought of her
conversation with Nikki. “You’re too hard on yourself,
Blane.”

“I’m hard because I have
to be.” He paused. “Let’s just say I’ve let people down
before.”

She laughed bitterly. “Haven’t we all? It’s
impossible to go through life without making mistakes. It’s how we
grow.”

He turned his face to the
side. “My mistakes cost people their lives.”

She studied his profile and
the pain etched around his eye. “If you’re too hard, Blane, you
will crack.”

“Maybe I already have.
Maybe you’ve been saddled with a broken man, Juliet.”

“I don’t believe
that.”

He hesitated again like he
wanted to say something, but thought better of it. “Is there
anything else?”

An image of that ghastly
video she saw on the news popped into her mind. The absolute
confirmation that demons existed in this world terrified her. “You
can sleep with me in my room,” she offered, wanting the comfort of
his presence next to her.

“That’s not a good
idea.”

Juliet twisted the gold ring on her finger.
“Why not? We’re two young, married people with…with needs.”

“Do you love me,
Juliet?”

The question stunned her. “Love?”

“Yes, do you love
me?”

“No.”

“That’s exactly why
not.”


Chapter
19

Loose
Ends

Juliet brought her steaming coffee cup to
the kitchen table and sat down. Every time she thought about last
night, she cringed. She had never felt so humiliated in her life.
Getting rejected by a guy because she didn’t love him? Really? What
did love have to do with it?

Then, suddenly, she realized. To Blane? A
representative of Emperica? It meant everything.

She groaned at how
ridiculous she must have looked throwing herself at him like that.
Scraping back the chair in a panicked rush, she almost spilled her
coffee as she thought only about getting out of there before he
woke so she wouldn’t have to face him. She turned to flee the
kitchen but stopped when the timer on the stove went off.
Crap! Her cinnamon buns.
She grabbed a dishcloth off the counter and opened the oven. The
heat went directly though the thin material of the cloth when she
tried to remove the buns, and she dropped the pan on the floor,
cursing.

“Need help?” Blane asked
from the doorway.

She bent down to retrieve the pan and burned
her hand a second time.

“Move,” Blane ordered
gently. “Don’t you have any pot holders?”

She moved back as he
grabbed the same dishcloth she had used and put the pan on top of
the stove. “No. I set the last one I had on fire last
month.”

He raised an eyebrow.
“Remind me not to try your steak. I like mine rare.”

Reluctantly, she smiled. “Mac and cheese and
pizza rolls are more likely to be on our menu these days.”

“I’ve never had a pizza
roll, but I’m willing to try.”

She blushed. “Look, I’m
really sorry about last night. I don’t usually throw myself at
guys. I don’t know what got into me.”

“I told you. You’re an
Intuit, and because of that, you’re going to be very drawn to me.
Just as I am to you.”

“You’re drawn to me? I
wouldn’t have known it from last night,” she muttered.

“You can’t be serious?
Didn’t you hear those two very cold showers last night?”

She smiled. “I wondered
what you were doing.”

He reached out and stroked
the side of her face. “I had to fight every instinct in my body not
to go to you last night. After that kiss we shared, I’ve thought of
little else.”

She sucked in a breath, finding it hard to
talk with his hands on her. “Yeah, it was…”

“Amazing.”

“Uh, huh.”

“I do appreciate what you
tried to do last night. What you said helped.”

“It did?” Surely, she could
string together more than two words!

He reached over to the
stove and picked up one of the buns. He took a bite and then held
it in front of her mouth. “Want some?” She shook her head, but he
kept moving it closer until she took a bite.

“These are good. Not burnt
at all.”

She punched him in the arm
and he gave her one of his rare smiles for it.

“I have to go to Compton
this morning. Do you want to go with me?”

She thought about it for
about two seconds. “Sure.”

****

After checking the weather
report, Blane decided to rent a car for the trip to Compton instead
of taking the motorcycle. Juliet was happy about that since it gave
them time to talk about mundane stuff and put aside all of the
chaos both in his world and in hers.

She learned more from him
about Emperica and the Kjin that roamed the earth.

“Can you really sense
them?” he asked.

“Yeah, I have my own built
in Kur,” she teased.

He glanced over at her. “I’ll make a Knight
out of you yet.”

“Tell me about Fallon and
Kade.”

“What do you want to
know?”

“How do they make it
work?”

“They fell in love working
together in a small town in New York. Kade’s not a full Intuit, but
he does have clairvoyant tendencies. He can sense paranormal
beings, but can’t see them like you can.”

“So, he works with
you?”

“He’s a police officer
here in Reglan but, yes, he works with us, too. He refuses to let
his wife go into dangerous situations without him.” He snorted.
“Fallon is three times as strong as him, yet he feels he can save
her.”

She shrugged. “Maybe he can. If you love
someone enough, it gives you unbelievable power and you will stop
at nothing to protect them.”

“The girls?”

She nodded. “You were right. They do need
me.”

“They need us,” he
corrected.

“Maybe so,” she
conceded.

From there, they moved on
to less serious topics, and despite the terrible events of the
previous evening, Blane seemed more at ease than she had ever seen
him. She did notice, though, that whenever she tried to steer the
conversation to what his previous life had been like, he deftly
changed the subject.

The time seemed to fly by
and before Juliet knew it, they were pulling up in front of The
Church of Mary in Compton. “Do you want me to wait here?” she
asked.

“No, come with
me.”

That surprised her, but she
wasn’t about to argue. Any chance she had to get a glimpse into
Blane’s life, she was going to take.

He held her hand as they
walked up the stairs and into the church. A young altar boy in a
white cassock met them in the vestibule.

“We’re here to see Father
Paul,” Blane told him and the boy ushered them into the priest’s
office.

The Emissier, a man well
into his advanced years, stood from his desk as they entered.
“Blane, I’ve heard a lot of good things about you so it’s nice to
finally meet you. I’m Father Paul.”

“Nice to meet you, Father.”
Blane said, shaking the man’s outstretched hand. Blane turned
toward Juliet. “This is my wife, Juliet.”

“May I speak freely?”
Father Paul asked and Blane quickly nodded.

The Emissier’s mouth
widened in a grin. “Good for you, child. Good for you. It’s very
rare for our Knights to marry, so it makes me very happy when I
learn of one who does. Congratulations.”

“Thank you.”

“Now, have a seat and tell
me what in the world is going on. Angels fighting in the
streets?”

They took the two seats
across from Father Paul’s desk. “The Kjin are responsible for these
attacks, Father, and that’s why I’m here. I need to get a message
to Darius.”

“What about Father Jude?
Shouldn’t you be asking him?”

“Father Jude died in the
incident at Reglan, Father.”

“Oh, dear.” The priest put
a hand to his throat and mumbled a silent prayer for his fallen
colleague. When he composed himself, he said, “Tell me what you
wish to communicate to Emperica, Blane.”

“Darius delivered an
important message to Father Jude right before he died and it is
imperative that I find out what that was.”

“I will try and reach
Darius right away. It often takes at least a day to get a response.
Can you spend the night in Compton?”

He looked at Juliet and she nodded. “We’ll
have to. I can’t stress enough how important this is.”

“Give me your cell number
and if Darius happens to respond before the day is over, I’ll call
you.”

Blane stood and put his hand on Juliet’s
elbow to help her to her feet. “Thank you, Father, and pray we get
that message soon because for the first time, the demons are
calling all the shots.”

****

The gentle lap of the water
against the shore at Gordon’s lakeside retreat did little to soothe
Cesar’s racing thoughts.

It had finally begun.

The time every demon of
Mordeaux envisaged with sinister glee but never dared to dream
would become a reality.

Every demon except Cesar Grant, that is.

Tyras had mercilessly
driven him to this moment for as long as he had been alive, but now
that it had arrived, he worried what the new future would do to his
carefully constructed empire. The master would become the slave,
and there wasn’t a single thing he could do about it.

Gordon came out of the
house to the patio outside and slapped a manila envelope on the
table in front of him. “Reports on the six attacks.”

Gordon took a sip of his scotch. “Give me
the condensed version.”

We’ve wiped out half their number,” he said
with a smile. “Arrogant bastards. That’ll teach them.”

“Romero?”

“Unconfirmed.”

“What about the Governor?
Was his position compromised or can we still use him?”

“The trail is clean. We’re
good.”

Cesar looked out toward the
lake. “There are two loose ends we have yet to tie up. Our two
human runners, Mitch Fox and Juliet Hunter, know too much. Do what
you will with the boy. It’s time Juliet took her place in my
harem.”

“Agreed.”

“Good, let’s—”

“CESAR GRANT!”

The tone of the voice sent
icy fear rippling up Cesar’s spine. He jumped to his feet, sending
the chair behind him crashing to the patio in a clatter. He whipped
his head toward the house and the young man walking toward them.
No, not walking. It was a jerking and unnatural stride. A stride
possessed by the devil.

The kid, Mitch, came forward, his eyes
spinning wildly in his head and his face a mask of frozen
horror.

“CESAR GRANT!” The words
came out haltingly and forced, but Cesar had no doubt who was
directing them. He fell to his knees and Gordon dropped down next
to him.

“Master.”

“Rise, Cesar
Grant!”

He sprang back to his feet.

“The key, Cesar Grant! Use
the key!”

Mitch’s head turned to the side and vomit
spewed from his mouth.

“When, Master? When is the
right time?”

“At the solstice, you
idiot!” the mouth screamed, spittle and, other things, coating
Cesar’s face. “Use the key!”

The last word was a
tortured screech as the body of Mitch Fox crumpled to the ground a
now lifeless shell.

Cesar pulled a handkerchief
out of his pocket and wiped it across his face with a trembling
hand. He looked down at the corpse at his feet. “Well, that’s one
way to tie up a loose end.”


Chapter
20

Compton

Blane pointed. “See that building over
there?”

Juliet squinted at the
magnificent skyline of Compton. It wasn’t a very big city, but
butted up as it was against the Cumberland River caused the lights
in the buildings to reflect off the river in a soft blue glow. The
twilight made it difficult to get a good look at the detail Blane
wanted her to see, but she could make out the outline of the
unusual architecture.

