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At a very young age, the Rules of Conduct for the Fallen Angels were drummed into Eli Grigori’s head. Rule number one: Do not befriend a human. Rule number two: Do not interfere in their lives. Rule number three: Do not have relations with a human. Rule number four: Under no circumstances will you ever reveal your true self. He managed to break all of the above.
Ol’ Hallow’s Eve is the day the veil between worlds is thin. It’s the only day out of the year the preternatural beings are allowed to walk among the humans as their true selves. With Eli’s wings bound and his glamour stripped, the Elders send him back in time before Ryden O’Sullivan knew the truth about him. If she is truly his soul mate, then her heart should recognize him.
There are those among the Watchers who are afraid Eli might succeed in his quest for love. If he does, everything will change within the brethren. Hashasheen demons, assassins for hire, are sent to take out Eli and Ryden. Eli is a warrior and will fight to keep Ryden safe, but time may be his biggest enemy. The Elders gave him until the end of Ol’ Hallow’s Eve. Ryden must fall in love with him by then or his life will be forfeited.
“I want to kiss you, Ryden O’Sullivan. What do you say about that?”
Man, the way he said her name, curling it off his tongue like he was describing a tantalizing sweet. She wanted him to kiss her, too. “I…”
He didn’t wait for her to finish and she really didn’t know what she was going to tell him anyway. It didn’t seem to matter now. He took the steps that separated them. His one hand encircled her waist, bringing her closer. His other hand tipped her head up, cradling it in his palm. Slowly, lazily, never breaking eye contact, he lowered his mouth to hers, claiming her lips. The sweet urgency of his kiss was like a drug, making her shake, breathless and yearning for more. The kiss spilled through to her soul with recognition. She kissed him before—made love to him. Startled at where her thoughts had drifted, she shook her head and pulled away. That wasn’t right. They hadn’t even dated and she sure would remember taking this man to her bed. Man, her brain was severely scrambled.
Prologue
“Unlike those who pretend to be immaculate, Fallen Angels are usually more intriguing because their earthliness is heavenly” – Carl Polloi
There is a legend passed on from generation to generation among the Fallen. If one of the brethrens finds their true soul mate, they’ll not suffer damnation, but shall find eternal happiness. They are known as the Warriors For the Light.
The humans have a legend, too. “A brush of an angel’s wing is a blessing, a binding of their love. Her life will be his and his will be hers, forevermore.”
Chapter One
Blood dripped from Eli’s forehead and down the side of his face. Only two guards gripped his arms now, but there had been more. Five against one hadn’t been a fair fight in his way of thinking, but he gave it his best shot. Unfortunately for him, he lost the battle with the scars to prove it. It had been one heck of a fight, though. His lips twitched, but he resisted smiling since it hurt too much.
Sandwiched between the two guards the size of linebackers, Eli had no choice but to keep up with them as they led him through the Watchers’ castle, heading for the grand hall. His gaze took in the dark-haired guard to the left of him. His mouth was set in a fine line of annoyance, as if his call to duty had ruined a perfectly wonderful day. Well, he didn’t like being here either. “Did you ever have one of those days when you just knew you shouldn’t have rolled out of bed?”
The guard met his gaze with a sneer, revealing a black eye.
“Oh. I guess you do know.” That explained his dark mood. He must have been one of the guards in the scuffle and hadn’t had time to glamour his injuries away. He hadn’t done his own either, since the guards cuffed him with the bands that prohibited his magic.
“Shut it, or do you want to go another round?” the dark-haired guard growled.
Eli clicked his tongue. “Soooo touchy.”
The guard to his right yanked on his arm, making the binds around his hand bite into his skin. “You won’t be so cocky after the elders are done with you.”
This made the guard on the left chuckle.
“So glad I can amuse you, boys.”
When charged with a crime, the Watchers, or the more formal name, the Grigori, were brought before the elders to be judged. The Watchers were once angels of heaven, but now the brethren consisted of Fallen Angels and Nephilim—the beings who possessed both angel and human blood. He was the latter.
There was a guard posted at the hall’s Gothic, wood-carved door. As they approached, he took hold of the black iron handles and pushed it open, announcing their arrival. “The accused is here.”
Eli focused his gaze toward the front of the Watchers’ grand hall and not on the crowded alcoves and pews. How very thoughtful. It appeared all his brethren came to witness his shame.
Elder Chaziekal and Elder Lailah were the elected judges for this century. They sat upon their thrones with twin grim faces as they waited for the guards to bring him forward. The elders were dressed in their vestments for judgment, the garments resembling medieval clothing befitting a king and queen. Elder Chaziekal wore a red robe trimmed in gold and Elder Lailah’s gown was a deep shade of violet. Their wings were tight against their bodies. His were black with shades of gray and her wings were the color of cream frosted with a fine sheen of silver. In the Otherworldly realm, preternatural beings could show their true self without the glamour they used to live in the human world. They were shifters and could manipulate the two realities. Clothing could still be worn while their wings were exposed.
This day would surely be written in the tomes, a Watcher refusing to follow the rules. His offense: He fell in love with a human. With his irrevocable choice, the elders feared the sins of their fathers were doomed to repeat again and God would once more be angered.
At a very young age, the Rules of Conduct were drummed into Eli’s head.
Rule number one: Do not befriend a human.
Rule number two: Do not interfere in their lives.
Rule number three: Do not have relations with a human.
Rule number four: Under no circumstances will you ever reveal your true self.
The list went on and on, all tedious and boring.
