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			Detective Andromeda Taylor’s life had ended with a kiss.

			As dying went, a kiss wasn’t the worst way to go out. It sucked that she’d been shot first, though. The lead slugs ripping through her chest had hurt like a son of a bitch. But throwing herself in front of bullets aimed at her partner wasn’t a bad way to go, either—and during her career she’d investigated most of the bad ways, had seen all of the pointless ways. Saving Joe at least gave her death some meaning.

			Now Taylor was in Hell, her pistol in hand and a wary eye turned toward the crimson sky. A wasteland stretched around her. Tall, jagged boulders littered the barren sands. As far as she could see, nothing moved. Nothing flew overhead. No sun or moon brightened the endless, bloody bruise of the sky. She didn’t know where the reddish glow that illuminated the realm came from. She didn’t want to know where the rotten stench came from. Something—or a lot of things—had died down here, and she didn’t want to meet whatever had killed them. Not everything in Hell was dead, including Taylor.

			The bullets should have killed her. But after she’d sacrificed her life, the Guardians’ leader had changed her into one of those angelic warriors. Surrounded by a brilliant white light, Michael had transformed Taylor while cradling her in his powerful arms. His firm mouth had covered hers, tasting her lips, taking her breath.

			And the reason behind this stupid trip to this stinking realm was that damned kiss.

			Michael hadn’t just taken Taylor’s breath with that kiss—he’d stolen her blood and forged a connection between their minds. Then, because Michael was a big damn hero, he’d deliberately broken a bargain with a demon and sacrificed his life to save the world, even though it meant his soul would be trapped in Hell, tortured by Lucifer in the frozen field that surrounded the demon’s tower.

			A big damn hero—and a big damn bastard. Michael hadn’t warned Taylor that he intended to link their psyches with that kiss, and he hadn’t asked her permission to do it. Three months after her transformation and his sacrifice, she’d woken up with Michael’s dark presence lurking in her head, like a long-distance connection to Hell that she couldn’t break. For more than a year now, Taylor’s brain hadn’t been her own. He’d known her every thought and action. He’d saved her life when she’d been threatened by demons and nosferatu—but to save her, he’d taken over her mind and used her body like a puppet’s.

			They’d eventually come to an agreement on that—Michael could take over and fight when her life was threatened, but he wouldn’t force Taylor out of her own head if she didn’t want to go.

			Then he had forced her, and Taylor was done with him.

			Until then, she’d tolerated his presence in her head because he had saved everyone—and there was some hope that he could be brought back to life. As a Guardian, she possessed a mental storage space that could hold weapons and any other items; Taylor’s hammerspace also preserved Michael’s lifeless body. Without it, he’d stay dead, so she kept his body safe for him—even though carrying it deepened their psychic connection. Taylor had hated that, too, but she’d tolerated him because the world would be safer with Michael in it.

			As a human, she’d tolerated him for the same reasons. She’d hated that the Guardians butted in on her investigations and turned the legal system upside down, faking evidence and skipping straight over fair trials by handing out executions, but she also understood that police departments didn’t have the resources to capture or imprison nosferatu and demons. So even though she’d disapproved of their methods, Taylor couldn’t deny that the Guardians fought on the side of the humans, and they were all better off for it—and Michael was the most powerful Guardian, the most dedicated. He’d protected humanity from Lucifer and his demons for millennia. Compared to that, complaining about sharing her headspace for a few years seemed like the petty whine of a spoiled brat, and Taylor couldn’t have tolerated herself if she’d become that. So she’d been determined to soldier through and wait for his escape from the frozen field.

			Then he’d broken his promise and betrayed her trust. It didn’t matter that Michael had been protecting her when he’d done it; after he forced Taylor to abandon a woman who’d desperately needed her help, she refused to tolerate him anymore. Then, as if in answer to her prayer, a halfling demon’s sacrifice had destroyed the frozen field and Michael had been released from his torture. Now his soul only needed to return to his body, and Taylor would be free.

			According to Khavi, an ancient Guardian who understood magic symbols and spells and how to stick someone’s soul back into his dead body, the process would be as easy as pie.

			Khavi was also crazy and a liar.

			Nothing about this was easy. Lucifer’s torture had shredded Michael’s humanity, ravaging him to the core. Sure, his soul had been released from the frozen field—but he’d emerged in the form of an enormous, fire-spitting dragon.

			A ravenous dragon. He’d chomped his way through a legion of demons surrounding Lucifer’s tower. The Guardians hadn’t been able to catch up to Michael in Hell, but they’d seen the destruction he’d left behind. A city had been flattened, black marble reduced to rubble. Roasted demon corpses littered the red sands, some partially eaten. God knew how many he’d completely devoured.

			Though the Guardians had searched, not one had seen the dragon. Those Guardians who could teleport attempted to use Michael’s psychic scent as an anchor and jump to his location—but they’d only teleported to Taylor’s side. Others had put themselves in danger, flying over demon armies and perilously close to Lucifer’s tower, hoping Michael would come bust their asses for their stupidity. No dice.