When she nodded, he
explained. “That building was built by Nicoli Agusto at the turn of
the previous century.”

“Let me guess. An
angel?”

“He’s an Elder now and
leader of the Sentinel Caste.”

Juliet searched her memory
of their talk on the way to Compton. “The guardian angels. So, he’s
Penny’s boss?”

Blane laughed and it made her heart soar to
hear it. “I guess you could say that.”

He transferred the bag of tacos to his other
hand and draped an arm around her shoulders. “Come on, let’s get
back to the hotel and eat. I’m starving.”

She opened her mouth to
tease him but stopped short when a young guy in a baseball cap
stepped into their path. At first, she thought he was going to ask
for directions, but he pointed through the pocket of his hoodie and
said, “Stop right where you are and give me your money.
Now!”

Juliet had to resist the
urge to laugh. Is this guy serious? I
thought the whole finger in the pocket thing went out of style a
long time ago.

“Move along, dude,” she
told him. “You’re standing in the way of a hungry girl and her
tacos.”

“What?”
He shook his head and gestured with the gun in his pocket again. “I will hurt
you, I swear I will, if you don’t give me your money right
now!”

Without a word, Juliet
stepped away from the shelter of Blane’s arm and slammed the heel
of her palm into the guy’s face. When he stumbled back, she gave
him a quick karate chop to the throat and then spun to deliver a
roundhouse kick to the chin. The would-be robber fell to one knee
and then got up and ran away.

She looked over at Blane.
“Ready?”

He made some sort of
snorting sound, but followed her with a questioning
look.

“What?” she asked as they
turned the corner onto the street with their hotel.

“Are you kidding me?
Karate?”

“Yes, my father taught
me.”

“Why didn’t you use it the
night I met you? Against those guys in the alley?”

She laughed. “I was scared
shitless! Besides, those guys were the real deal and they would
have hurt me bad. The guy back there,” she said, jerking a thumb
behind her, “is an inexperienced street thug.” She gave him an
amused sidelong glance. “You really should get to know more about a
girl before you marry her, Blane Romero.”

“Oh, really? All right.
What’s your favorite color?”

“That’s the best question
you can come up with?”

“I’m starting with the
basics, okay?”

“Red.”

“What’s your favorite
band?”

“Coldplay.”

“What’s your favorite
food?”

“Tacos. My turn. What’s
your favorite food?”

“Raw eggs.”

“Eww, that’s
disgusting.”

“It’s healthy. I also used
to eat my mother’s raw hamburger when she was making
meatballs.”

“Gross. What’s your
favorite television show?”

“Starsky &
Hutch.”

“Are you
serious?”

“Hey, that was a great
show…in seventy-six.”

She rolled her eyes.
“What’s your favorite music to listen to?”

“Definitely rock. That guy
Taylor Swift is pretty good.”

She burst out laughing.
“First of all, he sings country and secondly he is a she.”

“Taylor Swift is a
girl?”

“We really need to work on
your knowledge of pop culture.”

“When did Taylor become a
name for a girl?”

She stopped in front of the hotel and shook
her head. “You may be hopeless.”

“Whatever,” he responded
and walked up the outside stairs to the second floor. “Key?” he
asked at the door to their room.

“I have it,” she said, and
unlocked the door.

The room wasn’t great, but
they had chosen it for its proximity to The Church of Mary not the
amenities. Two double beds, a television, and bathroom pretty much
summed it up.

Juliet jumped on one of the beds and grabbed
the bag of tacos. “I’m starving.”

“Yeah, I
remember…Don’t stand between a girl and
her tacos, dude,” he teased in a
high-pitched voice.

She pointed a taco at him.
“I just saved your life, you could be a little more
grateful.”

In response, he walked over
to the bed, leaned over and kissed her on the lips. It didn’t have
the heat of the last time, but it still caused excitement to flare
in her body. “Thank you for saving my life.”

Juliet resisted the urge to tackle him to
the bed, not wanting to be rejected a second time. Instead, they
ate in silence and turned the television to the movie channel.

Lovely.

Of all the movies in existence, it had to be
The Notebook.

Those fates are having their fun again.

Fifteen minutes in, she
found herself enjoying the fact that Ryan Gosling had absolutely
nothing on Blane Romero. But, by the end, she was an emotional
wreck. The achingly tender story left her wondering. In the real
world, could a man really love a woman that much? From the very
moment he set eyes on her until the moment she died? In the movie,
Noah called Allie his dream. What did Blane see when he looked at
her? A charity case most likely.


Suddenly feeling
vulnerable, she felt the need to distance herself from Blane even
though he had not said a word. “I’m going to take a shower,” she
mumbled, and bounded off the bed.

In the tiny bathroom, she
stripped out of her clothes and stepped into the shower. As the hot
water sliced over her body, unexpected tears stung the insides of
her eyes. Despite the fact that she had a husband lying in the room
next to her, she never felt so alone.

She wanted that fairytale.
That kind of love that brings peace to your heart and fire to your
belly. Had she given up that chance by marrying Blane or was
he her dream?

The thought of him sent
ripples of desire pulsing through her, and she had to rock her hips
against the painful knots building down low. There was no denying
the attraction she felt, but what about her heart?

Yes, she was falling for Blane, but could
she honestly say love? She shook her head. No, not yet. But, a
wicked thought surfaced. Maybe she should just tell him what he
wanted to hear so they could move on to the physical side of their
relationship. She was pretty sure he wanted her as much as she
wanted him.

Again, she dismissed the idea. She wouldn’t
start out their marriage with a lie even if it did nothing to
dispel her anger—or arousal.

With a frustrated grunt,
she stomped out of the shower and dried off, shoving her legs back
into her jeans and throwing on her shirt.

Crashing out of the
bathroom, she strode toward the door. “You might be made of stone,
Blane Romero, but I’m not! I need to get out of here.” Her hand
closed around the knob, but before she could open it fully, Blane’s
muscled arm came out of nowhere and slammed it shut.

“What’s the matter with
you? Is it something I did?”

Her forehead fell against
the door with a loud thud. “It’s not what you did, Blane, it’s what
you didn’t do.”

“Can I have another clue,
please?”

The tears fell freely then
and she made no effort to stop them. “You may be hard, Blane, but
I’m empty. And, I’m no angel! I need to feel. I need to love. I
need you to breathe life
into me.”

“I don’t
understand.”

She turned to look at him and whatever he
saw in her eyes caused him to grab her arm in a tight grip. “What
is it, Juliet? Tell me!”

“Damn it,
Blane, can you just pretend for five minutes that you love me? Can
you put your arms around me and let me pretend for just a little while
that another person in the entire world cares whether I live or
die?”

He reached down and picked
her up, cradling her body close to his chest. “Yeah, I can do
that.”

****

Blane held Juliet for a
very long time, stroking her long hair as she laid her head on his
chest. She wasn’t crying anymore so that was good.

“Feeling better?” he
finally asked her after a full hour of silence.

She shook her head. “Worse.
Now, I feel like a raving lunatic. Don’t ever let me watch that
movie again.”

“So, it was the movie and
not some hideous mistake on my part?”

“Yeah, I’m
sorry.”

He lifted her chin. “Don’t
ever be sorry for telling me how you feel. It’s the only way we’re
going to get to the point where we both want to be.”

“Do you want
to be there, Blane? Really?”

“More than I can put into
words. I want you, Juliet Hunter. All of you. For a very long
time.”

She put her head back down,
“Okay, just please don’t tell me that again until you’re ready to
show me.”

He chuckled. “You know, I am hard, Juliet,
but I would like to be softer. With you, anyway.”

“Why are you so
hard?”

He remained silent for
several seconds, trying to put his painful memories into words that
would work. None of them did. “I killed my twin
brother.”

She stiffened slightly but
didn’t say anything. Maybe she knew he just needed to get this
out.

He looked up at the ceiling
and tried to picture Brock’s face. “It was the summer of
seventy-three. Brock and I turned ten that year, and my mother
asked us to go to the neighborhood store for milk and bread. Even
though we were twins, Brock was quite a bit smaller than me and had
a few health problems.” He idly traced Juliet’s ear with his
finger. “My mother made me promise that I would look after Brock. I
did, of course, but was more interested in getting to the store to
buy candy than in watching my brother.”

He cleared away the hoarse
pit that suddenly wedged in his throat.

“We were close, me and
Brock,” he continued when he was able. “We did everything together.
On that day we went to the store, Brock stayed outside to look at a
motorcycle parked outside while I went inside to buy the groceries
and my candy. When I came out, my brother was gone. I just assumed
he walked home without me, so I took my time returning, even
stopping to play a game of tag when a girl from the neighborhood
called me over.”

He remembered the day as if
it was yesterday. In his mind’s eye, he could feel the heat of the
summer sun on his skin, taste the sour balls on his tongue, see the
children running and laughing.

“Then, my younger brother,
Joseph, came and told me to come home. My mother was waiting for
me, demanding to know where I had been and asked where Brock was. I
was confused. Wasn’t Brock home? The first sign of panic crossed
her face and she ran from the house. I followed behind, afraid of
the voice she was using with me. For every minute we couldn’t find
Brock, her eyes grew darker toward me. When the police found his
body the next morning, the darkness turned to hate.”

“Don’t cry,” Juliet
whispered and thumbed away a tear.

Blane hadn’t even realized
he was.

“During the years after,
my mother tried very hard to hide her feelings. She still loved me,
but it was difficult for her to overcome the blame and lingering
anger. I would catch her looking at me sometimes with longing in
her eyes, but I knew it wasn’t for me. She was catching glimpses of
Brock in my face and wondering what could have been.”

Juliet reached out and touched the tattoo on
his arm. “Is this your brother?”

“Yeah.”

“What happened
next?”

“Oh, the Romero family
continued to exist, to all the world the perfect American family,
but it was never the same after Brock. I grew up rebellious, unable
to deal with my own regret and anger. Any boy who looked at me the
wrong way became Brock’s abductor and found himself at the end of
my fist for it, and every girl I used and took to my bed was the
girl that stopped me for that fateful game of tag.” He snorted.
“You wouldn’t have liked me very much back then, Juliet. I didn’t
even like myself.”