They were to observe the human world. They could talk to humans, work with them, but they didn’t befriend them. The Watchers had one purpose: to record what went on in the human world. They never interfered as divine saviors—even if they foresaw a tragedy. They weren’t guardian angels. They were the forgotten brethren and the rejected offspring of the Fallen Angels.
Eli ached in places he didn’t know could hurt, but took great comfort in the fact that he still breathed. Maybe he wasn’t in too much trouble. The Guards of Judgment, the executioners of preternatural beings weren’t called to take him out. At least that was something.
The castle felt cold and unfriendly—stonewalls and bare floors took the warmth out of the place, like a cave void of sunlight. Tapestries hung on the walls depicting angels at war, for that is what they were, warriors. All of them had done battle one time or another through the centuries. They knew war, felt at home defending a purpose. It was the only time they were allowed to participate in life.
It was beyond his comprehension why they couldn’t update the castle to the world’s standards. It was the twenty-first century after all, but here in the court of the Grigori, it was as if time stood still. Just like the rules, he thought. Old world, never updated to fit the standards of today.
As they drew closer to the thrones, the sweet intoxicating perfume scent of Brugmansia stung his nostrils. The small, exotic, wooded-bush stood in an enormous pot between the thrones and the beautiful flowers were fully open. All parts of the plant were narcotic and poisonous to a human. To an angel or a half-angel, it was used as a truth serum. Ingesting a small portion of the plant wouldn’t kill them, but they would be deathly ill for days. If the elder suspected the accused of lying, they would be held down and forced to eat a full flower. With that much toxin in their system, they would wish they were dead. He didn’t know anyone personally who had this done to them. It was all hearsay. He had the distinct feeling the plant was there as a deterrent not to lie or suffer the consequences.
Finally reaching the end of the long walkway, the guards pushed him forward so he faced his elders on his knees. Probably a good idea since he’d be hard pressed to stand for any length of time. His right wing fell forward, the fine bones broken at the top—at least until he healed. Being half-angel, even with his glamour kept at bay for a quick recovery, he would heal in a few hours, and his wounds would soon be but a distant annoyance.
Elder Chaziekal, who went by Chaz when he wasn’t forced to be judge, rose to his feet. He paced with his hands behind his back. Tall and muscular, he looked fierce with his brows drawn together into a fine line. “Eli, son of the half-angels Kashel and Ariella, you have been brought forth to be judged. Usually, I would list your transgressions, but you have broken so many rules I can’t begin to name them all.” He stopped pacing and stared down at him. “Let’s start with the most grave of your offences, shall we? You have revealed your true self to a human. You have had relations with the female and have asked this female to marry you. What say you on this?”
He lifted his head and met the elder’s gold-green gaze to his amber. “The female’s name is Ryden O’Sullivan.” If they were going to talk about her, they were going to address her with respect. “And you know the answer. So why do we play games?”
The elder narrowed his eyes. “Mind your tongue. You are in serious trouble, if you haven’t already guessed. It is forbidden for you to reveal your true self—or to marry a human.” His face flushed red with anger. “It is unheard of.”
Eli lifted a shoulder and grimaced, the pain shooting down his back. Add dislocated shoulder to the mix of cuts and bruises. “I cannot help who I fall in love with. The heart wants what it wants.”
Chaz’s eyes narrowed and glowed bright. One of Chaz’s gifts was he could spew fire from those gold-green depths. “Even if it means your death?” he snapped.
Eli braced himself for the blast. Just when he thought his skin would have one-serious-sunburn to contend with, Chaz reined in his anger. The elder spoke of death. Eli had hoped it wouldn’t go that far. A slap on the wrist maybe and a mind sweep of his intended, but to love someone so deeply, the elder obviously felt death should be the penalty paid for his transgression.
The Watchers were for the most part immortal—at least in a human’s way of thinking. They didn’t catch diseases and they didn’t age much after their thirty-fifth year, staying youthful for centuries. They could regenerate, but could still succumb to their injuries if they were too severe. They didn’t live forever and he’d known a few who faded away to dust. A stab through the heart or decapitation was among the other ways a Watcher’s life ended. If that was how it was going to be, so be it. He wouldn’t say he was sorry. For the first time in centuries, he knew what it meant to be alive.
He could have kept his identity a secret, but he loved Ryden. He didn’t know how he could marry her if she didn’t know the whole truth about him. He took a ragged breath. “It would have been a lie if I didn’t reveal my true self. She had to know.”
“No!” Chaz bellowed. “She. Did. Not.” The vein at the side of his jaw pulsed with each word he bit out. “You should have walked away. The love couldn’t have been real from the start. You are a being of glamour, it attracts the weaker species, draws them to you like a moth to the light.” He paused for only a second. Disgust filled his expression as he shook his head. “What of your gift, Eli? Hmm?”
Eli closed his eyes, knowing the elder thought he’d tampered with Ryden’s feelings, made her believe she fell in love with him. Chaz’s next words proved his suspicions were right.
“You possess the ability to manipulate a situation to your liking. There’s no falling in love for you. Illusions are fantasies not reality.”
Eli lowered his head. The thought had crossed his mind, too, that maybe she loved him because of what he was, not who he was. But he’d swear before all he did not manipulate their time together. “You’re wrong. It was real for me,” he mumbled under his breath.
“What did you say?” Chaz’s voice rumbled like thunder.
He met the elder’s gaze. “Ryden O’Sullivan is my soul mate. I love her and she loves me.” There he had said it. There was no going back. He would not lose her.
In the crowd, whispers and speculations rose to a deafening roar and Chaz closed his eyes in a deliberate blink, probably praying for patience before he opened them again. “Silence!” His roar boomed and the silence that followed could be felt like a wave. It receded, but Eli knew it wouldn’t last long.