“Probably not,” she
admitted. “But, I do know what it feels like to be shunned by your
family.”

He stroked her hair. “Have I scared you off
yet?”

“Blane, you don’t still
blame yourself, do you? My God, you were a child.”

He shook his head. “No, but
it shaped who I was then and who I want to be today. I am hard on
my team because I never want to lose any of them through neglect
like I did Brock. I never want to see the same disappointment in
Darius’ eyes like I did my mother.”

“It’s okay to be worried
for your people Blane, but the boy was not responsible for the
actions of a predator and the man is not responsible for the death
of his Knights. The Kjin are responsible. Put the blame where it
belongs.”

“It’s hard.”

“You don’t seem like the
type of person not to do something because it’s hard,” she said,
throwing his own words back at him.

He smiled. “Thank you, Juliet. I really mean
that.”

“Well, we better get some
sleep,” she said and started to get up.

“Wait! What are you
doing?” he asked, pulling her back down.

“Going to the other bed.
Your rules, remember?”

“I want you to stay with
me, but if you don’t want to, I’ll understand.”

In answer, she snuggled
back into his chest. “I want to stay.”

After the emotional night,
he thought he would toss and turn for hours, but holding Juliet in
his arms calmed his every thought and he was asleep in
seconds.
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Gone

Blane walked back into The
Church of Mary at nine o’clock the next morning, anxious to get
Darius’ message and return to Reglan. This
situation with the Kjin was spinning out of control leaving the
Knights no choice but to stumble blindly behind trying to catch up.
Somehow, he had to find a way to take the lead.

Not wishing to saddle Juliet with a lifetime
of nightmares, he asked her to remain in the car this time.

Father Paul was waiting for
him when he walked into his office. “Good, you’re here. Come
in.”

“What do you have,
Father?”

The priest got right to the
point. “You asked Father Jude if it was possible for Tyras to gain
entry to earth.”

He gestured impatiently.
“Yes, I asked him that on a whim weeks ago because it felt like
something bigger than all of us was happening.”

“Well, he can.”

He sat forward.
“What?”

“I’m
afraid so. According to Darius, there is a way for Tyras to tear a hole in the fabric of the world and
cross back into earth. One way only.”

“How?”

“A fallen
angel.”

Blane let out a relieved
breath. “Well, that’s good news. We both know that would never
happen.”

“I must say that I agree
with you there.”

“Did Darius say anything
else? I was hoping he would provide some information to help us in
this fight.”

“No. That was all he
communicated.”

Blane stood up. “Out of
curiosity, Father, how would it work? Making a tear in the fabric
of the world?”

“I looked it up in case
you asked that question. Twice per year at the winter or summer
solstice, a fallen angel and Kjin working in concert can create the
hole. The demons to summon with their evil chant, and the angel to
make the tear with his or her Aventi.”

Blane thought about the
missing angels and a prickle of fear bubbled to the surface. “Can
an angel be forced into this act?”

The Emissier quickly shook his head. “No, it
has to be an angel who willingly embraces the dark.”

“That puts me more at
ease.” He held his hand out to the priest. “Thank you, Father. We
may have need of your services in the very near future.”

“I’m at your eternal
service, Knight.”

Blane rushed back to the
car and pulled away from the church.

“Everything all right?”
Juliet asked.

He nodded, but continued to
process the information he heard. “Do you happen to know when the
summer solstice is?”

“Saturday.”

“That’s two days from now.
Are you sure?”

“Yes, I am.”

He looked at her. “A blanket stealer and a
genius? How did I get so lucky?”

“I do not steal blankets!
Do I?”

He laughed, but his gut
instinct was telling him that he would find very little to laugh
about in the coming days.

****

Blane dropped Juliet off at
her house and headed to the warehouse on Second Street, the
secondary location for the Order. He had not planned to be in
Compton so long and was hungry for news.

Juliet stayed at the house
to pack some of her things. On the way home, he talked her into
moving into his lake house until the girls came home. Once Teddy
and Georgie returned, they would pack up the entire house together
as a family. Juliet wanted the girls to be a part of the process so
it would be easier for them to make the transition and he
agreed.

Blane returned the rental
car in exchange for his motorcycle and pulled into the back parking
lot of the warehouse. When he opened the metal door of the
building, he felt relief at seeing the Paladins there.

“Report,” he said
brusquely.

“It’s not good news,
Blane,” Fallon said. “The media reports were correct. All of the
Order cloisters were bombed the same day as ours. The results are
devastating. If estimates are correct, we’re left with about two
hundred and fifty Knights.”

“In total? Out of five,
that’s all we have?” he asked in shock.

“Looks that way. Hope you
don’t mind, but I recalled all Knights here to Reglan. It seems
like this is where the Kjin are making some kind of stand and I
thought we could use every resource we had.”

“You did the right thing.
I was going to order it done today anyway. Do we have any idea what
hole Cesar Grant crawled into?”

Kade walked over. “No, but
the police did find the body of Mitchell Fox. It appears his
usefulness to the Kjin has dried up.”

Blane felt a momentary pang
of regret for the young man. He may have been involved over his
head with Grant, but he did the right thing where Juliet was
concerned. He shuddered to think what might have happened to her if
Mitch had not warned him that night.

“Let’s go back to the
basics. Pound the pavement. It’s urgent we find Cesar Grant. He’s
the mastermind behind all this, I’m sure of it.”

“What do you
suggest?”

“We aren’t going to get
anything out of the Kjin so we’ll have to find humans involved with
Grant’s cartel and convince them to talk. We know he likes to use
people that work at his establishments. Nikki, you have a list of
his employees from The Blackstone, right?” He walked over to a
round table covered in papers.

“Yes. In fact, I tracked
down one of the busboys today and he admitted overhearing a
conversation.” She shook her head. “He didn’t know much, only made
a vague reference to an event that was supposed to take place on
Saturday. He wouldn’t elaborate no matter how hard I pressed, and I
pressed him pretty hard.”

Blane turned around.
“Saturday? What did he say?”

“He just said ‘watch out
for the solstice’. Like I said, I don’t know if he was referring to
Grant or just—”

Blane growled low under his
breath.

Fallon noticed. “What are
you thinking?”

“I hope I’m wrong, Fallon,
but I’m thinking that on Saturday, Tyras may make an attempt to
cross over to this world.”

****

Juliet sat in the middle of
her bedroom packing and watching an old episode of Starsky and
Hutch she found on one of the cable stations. She folded one of her
shirts and placed it in a suitcase. The show actually wasn’t too
horrible, although the clothes they wore were outrageous. She could
easily see how a young boy would like it. The dark-haired Starsky
was her favorite, she decided, because he reminded her of
Blane.

She stood up and went into
her closet to get more clothes. After gathering up an armful, she
dumped them into a pile on her bedroom floor.

The doorbell
rang.

She looked at the
clock. He’s home early.

“Coming!” she called,
glancing down at the maxi sundress she wore and hoping he liked it.
Picking up the sides of her dress, she ran down the stairs
wondering why he didn’t just use the key.

She sensed the aura of an
angel outside and opened the door with an expectant smile.
“Couldn’t get enough of me, huh?” she teased, but then frowned at
the unfamiliar face standing on her steps. “Oh, I’m sorry, I
thought you were someone else.”

The redheaded angel gave
her a dimpled grin and she felt herself smiling back. “No problem.
Are you Juliet?”

“Yes, and you?”

“Justus. I work with
Blane.”

Juliet nodded, recalling Blane use that name
before. “What can I do for you, Justus?”

“Actually, Blane sent me.
He asked me to pick you up and bring you to him.”

“Now?”

“Yes, he said something
about a surprise for you.”

That’s weird. Blane was all
business when he left her and she couldn’t imagine that he would
take the time for surprises. But, if Blane wanted her, she would go
to him. “Okay, let me grab my shoes.”

Justus waited while she put sandals on and
then while she locked the door.

He ran down the steps ahead
of her and opened the passenger side of his Honda.

“Such a gentleman,” she
commented playfully.

“Oh, not always,” he
replied, shutting her inside.


Chapter
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A
Declaration of War

It had to be close to
midnight when Blane pulled up in front of Juliet’s house. All he
needed was a few hours of sleep and then he would rejoin the team
working through the night in shifts in an attempt to uncover where
Cesar Grant may be planning the unthinkable.

Tyras.

The thought of the devil
walking freely among the people of this world made him physically
ill.

Juliet made him finally see
that it wasn’t really a fight unless you have something to fight
for. He would no longer lead the Order as a means to redeem himself
in a phantom family’s mind. He would lead to protect those he
loved. Juliet told him that loving others made you powerful, and he
believed her.

He tore off his helmet, eager now to see
her.

Lost in his thoughts, he
realized for the first time that the lights were all on in the
house. Except for a scattering of front porch lights, Juliet’s was
the only one in the neighborhood completely lit inside. He felt a
stab of fear as he strode up the sidewalk. He unlocked the front
door and went through with more force than he intended, slamming
the door against the wall. “Juliet!”

No answer.

Launching himself toward
the stairs, he took them two at a time and stopped at the entrance
to her bedroom. Her suitcase and clothes littered the floor, but
she wasn’t there. “Juliet!” he called again, already knowing she
was gone.

With a snarl, he ran back
downstairs and out the front door and over to the neighbor’s house.
He banged on their door. Through the window, he saw a familiar
dark-haired girl inside. Juliet! Oh, dear
Creator, thank you!

But, when the door opened,
it wasn’t Juliet. In fact, she looked nothing like Juliet except
for the hair color. The young girl looked at him suspiciously.
“Yes?”

“I’m looking for Juliet
Hunter who lives next door.”

“I know Juliet.”

“Well, she’s not home and
I think something may have happened to her. Have you seen
her?”

The girl nodded. “I saw her
earlier tonight.”

“Where? When?”

She scrunched up her face
thoughtfully. “Let’s see, I think it was around nine o’clock, and
she was getting into a car with a man.”

Blane fought to keep a
tight rein on his fracturing composure so he didn’t frighten the
girl. “Can you tell me what the man looked like?”

“He was tall and handsome
and…oh, yeah, he had red hair braided down the back.”

“Thank you,” Blane mumbled
and staggered to his bike feeling like he had been punched in the
chest. The impossible had happened. Cesar Grant had found his
fallen angel and would use him to try and destroy the
world.

But, why had he taken
Juliet?

By the time he arrived back
at the warehouse, his despair and confusion had coalesced into a
boiling rage. All he could think about was ripping Juliet from
Grant’s clutches.

He pounded a fist into his
hand. Of course, Grant would use Justus to take her. Juliet would
have been able to sense if one of the Kjin arrived. The scene
played out in his mind of a smiling Justus knocking on Juliet’s
door, gaining her trust, and possibly even claiming he was there on
Blane’s behalf. She would have gone willingly then, into the grip
of evil.

Still, the question
remained. What did Grant want with her? Blane regretted now not
assigning one of the Knights to watch the house, but he had no idea
Grant still had any interest in Juliet. Was he destined to lose her
the same way he lost Brock as a boy?

Over his dead body, he
growled. He was a boy no more.

****

The cries of the other
prisoners startled Juliet from her brief spiral into sleep as they
had many times throughout the long night. Ignoring their desperate
whimpers, she curled up in her corner of the cage with her knees
pressed in toward her chin. The sundress she had been so excited to
show Blane didn’t provide any buffer from the cold, hard concrete
that sucked the warmth from her body.

A sudden cry, different
from the others, had her sitting up on pure instinct. It was the
cry of a child.

Juliet got to her feet and
scanned the sleeping mounds spaced throughout the enclosure, and
then she saw the boy. His hands gripped the bars of the cage, and
he cried out for a mother who could not possibly hear.

Oh, dear God.

She tiptoed through the
human layers and knelt down before him. “Here, come with me,” she
told him softly and held out her hand to him. His dark face,
streaked with dirt, broke her heart. She wasn’t sure if he would
accept her offer, but he finally put his small hand in
hers.

She led him to her corner
of the enclosure and she sat him down. “What’s your name?” she
asked him.

He sniffed and drew the
palm of his hand up over the tip of his nose. “Dylan.”

“Hello, Dylan, I’m Juliet.
How old are you?”

“Nine.” He tilted his
head. “You’re new here.”

“Yes, I am. How long have
you been here, Dylan?” she asked, dreading the answer.

“Mr. Billy over there
keeps track of the time for us,” he said, pointing toward a random
bundle on the far side of the cage. “I’ve been here almost six
months.”

She cringed, unable to
imagine what the parents of this young child must be going
through.

“I just want my Mom,” he
whined.

“I know.” She held her arms
out to him. “Come here, baby.”

He scrambled into her lap
and she held him and rocked him as she often did with the girls.
Thinking of Teddy and Georgie brought stinging tears to her eyes,
but at least they were safe. Unlike this poor child in her arms.
She gazed into his face until his eyes lowered. Gently, she put him
on the floor and scooted close to keep them warm.

Eventually, she fell back asleep wondering
why on earth an angel would deliver her to this hellhole.

After a fitful night wrestling with that
question, she opened her eyes the next morning to sunlight
streaming through a small window on the far side of the room
opposite the cages. Curious to get a better look at her place of
confinement, she sat up and looked around.

There were three cages in
total and each one appeared to hold ten to twelve people. The area
looked like a typical basement that you would find in any home
across America made of cinder block and concrete. A washer and
dryer, laundry table with folded clothes, and tubs filled with
miscellaneous items filled the entire wall directly across from the
cages. To the right, was a staircase that presumably led to an
upper floor.

Movement in the cage told
her that some of the others were beginning to wake. “Can anyone
tell me what’s going on here?” she asked out loud. “Who is
responsible for this?”

Silence.

“Anybody?”

A middle-aged man with
brown hair slid over to her. “We don’t talk much here,” he said
quietly. “Gordon doesn’t like it.”

“Gordon Strand? Mr. G.’s
associate?”

“Mr. G.?”

“Cesar Grant. Is he behind
all this?”

The man nodded.
“Yes.”

“What is he doing with all
these people?”

“Well, all the pretty girls
get taken away pretty quickly, so…if you don’t mind my saying,
they’ll probably come for you soon.”

“Do you know what happens
to the girls?” she asked, not sure she wanted the
answer.

“In the other place we
were, under The Blackstone, we used to see the girls a lot. Mostly,
they just…well, they take care of Mr. Grant.”

“Shit.”

“Yeah.”

“And, what happens to
everyone else?”

“Every so often Gordon
will bring someone down here and they’ll look us all over and pick
one to go. We never see that person again.” The man gulped
nervously. “And, now I’m pretty sure why.”

“Why?”

“You won’t believe me if I
tell you.”

“Try me.”

“I think they’re being
turned into zombies.”

“Zombies?”

“This is crazy, I know!
But, during our last couple of days at The Blackstone, we saw some
pretty weird shit.”

“Like…?”

“People in shackles getting
murdered. Prisoners being pulled from cages only to be held down by
one of Grant’s guys and…get possessed by something. Their body
would flop around for a few seconds and then they’d walk away like
nothing happened. Only, they weren’t the same person, I can tell
you that. Trust me, I know how insane this all sounds.”

Demons.
“I don’t need to hear any more,” she told him.
“What’s your name?”

“Darren.”

“Darren, I’m Juliet, and
I’m going to do everything I can to get us out of here, but I need
a favor from you.”

The door to the upper floor
opened and loud footsteps sounded on the stairs. She knew in her
heart, they were coming for her.

She grabbed Darren’s arm.
“When I come back, and I will
come back, be ready to go. But, I want you to take
responsibility for Dylan,” she said pointing to the sleeping boy.
“Whatever happens, Darren, promise me you’ll get him home to his
mother.”

“No offense, Juliet, but
you’re not the first to say this,” Darren whispered, glancing
toward the stairs. “No one ever comes back.”

“Promise me!” she hissed
at him.

“All right!”

Gordon Strand appeared
wearing army fatigues and his close-cropped blonde hair hidden
under a black cap. He peered into the cages and then his gaze fell
on Juliet. After fishing a key ring from his belt, he opened the
cell door. “Let’s go, Juliet. Mr. G. would like a word with
you.”

The creaking of the door
woke Dylan and he stood and tried to stop her from going. Gently as
she could, she unwrapped his grip from around her waist and placed
his hand in Darren’s. “I’ll be back,” she whispered in his
ear.

The others in the cage made
room for her as she threaded her way to the door. Once she stepped
through, Gordon locked it once again and gestured for her to go up
the stairs.

On the upper floor, Cesar
Grant waited for her in a large living room, sprawled lazily on a
couch, not a strand of his slick, salt and pepper hair out of
place. She stood before him determined not to let him see how
terrified she was. Now, that she knew exactly what kind of monster
he really was, his evil aura crawled over her skin like maggots and
she had to resist the urge to rub her arms.

A quick glance out of a
picture window told her they were in a home on a lake. Camden Lake,
most likely. She didn’t see much when Justus bundled her inside
last night.

Several girls surrounded
Grant. Two sat beside him on the couch while the others went about
doing menial tasks—cleaning, cooking, pouring drinks—wearing very
little.

“So, tell me, Juliet, where
is your boyfriend?”

“How would I know? I’ve
been enjoying your lovely accommodations downstairs.”

“Funny girl.”

She shrugged.

“I regret to inform you,
Juliet, but that part of your life is now over. You will never see
your boyfriend again.”

Her knees buckled slightly,
but she refused to let it show.

“You will join my harem as
one of my girls,” he continued. “After a fashion, I think you will
find the work quite enjoyable.”

Despite her efforts, a
single tear dripped from her eye.

“Ah, the requisite tears.
I get them every time.” He leaned over and pinched the young
brunette next to him. “She’ll get over it, won’t she,
Brittney?”

“Sure, Mr. G.” the girl
said with a dead voice and even deader eyes. Juliet wondered how
long it would take for her to get that same look.

Grant wiggled an empty
glass toward her. “Pour me a drink, pet, would you?”

Juliet hesitated for longer
than was probably wise and then snatched the glass from his hand
with a sickly smile. She walked to the bar, glad for an opportunity
to look around more. Except for Grant and Gordon, she didn’t see
any other men. The Kjin had a lot of people in here to contain and,
although the cages did that well enough for the people downstairs,
what about the girls upstairs?

A padlock hung from a bolt
lock on the front door and she had to assume a similar lock graced
the outside.

Her gaze swung to the key
ring on Gordon Strand’s belt. I will play
your game for now, Mr. G., but I will get out of here. And, I’m
taking everyone with me when I go.
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The Price
of Freedom

The door to the warehouse opened and Nikki
stalked through.

“Give me good news!” Blane
yelled at her.

She held up a piece of paper. “I got it! The
coordinates for the ritual tomorrow night. They’re going to be in a
clearing at Baylor’s Pass on Mt. Summit.”

Nikki yelped when he rushed
over and gathered her off her feet in a bear hug. “I knew you could
do it,” he whispered in her ear.

“Okay, who are you and what
have you done with Blane Romero?”

He let her drop to the
floor with a smirk, his mind already on the task at hand. “Listen
up,” he said and gestured the Paladins closer. “We all know that
whatever it takes, Justus cannot be allowed to make that
tear.”

Fallon shook her head. “It’s just so hard to
believe that Justus is really involved with this.”

“Well, he is, and we need
to start thinking of him as the enemy. Anything less will cost you
your life.”

“I know,” she remarked
sadly.

Blane looked at each of the
Knights. It was important that they understand what they were
dealing with here. “If Justus is successful tomorrow in creating a
portal from Mordeaux, the demons that come through will be flesh
and blood creatures unlike anything you have ever seen and unlike
the Kjin on earth who lost their original forms long ago. It will
be brutal, up-close combat with the demons clawing and fighting for
every inch they get into this world.” Blane turned to Kade. “I
don’t know what kind of deal you have with Fallon, but if you value
your life at all, you will be nowhere near this fight. The air will
be swarming with black wraiths desperate for a human body.” He put
a hand on Kade’s shoulder. “I don’t want to lose you. You’re too
valuable to the team. And, to me.”