Chaz riveted his gaze to Eli. “Have you lost your senses? We do not have a soul. You speak of a soul mate, a fairytale. There is no such thing for us among the human race.”
“There is.” He held onto his belief. “Why is it we can fight alongside humans? We all have. I fought beside you, Chaz, in Ireland during the fourteenth century and later in Scotland at the battle of Culloden. We held the humans’ hands while we watched them die. Everything is taken away from us. Some of us have the power to heal, maybe not everything, but we could have saved some good men. But we aren’t allowed to use the gift to save them, and by God, don’t fall in love with them either. Don’t live. Clamp down our emotions and trod along with a blind eye to the suffering. We make sure our hearts are closed off.” He knew his words weren’t helping his situation, but he couldn’t stop. All his anger, his frustration had taken its toll on his patience and he couldn’t hold back. If he were going to die, he would say his peace. “Do you think God wants us to be cold-hearted beings? Was that His plan? We’re no better than our fathers who bestowed the secrets of magic without forging a plan to make the humans responsible for their actions. It wasn’t the act of taking a human mate that angered God. It was the irresponsible actions that followed.”
“Enough!” Chaz’s voice thundered and his eyes threatened a lightning strike if Eli didn’t hold his tongue.
Eli remained silent, but the elder wasn’t finished with his tongue-lashing.
“You think you know God’s plan better than all who stand in this court? You speak of our fathers being irresponsible, but what of you, Eli? We have rules for that very reason. It is forbidden to share our powers. It is forbidden to take a human for a mate. The child born from that union will have no soul and will suffer as we do. Two simple rules you seem to have forgotten. You can’t pick and chose what rules you’ll obey. That’s not how it works.”
Elder Lailah, who had remained silent, spoke up now. “Eli speaks of love, a true love, not just the taking of a mate as our forefathers did with the humans,” Her hair was the color of honey and her eyes were gold and warm as she looked upon Eli. “He speaks of love, dear husband, or have you forgotten what that’s like?” Her lips twitched when she met his gaze. Chaz and Lailah were both half-angels who were born when Enoch roamed the earth. They had an arranged marriage, but love and respect sprang from the union and they had remained mated, which was a rarity among their kind.
Chaz harrumphed and threw up his hands. “What would you have me do? He’s disobeyed the rules.”
“He must give up the female or die,” someone cried from the pews on the right.
Eli already knew who it was before Lucca pushed his way through the crowd, determined to be heard. Eli cursed under his breath. The sod would probably love to be the one who held the sword that ended his life.
“It is the Watchers’ rules.” Lucca faced the crowd as if he were on stage performing one of Shakespeare’s plays he so loved. For someone who despised humans, he kept a large collection of books, all human authors, playwrights like Shakespeare and Christopher Marlowe, but he also had modern authors, too like James Patterson, Dean Koontz and Tim Powers. He looked toward the elders then. “Elder Chaziekal, you said it yourself. He can’t pick and choose which rules he’ll obey. Have we not learned from our fathers’ mistakes? Do we wish to have God’s wrath upon us for disobeying him?”
The guy really needed to come up with a new song and dance. Eli met Lucca’s cold stare. The blond, blue-eyed Watcher held a special hatred toward him. The feeling was mutual as far as he was concerned. Lucca couldn’t understand the compassion he had toward the humans. Lucca seemed to forget that half his existence was forged with human blood, too.
Eli’s gaze shifted, wondering where Lucca’s lapdog had gone. Gideon seemed to think Lucca knew all and practically worshiped him. Gideon wasn’t the only one either. He noticed a few people in the crowd who sided with Lucca’s beliefs. Lucca tended to draw a crowd and they listened to his cockamamie garbage he spewed.
Eli turned back to face the elders. “If one of the brethren finds their true soul mate, they’ll not suffer damnation, but shall find eternal happiness. We all know the legend and I believe it’s true. I won’t give her up.”
“No?” Chaz turned on him. “You say no. You have no choice. You stay away from the human or we will strike her down, then we’ll deal with you.”
“There can be another way,” Elder Lailah said, using her power to calm the room. Warmth bathed Eli and his limbs relaxed. Even Chaz seemed calm as he looked at her and she continued. “On Ol’ Hallow’s Eve, the veil between worlds is thin and all beings may walk the same path, be them preternatural or human. Ol’ Hallow’s Eve is today. Eli has broken no rules this day.”
“You twist the rules to save him, dear wife, but what of tomorrow? What of next week?” Chaz lifted his hands. “What say you to that?”
Elder Lailah’s lips curved. Obviously, she had an answer. “He says the female loves him. Perhaps glamour did not play a part in the affair and the human was drawn to Eli’s arresting dark looks and his engaging wit. Let’s see if what he says holds true. Bind his glamour and send him back with only his human attributes at work. Send him to a time before she knew who he was.” She lifted her slim shoulders in a shrug and sat back in her seat, meeting Eli’s gaze. “See if she falls in love with him without the magic of his gift. If her soul recognizes him, then his life with her was never a lie.”
Bind his glamour? That meant they would bind his wings. Eli’s mouth felt suddenly dry. He’d be defenseless as a human, too, but if he could be with her it would be worth the sacrifice. He straightened his back with resolve. “I’ll do it.”
Chaz paced as he thought over what Lailah suggested. The elder never made rash judgments and wouldn’t be rushed now. The crowd surprisingly remained quiet. It was as if all held their breath for the final say of his fate.