Kade looked shocked at his words. They were
long overdue and Blane was glad he finally said them.

“He won’t be there,” Fallon
said forcefully.

Blane noticed that Kade
didn’t respond.

“All right then, we’ll each
lead a team to the location. Once the fighting starts, I’ll take
the point directly for the portal, Nikki will take the right flank
and Fallon the left. Micah and his team will guard the rear in case
the Kjin decide to come around us in a surprise attack. Any
questions?”

No one did. The Paladins
knew their job and knew it well.

“Leave Cesar Grant to me,”
he reminded. “If he is killed, I may never find out where he’s
keeping Juliet.”

“And, if Tyras gets
out?”

He shook his head. “I honestly don’t know.
He has been locked away in Mordeaux for so long that no one but the
Creator knows much about him other than the fact that he’s a
diabolical wretch.”

“Do we even know what he
looks like?”

“Tyras is the original
fallen angel. He is a handsome deceiver, charmer and schemer. With
his white hair and red eyes, you will know him when you see him,”
Blane warned, pulling on his black gloves. “Paladins, prepare for
war.”

****

A slight figure slipped
into the room shared by Cesar’s harem of girls. Juliet sat up on
her cot, glanced at a digital clock on the dresser and saw that it
was four o’clock in the morning.

The figure came directly to
Juliet’s bed and crouched low.

“Did you get it?” Juliet
asked in a whisper.

The young woman named Shay
nodded and held up a ring with multiple keys.

Juliet gave her an
approving grin but knew that the most dangerous part of her plan
was about to begin. “Wake the others.”

Shay went to the other cots
in the room, eight in total, and began waking the women. Shay, the
oldest at twenty-nine and in charge of laundry, had offered to go
into Gordon’s room and steal his key ring. The two Kjin bosses had
no reason to believe that the cowered girls could—or would—escape.
Especially with every door and window in the house locked tight and
a Kjin guard patrolling the grounds. Fortunately, everyone in the
house except Mr. Grant knew that the guard slept in the hammock
most of the night.

And, Juliet had seen
something else that had given her hope during her short time down
in the cells. She just prayed her plan worked.

She stood and glanced down
at the short, sexy nightgown she wore with a frown. Since Cesar had
her clothes taken away, it was all she had to wear. It would have
to do since she wasn’t about to waste valuable time looking for
them for the sake of modesty.

Barefoot, she tiptoed to
the door and the other women lined up behind her. “Follow me and be
very quiet.” She looked back at the nine frightened faces. “Smile,
girls. We’re going home today.”

Every woman there gave her
a grateful, but tense grin, even the girl, Brittney, who seemed to
come alive last night as they made their plans for
escape.

Juliet put a finger to her
lips and then opened the door and went through. In a low crouch,
she ran to the door to the basement and started down. The smell of
dust and unwashed bodies drifted to her nose and she had to stifle
the urge to sneeze.

Using only the small
casement window for the little moonlight it provided, she went
right to the first cage and unlocked the door. People stirred, some
asking panicked questions.

“Hurry now!” she ordered
in a low whisper as she moved to the second cage. “Come out
quietly!”

The movements and murmurs
of the prisoners sounded unbearably loud in her ears as she reached
the third cage, and she was terrified that Gordon or Cesar would
come storming down the stairs any second. Her fingers were shaking
so bad, it took her several tries to get the key into the last
lock.

Finally, all of the cage
doors were open. “Follow me.”

Juliet ran down a short
hallway on the left of the enclosures toward what she thought she
saw when Gordon led her up the stairs the previous evening.
I was right! A Bilco
door.

Another large padlock hung from the angled
door, and Juliet searched desperately for the correct key, knowing
she was on borrowed time.

One of the men came forward
and took the key ring from her. “Here, let me.” Within seconds, he
found the right one and pushed the heavy doors open.

“Go!” she told the
prisoners, waving her arm in a circle. “Go and do not look
back!”

As people started hurrying
out to freedom, Juliet went to the back of the line and found Dylan
and Darren. She smiled at the older man when she saw his hands
tightly on Dylan's shoulders.

“Thank you,” she told
him.

“I can’t believe you did
it.” He covered his mouth. “And, I can’t believe I’m going to see
my wife again. It’s been over a year.”

“You’re not going to see
anyone unless you get moving, now go!”

She bent down and gave
Dylan a quick kiss. “Goodbye, Dylan. Maybe I’ll see you again
soon.”

“Bye, Miss Juliet,” the
boy replied excitedly and allowed Darren to pull him toward the
door.

A loud thump on the floor
above sent a spike of fear through her. “Hurry!” she whispered
urgently and started to push people forward.

“What’s going on down
there?” a voice asked from the top of the stairs and then started
down in a furious stomp. Gordon Strand!

Juliet panicked. “Go!”

After hearing Gordon, the
people needed no further prodding, but a few became tangled up at
the exit. Juliet turned back and saw that they were out of time.
Gordon stood there in a silk robe, his eyes bleary from
sleep.

I’ve got to stall
him! She eyed a shovel leaning against the
wall. With a growl, she leapt across the small space, snatched it
up and held it out in front of her. “Stay back, Gordon, we’re
getting out of here.”

He made a threatening
advance toward her so she swung it in a hard sweep toward his head.
He stumbled back out of the way. “Put it down, girl. Right
now!”

“No way.” She looked over
her shoulder and saw that the way was clear. Everyone was out. She
threw the shovel at Gordon and made a run for it. She scrambled up
the few short steps, but cried out in pain when a fist came out of
nowhere and smashed into her face. The power behind it sent her
sprawling back onto the hard concrete floor of the
cellar.

Her assailant came down the
stairs toward her, a looming shadow. “Who opened this door?” he
asked in a deep rumble.

Gordon stepped over to
Juliet and roughly hauled her to her feet. “The prisoners, you
idiot! You let them escape from right under your snoring nose!” he
thundered in rage. “Now, you go up there and wake Mr. G. and tell
him that the prisoners are gone because you were sleeping on the
job!”

The guard started to make an excuse, but the
look in Gordon’s eyes stopped him.

“Go! Now!”

Head down, the Kjin
lumbered by and went up the stairs.

Gordon looked at her with hate in his blue
eyes. “And, you, Juliet Hunter, are going to be very sorry you ever
messed with me.”

That was the last thing she
remembered as he hit her and sent her crumbling to the ground and
into oblivion.

****

Blane glanced at his watch.
It was almost time. Fallon and Nikki left already with their teams
and Micah was filing out with his now. The Knights, most of them
recruits from the other cloisters, trotted out of the warehouse in
tight formation.

The angels were an
impressive sight, but it was hard for him to appreciate more than
the symmetry with his heart racing at the thought of seeing Juliet
again. He had no doubt that Grant would bring her to the battle. In
fact, during the night, he had come to believe that’s exactly why
she had been taken in the first place. To use as a tool against
him. Now, he had to find a way to remove her from danger before he
was forced to make an impossible choice between Juliet and the
world.

Blane sensed a presence behind him and his
mouth twitched up. His way had just arrived.

Blane turned. “Kade.”

“Blane.”

“You plan to go tonight,
don’t you?”

“Of course.”

Blane shook his head. “You
really love Fallon, don’t you?”

“More than my
life.”

Blane silently appraised
the man in front of him. He was shorter than Blane and lighter of
hair, but his shoulders were broad and muscular. He was smart and
very capable. In fact, if Blane had to choose, he would probably
pick Kade over Micah to have at his back in a fight. “If you are
determined to go despite what either Fallon or I say, I could use
your help.”

“I’m your guy,” he said
with confidence. “Always have been.”

“What I ask of you may
mean the difference between success and failure
tonight.”

Kade raised one eyebrow. “How’s that?”

“Juliet will be there to
be used against me. Remove her from the game, Kade. She can see the
wraiths in the air where you can’t, and she can help guide you both
to safety.”

Kade thought about it for a few moments,
probably assessing how his decision might affect Fallon. Blane
didn’t kid himself who the cop would choose if it came down to an
either-or situation. But, he nodded. “I’ll do my best.”
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Fari
Creatoris

Far from residential
neighborhoods, the Knights gathered less than an hour’s run from
Baylor’s Pass to regroup. In response to Fallon’s call to arms,
almost two hundred warrior angels stood before him, each one
gripping the hilt of an Aventi in a rigid fist.

The high ridgeline offered
a spectacular view of the lights of the countryside below, but
Blane hardly noticed. “Call everyone to attention,” he ordered
Micah.

While he waited, Blane
rolled his neck on his shoulders, anxious to get moving. Movement
meant he was getting closer to his goal to stop Grant. Movement
meant he was getting closer to Juliet.

The Knights finally quieted
and Blane walked the length of the line with righteousness rolling
through his veins, and the need for vengeance searing his
skin.

Tonight, he would not be denied.

“You are the best of the
best,” he told them forcefully. “Knights of Emperica! The last
stand between civilization and anarchy!”

A few sporadic shouts echoed in the
night.

“In less than an hour, the
devil will make an attempt to cross over to this world. This must
not happen! Not now! Not ever!”

In unison now, the Knights
yelled out the ancient battle call of the Order.
“Fari Creatoris!” For the Creator. Aventis slammed against Kurs and the darkness
shrank back from the brilliant blaze of white that lit up the
mountain.

“I charge you! The Creator
charges you! To prevent this attempt!”

The roar was
deafening.

“Fari
Creatoris!” 

Blane’s voice grew quieter.
“If you told me a year ago that I would be standing before you
today for this purpose, I wouldn’t have believed it. The fact that
I am serves as a frightening reminder that Tyras will stop at
nothing to vanquish what the Creator so lovingly created. He covets
humans! He covets the goodness in their hearts! Not because he
wishes good for himself. No, he wants power over all creation so he
can see it destroyed! Knights of Emperica, we must eradicate this
evil that plagues us all once and for all!”

“Fari
Creatoris!” 

“If that portal is opened,
not all will survive what comes next. For some of us, the fight
will be over. If it is you who must return to Emperica this night,
go home with your fist held high. Go home with the conviction that
you stood your ground against evil! Go home with demon blood on
your sword!”

“Fari
Creatoris!” 

“For Darius!”

“For Blane!”

Blane snarled in
satisfaction at the fervor in the hundreds of eyes glaring back at
him. He swiped his Aventi toward Baylor’s Pass. “The time is now!
We run!”

And, run they did. Like
white wraiths, they sped forward at a supernatural pace, no more
than ghostly blurs of white flashing in and around the widely
spaced trees of Mt. Summit.

They ran on principle and
on faith.

They ran to war.

****

A blanket of stars high
overhead provided a diffuse glow to the preparations taking place
in the clearing. The harsher illumination of battery-operated
lanterns and spotlights created misty pockets of light outlining
hundreds of Kjin soldiers.

Cesar Grant checked his
watch. Close to midnight. The time for the ritual was close at
hand. He wanted no mistakes this time. Not like what happened last
night. The guard responsible for allowing the human prisoners to
escape paid for that foul up with his life, but if anything were to
go wrong tonight, it would be Cesar paying. For
eternity.

His eyes slid to the girl
chained to a tree at the outskirts of the activity. A deep, purple
bruise colored her cheek beneath her eye. She should consider
herself lucky he managed to stop Gordon before he could do any more
damage.

He needed the girl.

It was uncertain how much
the Knights knew, but he had to assume they would make an
appearance tonight and, if so, he would use Juliet to his advantage
until the portal was opened. After that, it wouldn’t matter what
the Knights knew or didn’t know. Tyras would walk the earth and all
beings—demon, angel and human—would bow down to him.

Cesar found Gordon standing
in front of a group of blackcoats inspecting their knives, the
weapon of choice for the Kjin against the Knights. The angels were
far too fast for guns to be effective, especially in close
quarters.

“Gordon,” he interrupted.
“How many do we have?”

His second-in-command
dismissed the Kjin with a nod of his head. “At last count, close to
three hundred. They’ll serve us well as pretty decoration. We all
know the main event will be what you and Justus are able to
accomplish.”

Cesar snorted. “Your
decorations better be prepared to fight.”

“Oh, they’ll be ready if it
comes to that.”

“It will, trust me. How
about the ritual invocation?”

“Yes, they know the
chant.”

“Make sure they don’t
perform a Ha’Basin until after Justus opens the portal or it will
just pull him in before he can make the tear.”

“Don’t worry, Mr. G.,
everything will go exactly as planned.”

“I do worry, Gordon, very
much, and you should, too. The world as we know it is about to end.
Let us begin.”

****

From the darkness, Juliet
watched Gordon Strand organize the men and women in the clearing
into some semblance of order. She wished she knew what they were up
to. Why were all these people here? And, such a diversified group,
too. Most were men and they readied weapons as though preparing for
war, but there were women and elderly people in the group as
well.

The only thing they had in
common was that they were all demons.

Kjin, Blane called them.

She shivered. Being this
close to so many made her skin crawl and her stomach roil. It took
all her effort to keep what little she ate that day
down.

Excited murmurs raced
through the Kjin mob when Cesar Grant and the angel, Justus,
climbed a rise that looked down on the clearing. Grant faced the
crowd and lifted his hands in the air.

All fell quiet.

“Brothers
and sisters, our Father and brethren seek our help in opening a
portal from Mordeaux! The time we have dreamed of for an eternity
is now upon us! Amid fire and brimstone, they will come! Give me
drums!” The staccato beat of snare drums sounded out a slow,
menacing rhythm. “I order you now to recite the summoning words
that will weaken the veil between worlds!” The drumming pulse began
to pick up speed. “In incendia nos
servo! In fire, we serve! Brothers and
sisters, join your voices for the return of
the Master!” Grant turned to Justus. “Knight, you may
begin!”

The demons began to chant.
Juliet didn’t know what all the words meant, but she knew they were
vile. Every deep garbled sound drove a spike of dread directly into
her heart.

“In incendia nos servo! In
incendia nos servo!”

“Louder!” Grant ordered as
Justus waved his sword of light in the air, making intricate, fluid
movements that only he understood.

The beat of the drums and the voices of the
demons took on a fevered pitch.

“In incendia nos servo! In
incendia nos servo!”

Juliet glanced around
desperately, wondering what she could do to stop this from
happening. She didn’t know what this was, only that it was something
terrible. The iron around her wrists bit painfully into her skin as
she struggled uselessly against the handcuffs.

When the chanting stopped
abruptly and turned to anxious cries, Juliet got to her feet and
rose up on her tiptoes to see over the heads of the Kjin. She
cringed in shock. A swirling black hole the size of a basketball
hung in the air before Justus. And, it was growing
larger!

“No!” she screamed out in
horror. The evil that lurked just beyond that dark eddy had no
place in this world.

In that moment, she knew
that she would never see Teddy or Georgie or Blane again. A heavy
weight of powerlessness fell over her shoulders as she realized she
was going to die on this mountain top surrounded by a horde of
demons. Whatever was happening here was bigger than the people of
this earth and their capabilities. Was it witchcraft? Voodoo? Some
other mystical power the fiction writers had yet to dream up? Her
mortal mind simply had no frame of reference for it.

The hole had grown so large
now that a man could walk upright through it. She turned her head
away from the repulsive spectacle, her body shaking
uncontrollably.

“Bring me the
girl!”

Her head whipped around.
Gordon Strand gestured urgently to one of the Kjin and the demon
rushed to her to unlock her handcuffs.

“What are you doing?”
Kicking and scratching with all her strength, she fought the demon
as he wrestled her toward the rise and that evil hole. “Let me
go!”

“Damn it, they’re here!”
Grant shouted in alarm. “Keep going!” he barked at
Justus.

Turning, she saw what was
making him so nervous.

Angels.

Hundreds of angels pouring
into the clearing on feet as light as air.

“CESAR GRANT!”

Juliet’s stomach twisted at
the sound of Blane’s voice. “Blane, no!” There is only death here,
she wanted to tell him, but Grant hit her before she could say
anything and she cried out in pain.

Cesar yanked her in front
of him. “Stay where you are, Romero, or the girl dies!”
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Battle at
Baylor’s Pass

Juliet’s scream sliced
straight through thirty years of emotional armor to pierce Blane’s
heart, and it cut as painful as any knife thrust. A low growl
erupted from his throat when he saw the bruise on her face and the
skimpy outfit she wore. His body shook with the need to kill his
enemies.

Rage turned to revulsion at
sight of the hole hanging in the air above the rise and Justus
swinging at it with hurried, frantic strokes.

“Justus! Stop!”

The Kjin chanting ceased as the demons lined
up shoulder to shoulder in front of the rise.

The fallen angel turned
toward Blane and glared at him with hatred. “This is all your
fault, Blane! If you hadn’t pushed me to this, it never would have
happened!”

Blane snorted a mirthless
laugh. “Deceive yourself if you will, Justus, but if a few
reprimands are all it took to send you to the dark, your heart was
never pure to begin with!”

Justus didn’t answer. He
simply turned back, resuming his efforts to open the
portal.

Blane knew he had to act
fast, but found himself hesitating because of Juliet. The rational
part of his brain realized that this event was far bigger than just
one girl, and he had even predicted this crossroads where he would
have to make a choice, yet still he hesitated.

All was silent in the
clearing as those on both sides of the battlefield waited for the
order to engage. Feet shifted restlessly, eyes narrowed in
anticipation, puffs of anxious exhaled breath floated on the still
night.

In that brief pause, time
slowed and sounds became muffled. Several Kjin opened their mouths
in taunting cries, but he heard none of it. The Knights responded
with their own goading snarls, eying Blane with barely contained
restraint, impatient for the command to do what they trained so
rigorously for—to kill demons.

He turned his gaze to the rise and Juliet
standing there in the arms of Cesar Grant. Across the clearing,
their eyes met and he reeled from the power of their connection.
Her hand lifted, reaching for him and everything and everyone
around him blurred into nonexistence except her. A clear path,
haloed in misty light opened up between them and he had to resist
the urge to rush to her. To forget about the Kjin, forget about
duty. To save Juliet and spend the rest of his life loving her.

The way was clear. He only had to take
it.

He took a halting step
forward, but Juliet dropped her hand back down to her side. In that
moment, he looked into her soul and she into his. He could taste
her fear in his mouth, and she could see what he contemplated. She
frowned. Behind her eyes, he sensed the second she made the rash,
selfless decision to take the matter out of his hands.

No! Juliet! I pick you! I’m coming!

She offered him one last
tiny smile that could have been amusement or could have been a
goodbye, and then she rammed her head backwards into Grant’s face
with such force, Blane heard the crunch of bone from where he
stood.

First blood had been drawn. There was no
turning back now.

Time slammed back into
place and with a savage yell, Blane lifted his Aventi into the air
and plunged forward. “KNIGHTS OF EMPERICA! FARI CREATORIS!” 

The forces of good and evil
rushed to close and clashed in a violent impact. The screams of
hundreds of men and women exploded throughout the clearing. Within
seconds, the layer of stars disappeared from sight behind the
deluge of shades filling the air.

Blane cut a path through
the Kjin, his blade a whirling implement of destruction as he led
his team toward the rise to stop Justus. A glint of metal flashed
to the right of him, his only warning before a knife appeared out
of the darkness to slash at his face. A quick jerk of his head
narrowly avoided a slicing cut across his eyes. A Knight behind
Blane took the wielder’s knife—and arm—from his body.

But, not all attacks missed
their mark.

Blane gritted his teeth
against the pain from multiple slashes to his arms, chest and back
as he pushed through the fighting mob. Out of the corner of his
eye, he saw a blaze of white press out of the crowd and bound up
onto the rise with a defiant scream.

Damn it! Nikki!
The Paladin should have been covering the flank,
not the portal!