Chaz finally stood still, his gaze pinning Eli down with a fierce look. He had the feeling the elder would much rather kill him than deal with what he felt would be a farce. Chaz glanced at his wife, his features softening for a moment. His eyelids closed, the thick lashes were surprisingly dark against his skin when the hair on his head was a light shade of bronzed gold. When he opened his eyes again, the decision was made. His gaze narrowed in on Eli once more. “So be it.” With a wave of his hand, magic poured from his fingertips and landed on him, bathing him with warmth. The binds around his wrists vanished. Bones knitted together, bruises faded, making him whole.
Eli stood and spread his dove colored wings wide, testing them. He looked at the elder with a raised brow, confused to why the elder healed him.
“That is all the favor you shall receive,” Chaz told him. “From now on there will be no healing yourself in an instant from major injuries. You will have no powers.”
“I thought you were going to take my wings.” He probably shouldn’t have pointed out that fact, but his tongue obviously didn’t know when to keep quiet.
Chaz’s lips curved, but the smile didn’t reach his eyes. “Oh but I am. Remove your shirt so I may see your wings where they’re attached to your flesh. There can be no human concealments for the binding ritual.”
Eli swallowed the lump in the back of his throat and did as he was told. He dropped his T-shirt at his feet and stood straight, his gaze focused in front of him. Chaz circled around him, his fingers caressing his newly healed wings. “Are you sure?” He stood close and his words only reached his ears, giving him one last chance to change his mind.
He found happiness in Ryden’s arms and he knew he gave her joy, too. For him there was no choice but to accept the challenge the elders put before him. He nodded. “Yes, I am sure.”
Chaz sighed and shook his head. “So be it then.” He stepped behind him and the ancient words left his lips to the rhythm of a Gregorian Chant.
Blinding pain exploded from Eli’s shoulder blades, sweeping down to his lower back and nausea rose in his throat, threatening to choke him. Staggering, he went down, falling to his knees with his hands on the floor bracing him. Oh God, he was going to die. His wings were melting into his skin and the burning flesh hit his nostrils with the sickening scent. He lifted his head to the heavens and let out a deep guttural cry for mercy.
Chapter Two
Quite a few of the Watchers stayed behind after the disgraced Eli was sent from their presence and the elders left the hall to attend to other duties.
Zaiden stayed, too, leaning against a pillar and listening to what was being said.
“They should have killed him.” Lucca paced with annoyance. He was a tall, warrior-built half-angel with thick hair that was streaked with gold and wheat colored strands. He wore it unbound and long to his shoulder blades.
Zaiden preferred the style of this century and kept his dark strands trimmed above his ears.
Gideon, who always had Lucca’s back, stood beside him as he continued to rant. He was one of the younger half-angels in their ranks with only a century under his belt.
Lucca’s gaze landed on Zaiden, but he soon glanced away to continue his speech. “Unlike our preternatural unions, taking a human mate means there will be offspring. We are living proof that the angel’s biology is compatible with a human’s.” Lucca held his arms out wide, slowly eyeing each person in the room. “We are already condemned. Why bring more soulless creatures into our ranks?” He preached with a theatrical panache of a true performer and he loved every moment of it. One of his powers was to manipulate the air around him and his emotions played a major role. Warmth surrounded them like a caress.
Lucca spoke of children being born to them. The Watchers were an old race, the youngest being about a century old. There had been no children since then.
They tried to blend into the human society like ghosts, nonexistent beings that the humans would never remember if called upon to do so. It wasn’t like they didn’t have relationships, but they were with other preternatural beings, not with humans. Preternatural beings were more in-tune with their bodies and knew when they were fertile. Children were rarely born, if at all, from these unions and considered acceptable within the brethren.
There hadn’t been a joining with a pure human female or male since they were forbidden and the laws were given to them to follow. They had long ago accepted they were condemned. They all knew the story.
Their fathers, the angels, were sent to earth and became enamored with the humans and wished to live like them, but they failed to understand what taking a mate would require. Being soulless creatures, they didn’t understand true love. The unions were not blessed and the children born of the unions were considered soulless, too. They all became the Fallen.
What Eli had done was open a rift, making the Watchers question their very existence. Could they truly fall in love? Could they find a soul mate among the human race? If it were so, they would no longer live in limbo. They could live life instead of observing it, but it seemed some of the brethren feared the possibility.
Lucca still held the floor, dominating the conversation. “If Eli is permitted to play out this farce, others will question the rules, too. Our foundation will crumble.”
Zaiden found it interesting. For one so strong, Lucca feared change, always had. He always took the longest to adjust to the new decade with hairstyles, language, and clothing. If it were up to Lucca, they’d all be wearing doublets and breeches as Shakespeare once wore. For some reason, Lucca latched onto that era with the earnest, intent of keeping it alive. In the human world, he went by the last name of Marlowe in honor of Christopher Marlowe who was Shakespeare’s rival for the written word and the dark and dangerous mirror image of the well-loved playwright.
Zaiden’s gaze traveled over the group assembled and didn’t like what he saw. Unrest among the Grigori wouldn’t bode well. It would weaken them and leave them vulnerable to their enemies. The Hashasheen demons, a hateful clan, would be first in line to strike. They resented that they kept order and wouldn’t let them overstep their bounds.
Lucca worried that Eli’s actions would destroy them, but Zaiden had a hunch Lucca’s words were more damaging to the structure. They would become divided. As one of the Guards of Judgment, it was his duty to keep the peace. “It is not up to you to decide, Lucca,” Zaiden spoke over the crowd’s murmurings. “Or have you been secretly elevated to elder?”
A few chuckled behind their fists, but others whispered annoyance for his interruption.