Justus spun around to
confront her, and a shower of sparks lit the night as the two
angels exchanged blows with their Aventis. Many of the combatants
stopped and stared, transfixed by the battle on the rise. Nikki’s
lean muscles clenched as she moved with deadly grace in a dance to
the death with Justus.

With an angry bellow, Blane
scattered the rest of the demons in his way and broke free. He
searched the rise for Juliet, but didn’t see her. Or Cesar Grant.
How much time did they have? How much longer before the portal was
completely open? It was already terrifyingly large.

He took two running steps
to go to Nikki’s aid when a large Kjin stepped in his way and
hammered a huge fist toward his face. Blane ducked, rotated away
from the demon, and dropped into a crouch. Without looking, he
jerked his Aventi back behind him and felt it bite into flesh. He
turned just in time to dodge the falling corpse and lunge forward
with another jab to create an explosion of black ash.

Blane looked to the rise
once again. Nikki had Justus on the ground and drew her Aventi back
with a snarl to deliver the killing stroke. But, the former Paladin
swept his leg out and Nikki staggered back, giving Justus the time
he needed to take his Aventi in both hands and draw a long deep
gash down the center of the portal.

Instantly, a high-pitched
screech surged out of the hole. Blane dropped his Aventi to cover
his ears with his hands. Falling to his knees, he rocked his head
in agony from what felt like hot needles stabbing into his
brain.

A powerful gust of air that
carried the stench of sulfur gushed out of the opening and sent
debris tumbling throughout the clearing. Fighting the pain, Blane
forced himself back to his feet and squinted into the tempest.
Nikki and Justus writhed on the ground in pain, unaware of the
horror developing behind them.

Red fingers appeared in the
gash Justus created in the portal and slowly began to pull apart
the edges of the gap.

“Nikki!” Blane screamed in
desperation, knowing she would never hear him over the howling
wind.

Slowly, the fingers became
hands and then multiple hands as others joined with the first to
help break through. Accompanied by a noise that sounded like the
tearing of cloth, the portal snapped open, replacing the inky black
with a red fiery haze. The widened breach created a vacuum effect
that lifted Nikki and Justus into the air and sent them spinning
toward the red hole. Arms and legs flailed as the two angels were
sucked through the veil and disappeared from sight.

The screeching
stopped.

The wind died down.

All was still until the
first demon of Mordeaux stepped out of the haze and onto the
rise.

A misshapen creature from a
child’s worst nightmare, it walked upright with a thick body and
legs that ended in clawed toes. Red scales ran up its underbelly in
overlapping plates. The massive head reminded Blane of a bullfrog,
sitting low on the creature’s shoulders with no neck to speak of
and a forked-tongue that darted in and out.

The creature came forward,
walking heavily as though of enormous weight and power. Two of
Micah’s Knights rushed the beast, but it simply backhanded the duo
with little effort and sent them flying.

Grunting with effort, Blane
leapt onto the rise and struck at the demon with his Aventi. Shock
creased his features when the white blade bounced harmlessly off
the scaled plates. He ducked under one of the demon’s crushing
swings and rolled down the embankment.

More demons began to pile
out of the portal. Creatures of all shapes and sizes and levels of
hideousness. With bile rising in his throat, Blane realized that
they were never going to beat back these creatures of hell. The
Aventis were useless against the hardened skin of red scales and
Knights were dying in their attempts to confront the
monsters.

Emboldened by the
appearance of the Mordeaux demons, the Kjin resumed their attacks
with a ferocity that had been lacking before the portal opened, and
Blane knew in that moment that the war was over.

And, the demons held the
victory.
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The Elder
Rod

Blane wiped the blood that
ran into his eyes and swung his blade ineptly, his muscles burning
with fatigue. He didn’t know how long the battle had been going on,
only that he couldn’t stop. If he stopped, all was lost.

He laughed bitterly. It had
been lost long ago! Yet still he fought on as it was his sworn duty
to do so. And, in that moral duty, Knights died, friends
died.

Despite the renewed
vehemence of the Kjin, the Knights destroyed them to a man hours
ago. The battle that raged now was against the demons of Mordeaux
and they could not be destroyed. Not easily anyway. Not without a
significant loss of life. Just moments ago, he witnessed the death
of Micah when a demon ran him through on the sharp points of red
horns. Then, there was Nikki.

Nikki.

It destroyed him whenever he thought of
Nikki’s smiling face or her teasing banter. Especially, because he
didn’t know her fate. By going through that opening, did she return
to Emperica or was she sucked down into the hells of Mordeaux? The
thought of her spending an eternity in the bowels of the underworld
was more than he could live with.

The only saving grace of the night was that
Tyras had not come through the portal. Maybe he couldn’t for some
reason. Maybe the Creator’s seal still worked to keep him
imprisoned even though the demons managed to escape.

He had yet to see Juliet
again and had little hope that she survived this nightmare. She
simply didn’t have the tools or strength to fight the paranormal.
Did a shade find her body and make her Kjin? Did she get pulled
through the portal along with Nikki and Justus? She stood on the
rise at one time, so she very well could have.

Juliet.

Tears mixed with the blood on his face and
he stumbled to his knees, exhausted. He simply had no more to
give.

A smaller demon ran by, but
paused when it saw him on his knees. At four feet tall, it reminded
Blane of one of the birdlike dinosaurs he read about when he was
young with its long beak and a fan of feathers growing up around
its head.

Sensing easy prey, the
demon hopped back toward him on spindly, avian legs. Blane made a
feeble attempt to strike out with his weapon, but the bird creature
evaded the Aventi and with a quick, vicious peck, took a chunk out
of his temple.

Blane cried out in pain and
fell back, defeated. I tried, Darius. I
gave my all, I promise you that. In the end, it wasn’t good enough,
I know. But, I did try. It will be good to see you again. And,
Julian. Hopefully, Nikki. Maybe even Juliet if the Kjin didn’t get
her.

The demon leaned over and opened its beak,
exposing two rows of tiny serrated teeth. It issued a ravenous
bleat and sank its mouth into Blane’s thigh. Blane screamed as the
creature pulled the flesh from his body and then lifted its head to
swallow in nauseating gulps.

A Knight flashed out of the darkness and
kicked the bird demon off Blane. The cagey opportunist ran a few
feet away and stopped. The young woman ignored it and knelt beside
him. “Are you all right?”

He nodded. “How…how many do we have
left?”

She smiled. “Another fifty
angels just showed up. We finally figured out where the vulnerable
parts are on these vile beasts. We can defeat them, Blane! I know
we can.”

For the first time in hours, a spring of
hope surfaced in Blane’s weary mind.

The Knight looked at his leg with a grimace.
“Do you need—?” That was the last comment the angel made as an
enormous demon reared up behind her and crushed her head between
two red hands.

Hot blood sprayed over Blane’s face. He
braced himself for the same fate, but the big demon simply bellowed
a victory roar and shambled away toward its next kill.

The little bird demon scurried back and
resumed its meal at Blane’s leg.

Blane laughed loudly, his voice half-mad,
his face splattered with blood. He couldn’t feel the pain any
longer. You had to be alive to feel pain and he was already
dead.

His head fell back and his
eyes drooped down as he welcomed his return to Emperica, but a
curious sight in the night sky above him pried them open once
again. That’s strange. Four large stars shone brighter than all the others and seemed
to be growing in size. I am mad!
No, they were moving
closer. Fast!

Then, he heard screams.

The demon crouched over him
snapped its head up. Whatever he saw scared him enough that he
stood and sprinted away.

Somehow, Blane managed to
get to his feet. He looked up. The shooting stars were now directly
overhead and on a collision course with the clearing! Blane dove
out of the way as four radiant balls of white slammed to the earth
with enough power to heave the ground and send great gouts of dirt
rippling in a seething cloud.

Blane scrambled to his
knees and shielded his eyes with an arm against the dust and the
glare of the lights.

No, it can’t be. That’s
impossible. 

The outlines of four
figures stood within the glowing orbs.

Bestial wails of alarm
spewed from the demons as the four Elders of Emperica walked out of
the illumination.

Darius, Alistair, Celena and Nicoli.

Blane flinched when Fallon
gripped his arm. “I…I don’t believe it,” she mumbled.

He reached for her hand and
squeezed it to let her know he was as stunned as she, but also to
show how immensely glad he was that she was still alive.

Seven feet tall or better,
the Elders strode forward, leaving trails of wispy mist with every
movement. Choreographed as one, the Elders lifted rods of light and
directed them at the demons. The creatures of Mordeaux screeched
and clawed at the ground as the combined force of light pushed them
back toward the portal.

Knights of Emperica howled
in triumph.

Several of the big,
bullfrog demons toppled to the ground, the pulsating light driving
them closer and closer to the hell they just escaped. Spitting and
screaming, the demons fought the power of the Elders, but they were
no match against the virtuous might of Emperica.

One by one, each beast
tumbled back through the red opening, and Blane growled in
satisfaction when the last evil demon vanished behind the veil. The
air warped around the portal, shimmering like a heat haze mirage,
and then winked out of existence.

It was over.

Blane stood stunned for a
moment at the abruptness of their win, but then he remembered
Juliet. Hobbling as fast as he could, he made his way toward the
rise. “Juliet!” His cry was met with eerie silence.
“Juliet!”

Dead bodies littered the
ground. All of the beasts were now gone, but the corpses of the
Kjin and angels remained. Their souls now returned home—some to
Emperica, some to Mordeaux—but the bodies lay frozen in
death.

A hand reached out and
latched onto Blane’s ankle, and he pulled back in
surprise.

Cesar Grant.

Lying scrabbling in the
dirt and bleeding from a gaping wound at his throat.

“He…”

Blane dropped down and fisted his hands in
Grant’s shirt to lift him. “Where is she? Tell me what you’ve done
to her!”

“He…” Grant gurgled wetly
one last time before his eyes rolled back into his head and he fell
back, dead.

Blane let the body drop and took care of the
shade. Then, he sat down hard on the ground with his head in his
hands.

Juliet was gone.

He stayed there on that
rise for a long time, stirring only when Darius’ deep voice cut
through his despondency. “Blane Romero.”