Zaiden’s lips twitched in amusement when Lucca’s gaze riveted to him, in a blaze of icy fury. He bared his fangs in a hiss, but Zaiden held his ground. With Lucca’s fangs visible, lengthening in anger, it was understandable how the Fallens’ children were perceived in the Book of Enoch as vampires.
He and Lucca were of the same age, but were never close. Lucca was a hot-head, stubborn and believed his opinions should be everyone else’s, too. A bad combination if not kept on a short leash.
Zaiden looked at his nails feigning boredom. “Do you really wish to engage me in a fight?” He met Lucca’s gaze in a challenge. They fought many times, both in practice and in disagreement. Lucca was a fierce warrior and a worthy opponent, but his temper usually caused him to lose. He could be easily goaded.
Lucca appeared to be considering a fight. His hands balled into a fist, his dark wings snapping open as if he thought to take flight. He hoped Lucca would say yes. It would stop the male’s tongue from wagging and he might knock some sense into him.
Zaiden pushed away from the pillar, standing to his full height, his wings spreading wide, but at the last second Lucca growled, bringing his wings back against his body. “Wise move, Lucca,” he congratulated him on his choice to rein in his temper.
He harrumphed in a snarl of curses.
“The elders were put in place to rule and we must abide by their judgment,” Zaiden spoke to all in the room. “They are curious, as we all should be, to see if what Eli claims is true.”
“Of course you would agree,” Gideon spoke up. His reddish hair looked almost brown with the goop he used to spike it. His right earlobe sported an earring and he was dressed in a leather jacket and jeans. “You’re friends with Eli, are you not?” Gideon’s wings lay flat against his body, a nonthreatening stance, but it was obvious he had a point to make.
Zaiden found Eli refreshing with his beliefs of happiness for their race and secretly hoped he did find his soul mate. “It doesn’t matter either way, but yes, I call him friend.”
“And if the elders put out the order to have him eliminated, what then?” Gideon asked.
“Hmm, yes what then?” Lucca’s lips curved into a nasty snarl. “Please enlighten us.”
“I shall do what is expected of me,” Zaiden replied. It didn’t mean he would like it. “Did you expect anything less?”
Lucca turned away, folding his arms against his chest. He really did have pouting down to an art.
“I don’t understand why the elders put up with Eli.” Gideon’s brows furrowed. “I mean, soul mates for the Fallen, for half-angels. If he’s right this would change everything for the Watchers, wouldn’t it?”
Zaiden inhaled deeply. “Of course it would change everything. It would give us all a chance to redeem ourselves. If we possess a soul, we can also know the joys of heaven when we die.” No one knew where the Fallen went after death, but some feared they just ceased to exist.
“Even for you, executioner?” Lucca sneered. “What human will fall for a being that kills for a living? Face it, you’re not exactly mate material.”
Zaiden inwardly flinched, his stomach knotting into a ball. He wasn’t proud of what he did for a living, but it was his sworn duty and he did take pride in that. Someone had to take out the undesirables. They couldn’t be left to do as they pleased, causing havoc, and hurting innocent bystanders in their wake. “I have no wish for a mate, but I would like to hope for the possibility for others to find happiness in the arms of a—”
“Human,” Lucca spat.
“I was going to say soul mate.”
“If Eli succeeds, it will be chaos in the ranks of the Watchers. Who will continue to record history in the tomes?” Lucca voiced.
“Recording the history is a job that needs to be done, but it doesn’t have to be all we do. Our legacy wouldn’t have to end.”
“No, Zaiden. You think not?” Lucca laughed. “You don’t think fools running around in search of the fabled soul mate, will cause chaos? They would forget themselves and impregnate the humans without a thought. Maybe we’ll try out a few, give them a test run. It would be like it was with our fathers. Have you forgotten what they did?”
“No.” He shook his head. “But I had always believed we shouldn’t be held accountable for the sins of our fathers. There are always choices. We have free will and Eli reminded us of that.”
“Free will?” Lucca waved his hand in disgust. “Free will is an excuse to do whatever we want and say it was a choice.” His smile held a hint of smugness as if he felt he had the upper hand.
Zaiden proved him wrong. “Tell me, what do you fear more, Lucca? Is it the idea there’s a soul mate out there for you, or that there isn’t one?”
The crowd chuckled. Even Gideon’s mouth twitched.
Lucca looked around him and knew he had lost the crowd. His eyes blazed, the blue of his eyes turning to a smoldering gray. His response was to spread his wings. In a whirl, he unleashed his glamour, his anger clogging the room, stifling it in a cloud of smoke. Then he was gone.
Zaiden feared it wasn’t the end of the debate. Lucca wouldn’t let this go. He would come back with reinforcements the next time around.
Chapter Three
Cast from the otherworld like a piece of trash, Eli landed hard in the human plane of existence, the impact knocking the wind out of him. He took a deep breath, drawing air into his lungs and letting it out again in a rush. He crawled to his knees, wondering where Chaz had tossed him in the timeline of his life.
Upon opening his eyes, asphalt came into view. His hands and knees were securely anchored to it, like a godsend to steady his world. His limbs didn’t work yet, so he let his senses take over. He inhaled and the smell of roasting meat and fresh brewed coffee hit his nostrils. He heard Elvis Presley singing, You’re Nothing But a Hound Dog. His first thought was that Chaz had sent him back to the 1960s as a perverse joke. Ryden wouldn’t have been born yet.
He lifted his head, looking toward where he believed Elvis was singing. He forced his eyes to focus and the King came into view, frozen, not moving at all, and yet he could still hear him singing. Then he realized there was a very good reason why Elvis’ hips remained in one position. He was a life-size statue perched on the balcony of the building across the street. Elvis. Statue. Music. Confusion receded replaced by awareness. Chaz tossed him in the parking lot around the corner from Doug’s Downtown Grill on the main drag of the Historic Street of Garden Grove.
Ryden O’Sullivan worked as a waitress at the family owned restaurant. This was where he had first met her. He sighed in remembrance. He’d been drawn to the restaurant by the aroma that surrounded the place—herbs and smoked meat, and something else, a spice like cinnamon but more intense. He stepped through the door and was met by a long-limbed woman with dark hair and eyes the color of brown sugar. His gaze landed on the nametag pinned to her white blouse. “Ryden,” he murmured the name under his breath. The heated cinnamon scent was hers and the aroma wrapped around him and drew him in, making him want to grab her and claim her as his. The odd response floored him, nearly sent him to his knees as he tried to rein in his desire to snatch her up and run from the building, fighting anyone who tried to stop him. He believed she must be a preternatural being of some sort, maybe one of the Sidhe, the fairy people who possessed the glamour as he did.
Eli made it his duty to find out more about her and was surprised to learn she was only human. He had hoped to make sense of his reaction to her and squelch the intense attraction, but the more time he spent in her presence the more convinced he was that they were meant to be together. Chaz accused him of using his glamour to manipulate Ryden’s feelings for him, but it was he who was under Ryden’s spell from the start.
The thought of her being in the near vicinity, made him feel better already.
He wondered what day it was. Was it the first day he met her? What would he say to her? What had he said to her? How would he make her fall in love with him all over again? His head pounded, his temple keeping time with his heartbeat. First things first, he needed a cup of coffee to jumpstart his system.
His back felt like it had been burned with hot oil. The elder had bound his wings to his back, searing them into his flesh. To a human, it would appear as if he had two intricate wings tattooed on his back, starting from his shoulder blades to his hips. His glamour was also bound, leaving him with all the aches and pains a human experienced. He was still a half-angel, but unable to unleash his magic to heal himself quickly. “However do the humans manage to leave their beds in the morning,” he mumbled under his breath. He crawled from the parking space to the edge of the building, leaning against the structure and using it to come to his feet. The world swayed on its axis for a moment but then everything focused. He glanced down at his attire—jeans, T-shirt and boots. He was grateful he hadn’t been left bare.
He looked toward the street. He had to go around the corner, passing a few businesses before reaching the restaurant. He could do this. Walk, that is. He managed to put one foot in front of the other. As he stretched his limbs, the simple function came back to him.
The elders gave him until the end of Ol’ Hallow’s Eve to make Ryden fall in love with him again. After a cup of rich caffeine, he needed to find out what day it was. He looked up, shielding his eyes. The sun sat high in the sky and the historic district was only now coming alive with storeowners opening for business. It had to be about eleven or so.
A coffee and gelato shop was on the corner of the parking lot and Doug’s Downtown Grill sat between it and the barbershop. Across the street there was a stamp store and clothing boutique, along with the Mexican restaurant with the Elvis statue perched on the balcony. A little further down the street there was an old time theater that still featured plays. It was all very quaint.
Reaching the restaurant, his fingers curled around the handle of the door, pulling it open. He stepped inside as the bell chimed, announcing his arrival.
Seating area for the bar was to the right of him, furnished with round tables and chairs. The wood bar took up the length of the dividing wall that separated the dining room from the bar. A mirror hung behind the bar on the wall, giving the room the illusion of being larger.
His gaze landed on Doug, the owner and fabulous cook who prepared the food on the menu. He was a forty-something human with light brown hair. He stood behind the bar talking with one of the regulars. Noticing his arrival, he lifted his hand in greeting. “Someone will be right with you,” he told him as he handed a glass of beer to the man seated at the bar.
Eli slipped his hands into his pockets. God, he hoped Ryden would be the one to seat him. Her scent hit him the moment he entered the restaurant. He didn’t know if he would sense her with his glamour bound and was pleased to know he still could.
He looked toward the back section where the booths and tables were set for patrons interested in a full meal. The tan colored walls were decorated with photos from Garden Grove’s past, giving the patrons a chance to reminisce of the years gone by.
From around the corner, Ryden came into view and for a moment he forgot to breathe. Her long, dark hair was pulled back in a ponytail. She wore a white button-down shirt and black slacks, the uniform for the grill. Her face lit up when she saw him and her lips slid into a warm smile of welcome. Those eyes, the color of brown sugar recognized him. Thank God, she knew him. His heart slammed into his ribcage. This would be easier than he thought.
“You’re early today, Mr. Grigori.”
In the human world, the brethren had to choose last names since that was their tradition. He used the Watchers’ formal name. Grigori was easy to remember and he’d be more apt to answer to the name if someone chose to call him by it.
Ryden knew who he was, but they weren’t on a first name basis, yet. Maybe it wouldn’t be so easy after all. “Why don’t you call me Eli?”
Her face flushed a healthy pink and her smile widened. “Eli then. Do you want your usual booth?”
Had he always been so predictable? “Sure.” He followed her and she seated him at the booth near the back. He liked this spot. It gave him the view of the whole room, the comings and goings of the patrons, old habits to keep him safe from an enemy. He slid into the booth and tried not to grimace when his back made contact with the backrest.
“What would you like to drink, Mr… Uhm… Eli?”
“Coffee.”
“Just made a fresh brew. I’ll be right back and I’ll take your order.” She turned to go, but he called her back.
“How long have we known each other?” He wanted to know the year, so it would give him an idea how much Ryden knew about him.