Years of training had Blane
on his feet and limping down the rise to kneel before Darius.
“Elder, I am yours to command.”

“Rise, child.”

Blane stood speechless, never expecting to
see Darius again until he returned to Emperica. Certainly, not on
earth.

“You have done well,
child.”

Blane shook his head. “I
failed you! We both know that.”

“No. You never could have
won this battle. If anyone is at fault, it is me. You were not
equipped with the weapons necessary to fight the demons from
Mordeaux. But, I promise you, Blane, that the next Knights that
return will be better prepared. I will see to it
personally.”

“We lost Nikki,” he blurted
out.

Darius smiled. “Then, I
shall welcome her home with open arms. That girl plays a mean game
of Parcheesi, you know.”

Blane was still not
convinced. “I pray she is there, Darius.”

“Go now from this
battlefield, Knight. The fight continues.”

Blane bowed his head and then gestured to
the bodies. “What should we do with these?”

“We will take care of
them.” The Elder put a filmy hand on his shoulder. “Go home, child.
Get some rest. Until we meet again.”

“Until we meet again,
Elder.”


Chapter
27

One Last
Battle

Blane walked into his dark
and empty house and tossed his keys on the side table by the door.
Not bothering to turn on the lights, he strode into the small
kitchen and took a beer from the refrigerator. He downed it quickly
and slammed the bottle on the counter. Then, he opened another and
drank that one, too.

He rocked his head on his
shoulders, sore from aching muscles and a few of the deeper knife
wounds. Nothing time and a hot shower wouldn’t cure.

Other wounds would never
heal.

He made his way down the
hallway to the bathroom and turned on the shower. After stripping
out of his bloody clothes, he stepped into the hot water, ducked
his head beneath the flowing torrent and started to sob. For
Juliet, Nikki, Micah, Teddy, Georgie, and all the others that were
lost or would suffer after this night. Mostly, he cried for
himself. For a brief moment in time, he had a family again. A wife
and two young girls to love, and who might have loved him back one
day. Now, he was alone. He thought he had hardened himself against
this kind of pain, but it hurt. It hurt bad.

He leaned his head against
the shower tile and stayed that way until the water turned ice
cold. Then, he stayed longer. He only turned the water off and
stepped out when his teeth began to chatter.

Noticing a pair of shorts
he left on the floor, he dried off and put them on. Sleep, that’s
what he needed. Sleep would allow him to escape the
pain.

Once in his bedroom, he
crawled between the sheets on his stomach where he had the least
number of burning cuts. Once in his bedroom, he crawled between the
sheets on his stomach where he had the least number of burning
cuts. The bite wound on his thigh, wrapped tight with a bandage,
had faded to a dull throb.

As much as he longed for
sleep, his mind raced with disturbing thoughts and grisly images.
It took a great deal of effort and time, but finally he willed his
mind to relax and his rampant emotions started to calm.

That’s when he felt it.

He sat up in the bed in a
rush and swung his legs to the floor, training his finely tuned
senses outward.

Yes! There it was
again!

A heart beat.

He lurched from the bed,
ran to the door and yanked it open at the same time the guest
bedroom door down the hall opened.

When their eyes met, he
whimpered like a baby but didn’t care. The sight of her, with her
hair tumbled from sleep and dressed in one of his shirts, brought
stinging, hot tears to his eyes. “You’re here,” he
croaked.

She held a hand out toward
him, tears pooling in her eyes, too. “I’m here.”

With desperate need to
close the distance between them, they ran at each other and came
together in a heated embrace. He caught her hair up in his hands
and dragged her mouth to his. All of the pain, the horrors of
battle, and the grief melted away as he kissed her hungrily,
deciding that as long as he lived he would never grow tired of
tasting her lips. A sudden urge to see her—to convince himself she
was real—overwhelmed him and he pulled back. Pushing the hair out
her face, he studied her features, tracing the purple bruise with
his thumb. “Are you hurt?”

“No.”

“What happened?”

She sniffed loudly. “After
I smashed Grant’s nose, Kade appeared beside me and carried me
away.” She shook her head. “I…I didn’t want to leave you, but your
friend can be pretty stubborn when he wants to be.”

Kade. In the aftermath, he had forgotten about Kade. “That’s exactly
why I sent him.” He kissed her again, catching her bottom lip
between his teeth. “Are you really here?”

“I’m here.”

Like a drowning man, he
clung to her and nestled his face into her neck. “Don’t leave me
again.”

“I never wanted to. Take
me to your room, Blane,” she whispered.

He wrenched his head back
to stare into her eyes. “Does this mean…?”

“That I love you? Yes! I
do love you, Blane Romero, and I want to spend the rest of my life
with you.”

He let out a surprised
breath. “Are you sure? When did—?”

“Compton.”

A feral smile appeared on
his face. “Oh, Mrs. Romero, you have no idea what I plan for you
tonight,” he growled, picking her up and carrying her into his
bedroom.

A swift backwards kick shut the door firmly
behind them.


Epilogue

 Juliet turned on her side so she could watch Blane sleep. Her
gaze soaked in his beautiful profile and she marveled at how
perfect he was. He must have sensed her looking at him, because his
eyes suddenly opened. She yelped when he reached out and pulled her
on top of him.

“Do you like what you see?”
he teased.

“Very much.”

She kissed him and he ran
his hands up and down the sides of her body sending delicious waves
of desire through her. “You better stop that or we’ll be
late.”

He sighed. “You’re right. I
guess we should get up. Especially, since we haven’t been out of
this house for days.”

“Correction. We haven’t been out of this bedroom for days.” She lifted off him
and stood to jump on the bed. “I’m so excited, Blane! The girls are
coming home today!”

“Uh, you do realize you’re
naked, don’t you?” he asked through a strangled voice.

She laughed and dropped
down beside him. “Am I?” Straddling his hips, she bent over to lie
across his chest and ran her lips over his throat. “I hadn’t
noticed.”

His hands cupped her bottom and pulled her
close. “Very naked.”

She rolled off him. “Come
on, hurry up and shower. I don’t want to give the judge any reason
to deny us custody.”

“Don’t worry, I won’t let
that happen.” He reached over and tucked her hair behind her ear.
“Do you realize how beautiful you are?”

“Not really.”

“Well, you are, and I plan
to tell you that every day for the rest of your life.”

An image of Noah and Allie
floated before her mind, but she resisted the urge to cry.
Thankfully, Blane didn’t notice and rolled off the bed to go into
the bathroom to shower.

Juliet pulled the blankets
close to her chin and reflected on the past days as the best and
worst of her life. She still found it hard to process what she
witnessed on Mt. Summit. Angels, demons, open portals to hell? She
shuddered every time she thought about it. Then, there was Nikki’s
death to deal with. She knew that the angel’s passing would haunt
both her and Blane for a very long time.

But, she also knew that she
would treasure these days alone with Blane forever. Their lives
were about to get a whole lot more complicated with two little
girls running around the house.

“You’re smiling,” Blane
pointed out, standing in the door of the bathroom with a towel
wrapped low on his hips.

“Because of you. I love
you, Blane.”

“I love you, too,
Juliet.”

“Then, hand me that towel
and show me,” she said with a wicked gleam in her eye. “I
think—”

The towel over her face muffled the rest of
her words.

****

Hand in hand, Blane and
Juliet ran through the hall of the courthouse, exactly as she had
done a few weeks ago. Shoes in hand, they both giggled with nervous
excitement as they slid to a stop in front of Room 64.

“You ready?” he asked
her.

She nodded and slipped her
heels back on.

Judge Shepherd glanced up
when the door opened. “Why am I not surprised? Ms. Hunter, glad you
could join us.”

Juliet held Blane’s hand as
they hurried up the aisle. “It is Mrs. Romero now, Your Honor,” she
said proudly, taking a seat next to her husband.

The judge took his glasses
off and studied her. “And, how is married life?”

She glanced at Blane. “I
have never been happier in my entire life, Your Honor. My husband
and I are both very excited to be reunited with my sisters and
begin our new life together.”

Juliet looked across the
aisle at Aunt Geri and the woman actually smiled as her attorney
stood. “Your Honor, my clients have no objection to releasing
custody back to the defendant. As I understand it, Theadora and
Georgina Hunter have been very vocal about their desire to return
to their sister’s care.”

Blane slammed a celebratory fist on the
table and Juliet hugged him.

“Kindly contain yourself,
Mr. Romero.”

“My apologies, Your
Honor.”

“Bailiff, bring in the
girls if you would.”

Juliet waited impatiently
for her sisters to be brought into the courtroom. We did it,” she
whispered to Blane. He hugged her and she glanced over his shoulder
at her aunt. Juliet mouthed the words “thank you” to her, and Geri
gave her another smile.

Maybe there was hope there, after all.

Familiar twin squeals
announced the arrival of Teddy and Georgie. When they saw Juliet,
they ran to her and threw their arms around her. She couldn’t
contain the tears as she hugged them back.

The judge allowed the
reunion for several minutes, but then cleared his throat. “The
Court rules in favor of the defendants. Best of luck to you, Mr.
and Mrs. Romero.”

“Thank you, Your
Honor!”

Blane ushered them all
outside onto the steps of the courthouse.

Georgie held up her little
finger. “I still have my ring, Blane!”

“And, I have you,” he told
her, his voice cracking with emotion. He pulled them all close. “I
have all of you, and that’s all I’ll ever need.”

The End


 


 


Afterword

 Thank you very much for finishing Book Two
in the Angels of the Knights trilogy. I hope you enjoyed it. Please
reach out with comments at my website at www.valeriezambito.com. I
would love to hear from you. Continue with the next book in the
series Angels of the Knights –
Nikki due to be released February,
2014. Thank you!
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The calm after the Battle
at Baylor Pass does not last when a new leader arrives with
demoralizing news.

Tyras walks the
earth.

Can humanity survive an
encounter with such evil? What is even known about the primordial
figure who strikes such fear in the hearts of man? The angel
Knights race against the clock to find the answers and save one of
their own.

The thrilling conclusion in
the Angels of the Knights trilogy.
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