“Well, let’s see. I started working here in November of last year and Halloween is tomorrow. So almost a year. Why?”
“Just curious.” He smiled. This was before they dated, before she knew what he was, before she said she loved him. And he had a day to make her fall in love with him all over again.
Chapter Four
When Ryden caught sight of Eli Grigori standing there at the door with the sun’s rays bathing him in light, a thrill swept through her, making her heart skip a beat. Her day could only get better with her favorite customer showing up.
Her fiasco at the cleaners was but a distant memory now. Well, sort of. They ruined her Halloween costume, frying it when they tried to press it. It was bad enough she would have to show up with no date to her cousin’s Halloween Bash, but now she didn’t have a costume either.
Funny how one incident could ruin your mood or how one person could brighten up your whole day. Eli was one of those people, always charming and a good tipper, too. It didn’t hurt that he was GQ good-looking, even in casual wear.
He wore his black hair trimmed just above his ears, thick and wavy. He had high cheekbones chiseled out of a face of beauty and his eyes were to die for—the color of whiskey, shimmering with gold depths and framed by dark, thick lashes. The way his gaze would sweep over her made her feel like she was the prettiest woman he ever saw. He always smelled good, too. All masculine dashed with a bit of danger. She inhaled deeply. “Pure heaven.” She took a cup and saucer from the shelf and poured the coffee. He had a body as impressive as his face. The man was tall, maybe six-foot-six or more, since he towered over her five-foot-ten-and-a-half-inch height. It was nice to have to look up for a change.
She wondered what Eli was doing for Halloween. For a second, she fantasized about asking him if he’d want to go with her to the party. Wouldn’t her cousin just flip if she walked in with the guy she’d been talking about for the last year? Unfortunately, fantasies weren’t reality and Eli probably wouldn’t be interested. He came to the restaurant for a good meal and peace and quiet. He was a writer and would sit for long hours, pecking away at his computer or jotting things down in a notebook. She would warm up his coffee and occasionally he’d spark a conversation with her, but she wasn’t foolish enough to believe it meant anymore than casual friendship on his part. If a guy were interested in a woman, he would ask her out. Eli Grigori never did.
She picked up the coffee cup and brought it out to him. “Here you go, nice and hot and black as sin.”
His lips twitched and his gaze locked onto hers. “Just the way I like it.” His hand gripped the handle and he took a long, generous sip.
The cup looked like a dainty teacup in his large hand. She stared as his lips closed over the rim and she imagined how they’d feel on her. Oh, yes. All smooth and deliciously warm as they caressed her mouth. She tore her gaze away and shifted her weight to one foot. Breathe, Ryden. It wouldn’t do if you fainted and fell into the guy’s lap. “Do you know what you want to order?”
“Mmm…hmm,” he said into his cup before he put it down. “I’ll take the Tri-tip sandwich and the sweet potato fries.”
“Coming right up.”
He moved in his seat as if uncomfortable and she caught the way he grimaced.
“Are you okay?”
He gave her a half smile. “My back…is sore.”
“Do want me to rub it?” Oh good Lord, she didn’t just say that. “I mean… I’m good at getting the kinks out. And that didn’t sound right either.” She cringed with embarrassment.
His lips curved. “I know what you meant, but a good back rub wouldn’t help right now. I…had a tattoo done.”
“Really?” She wondered what it could be. She’d like to see it, but asking him to lift his shirt would be a little too forward. “Is it your girlfriend’s name?” It seemed her mouth didn’t care she was making a fool of herself. “I’m sorry.” She shook her head. “That’s really none of my business. I’ll go put your order in now.” She pointed toward the kitchen. She turned to go, but his voice stopped her.
“It’s angel wings.”
Her brows furrowed. Of all the things she could think of him tattooing on his broad back, angel wings were so not it. Of course, a cutesy cherub popped into her head. If he had wings done, they had to be masculine in some way, wouldn’t they? Though, for the life of her, she couldn’t imagine how. “I’ll be back with your order.” She turned away and cringed. That wasn’t a smooth move. No comment of how cool that sounded. No, she pretended she never heard what he said. Dumb, dumb. You won’t make points if you insult the guy’s tat. Cherub-faced angel or not.
Chapter Five
Great, he sounded like a pansy. Angel wings. It wasn’t like he could show her his back and prove his tat wasn’t for sissies. He should have said he had a skull and cross bones done. Humans never thought of angels, or in his case half-angels, as masculine. Flying, prancing, baby-faced angels seemed to be what they thought of first. They forgot that there was a liege of angels who were warriors. He was a warrior. He fought in countless wars through the ages. With a snort, he straightened his back and cringed again. His skin pulled, sending the sensation of hot needles being stabbed into him.
The bell to the front door chimed. It wasn’t the sound that drew his attention. A strong scent of what could only be associated with the Talacis hit his nostrils like a good whiff of sniffing salts hit an unconscious person. His keen sense of awareness made him edgy and he took notice of who had walked in. If he had hair on his arms, they would be standing on end.
Ryden headed up front to seat the new arrivals. Two men followed her and she seated them in a booth near the restrooms. Only they weren’t men at all. As he expected, they were Talaci demons. What are they doing here?
To the human eye, the demons looked like men in business suits. To the preternatural beings, they could sense the true self. Talacis sported split tongues and their large ears were separated from their skull at the earlobes. According to their ranking order they either wore a gold hoop earring, a gold stud, or for the highest rank they sported a diamond. These two wore gold studs. Their eyes glowed red, but they masked it with contacts.
He took a deep breath to calm his raw nerves. He was on edge because he was pressed for time and so far he made a muck of things. You’re supposed to be impressing Ryden, not making her think you’re a pansy man.
His gaze remained on the demons as if he could will them into revealing why they were here. He was being ridiculous. Demons had the right to eat wherever they wanted only it usually wasn’t coffee and a sandwich. He shouldn’t stare and he almost looked away, but the blond demon facing him, turned his gaze on him. His lips slid into a smile that had creep factor written all over it. What in the world? His first instincts were right. They didn’t belong here. They were up to no good, but what?
He sighed in relief when they finished their order and Ryden moved away. Then it occurred to him, he didn’t have his glamour for back-up if trouble hit the fan. What could he do if Ryden were in danger? Not one blessed thing, he told himself. His powers were bound good and tight and weren’t going to be worth a lick of help in a fight.
A few moments later, Ryden returned from the back with his lunch. She placed the dish in front of him, seeming distracted, but she still asked him if he wanted a warm up on his coffee. When he didn’t answer, she looked at him.
He didn’t want her to go. Especially if it meant she had to serve the demons. Think, man. Keep her here. Make conversation. “What do you have planned for Halloween? I mean do you do anything special?”
She looked surprised that he asked. “My cousin, Lana, throws a Halloween Bash every year at her place. Costumes mandatory. Her apartment complex has a clubhouse and she rents it out for the evening.”
“Sounds like fun. What’s your costume?”
She grimaced.
“That bad, huh?”
Her soft chuckle was music to his ears. “I was going as a gypsy, but I had the bright idea of having it dry cleaned. The skirt has a nice burn mark in the center of it.”
“I’m sorry to hear that. You would have made a beautiful gypsy.” Yeah, he could imagine her in the long, flowing skirt and the sheer, black blouse to finish off the outfit. He’d seen the ruined costume in the back of her closet—or actually he would see it.
His compliment seemed to win him points. Her lips curved into a full smile. “Thanks, but with the costume ruined, I’ll have to think of something else to wear. With Halloween only a day away, all the good costumes will be picked over.” She eyed him for a moment then cleared her throat. “Do you have any plans?”
Yep, I need to seduce you and make you fall in love with me before midnight on Ol’ Hallow’s Eve. “No. Not that I wouldn’t like to go to a party. I wasn’t invited to any.”
She took the bait and it looked like she wasn’t too put out in doing so. “How about going with me? It wouldn’t have to be a date or anything,” she hurried to clarify. “It’s not like we can’t go stag. It would be fun. We could go costume shopping after my shift tonight. What do you say?”
“Sure, but on one condition.”
“Name it.”
“I’d loved to be your date at the Halloween Bash.”
That won him another smile. “I’d like that, too”
It was nice to know that the attraction was still there even without his glamour. The light brown of her eyes turned a shade darker when she spoke to him. His gaze studied her lips as she talked, her mouth forming the words like a siren’s call. He fantasized about crushing his mouth to hers, but managed to behave and let her go back to work.
Eli grabbed his sandwich and took a bite. Like always, it was delicious and he polished it off in no time. Taking another sip of his coffee, he gazed at the demons over the rim of the cup. Still no sign of a threat, but he knew the blond one followed Ryden’s every more. The dark haired demon had yet to turn around, but he had no doubt the blond informed him of his presence.
Another waitress arrived to help out and the restaurant filled for lunch. Two forty-something women with dark hair sat at a booth, sharing a dessert. He’d seen them many times before. Long-time friends he would guess by the way they conversed, chuckling every so often. He thought perhaps Doug knew them personally somehow. He’d make time to chat with them whenever they came in. An older couple sat near the front, another regular. A family of four took the table near the back door that led to the patio. All the patrons were human, except for him and the two demons that ate quietly at their table. There was no need to panic, but he couldn’t shake the feeling a battle was about to go down between them. He should leave to prevent it.
He polished off his coffee and took out his wallet to pay. He left Ryden a generous tip. He always did. He knew she could use the extra money to pay off school loans. She wanted to be a nurse. In another year, she would be.
“Are you heading out?” Ryden came from the kitchen, carrying a tray. Four entrees, it must be for the family of four.
“Yes, but I’ll meet you back here when you’re off work.”
Again that dazzling smile. “I’m off work at five-thirty.”
He nodded. “Five-thirty it is then.” He looked up and noticed the demons watching them. “Do you know those two gentlemen?” He nodded toward the two.
She glanced at them then shook her head. “First time I’ve waited on them. Why do you ask?”
“I thought perhaps I recognized the blond, but couldn’t place him.” He shrugged. “No matter. I’ll see you later.” He let her go by first. His gaze landed on her nicely shaped behind and his lips curved. She did have one heck of a walk, even weighed down with a tray.
He turned and headed toward the front door, purposely passing the table where the demons sat. Eli locked gazes with the blond with a warning to leave what was his alone.
The blond’s eyes flashed to red and he snarled, low and deep in his throat.
“Watch it, hell’s breath,” he said under his breath, but kept on walking. He couldn’t egg on a fight when he had nothing to back it up with. He waved to Doug as he went out the door.
He needed weapons.
Chapter Six
Ryden headed for her car, bundled in her fleece jacket for warmth. She left a little early so she could change out of her uniform before Eli showed up. Thank God, she had jeans and a sweater in the trunk.
The wind picked up and she shivered. “Why did I park so far away?” There were limited parking spaces in front of the shops and restaurants on the street. There was a public parking area available around the corner of the coffee and gelato shop and a larger parking area adjacent to it, where she parked. After being on her feet all day, her car felt like it was miles away.
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