			Obviously Michael didn’t want to be found, so he’d have to come to them. And because his mind was still linked to hers, because she could still feel Michael’s dark psyche prowling through her brain like a hungry beast, Taylor was the bait.

			Bait! Fifteen thousand years of combined experience between almost fifty Guardians, and the best plan they had was tossing Taylor into Hell like a worm on a hook.

			“Just walk around,” Khavi had said. “He’ll come to you.”

			Taylor couldn’t imagine how Khavi would know that. The other Guardian had a Gift of foresight and prophecy, but she hadn’t been able to see anything of Michael’s future after he’d been released from the frozen field. But when Taylor had asked how Khavi knew that Michael would come, the other woman had answered, “It’s in his nature.”

			After hearing that, Taylor had barely stopped herself from telling Khavi to fuck off. The seer hadn’t predicted that Michael would turn into a dragon. Obviously, she didn’t know his nature as well as she thought.

			Neither did Taylor. She’d known Michael wasn’t a normal Guardian. She’d known that he was the son of the demon Belial and a human woman. She’d known that demons weren’t fertile; to impregnate a human, Michael’s father had first consumed the flesh and blood of a dragon and his body had been transformed by it. She’d known all of that, but who could have guessed that Michael’s soul would become a dragon? Not Taylor, though he’d lived in her brain. Not even Khavi, who was the offspring of another human and demon pairing.

			Now that dragon might be coming after Taylor, and none of them knew whether a bit of Michael still existed in that form, or if he was like the dragons in the Chaos realm: hungry, destructive, and almost unstoppable. They were all hoping that Michael was still himself, because he’d always protected Taylor. But the truth was . . . he might just eat her.

			God. What had she done to deserve this? She’d been a good daughter, a good cop. She’d never betrayed a friend. She’d never cheated on a lover. She’d never deliberately hurt anyone—well, aside from the criminals she’d had to throw down, but they didn’t count.

			Life wasn’t fair. Taylor knew that. All too often, decent people were hurt and the bad ones got away with it. Tweakers killed good cops and then had their charges reduced after ratting out their dealers. Mothers worked their fingers to the bone, then handed over their salaries to pay someone else to care for their comatose sons. There were millions of people who deserved better and got worse, and that was just the way the world worked. But if some almighty being was up there giving out superpowers to Guardians and transforming angels into demons, Taylor thought life should be fair. People should get what they deserved.

			Taylor didn’t deserve to be eaten by a dragon. But that was exactly how this fishing expedition might end.

			And that would be a really stupid way to go out.

			If she did become dragon chow, though, it would be her own fault. She could have refused to act as bait. She could have told Khavi to fuck off. The other Guardians would have respected her decision. But the world needed Michael back, and Taylor needed to be free of him. If that meant playing the worm, she’d play the worm.

			So here she was, walking through Hell, hoping that he’d come for her. After he arrived, Khavi had a plan to trick him back into his body—a plan she hadn’t shared with Taylor, because through her psychic connection with Michael, he would know it, too. Of course, through their connection, he would know they planned something. He might already be a few steps ahead of them.

			Or behind her.

			A faint rasp sounded, like the scuff of a foot over sand. Heart jumping into her throat, Taylor whipped around. She scanned the barren territory, her eyes and weapon moving as one.

			Nothing. Only the jagged boulders, strewn across the wasteland as if a god had crushed a mountain in his fist and tossed the pieces away.

			A god . . . or Lucifer.

			A shiver ran over her skin. Taylor forced the demon’s name from her mind. Thinking about the lord of Hell probably wouldn’t alert him to her presence in his realm, but she didn’t want to take any chances. Khavi had deliberately brought her to a territory far away from the demon’s throne so that Taylor would escape his notice.

			Yet she must have attracted someone’s attention. Something had made that sound. On Earth, she might have blamed it on a breeze, but no wind blew in Hell. She held her breath, listening over the rapid beat of her own heart. Silence. But she couldn’t trust her ears. A Guardian’s hearing was far superior to a human’s, but her brain hadn’t fully recalibrated since her transformation. When Michael had been a strong presence in her mind, he’d made those mental adjustments for her so that knowing the distance and direction of any noise seemed instinctive. Though he was still in her head, he wasn’t doing that anymore—and that rasp could have been ten feet away or a thousand feet.

			Hopefully a thousand. And hopefully made by a small creature, like a wyrmrat. As long as they didn’t come in a swarm, Taylor could deal with the scaly rodent beasts. Other things wouldn’t be so easy.

			Whatever was out there, it had probably smelled her. Guardians didn’t have much of a natural odor, but Khavi had carved a symbol into Taylor’s chest with the tip of a flaming spear before bringing her here. Normally, such a shallow injury would have mended by now, but the spear had once stabbed through a dragon’s heart and absorbed that creature’s power, and even a Guardian couldn’t heal quickly from that weapon. The scent of raw, burned flesh likely wafted through Hell’s stench, calling to the monsters here like blood to a shark.

			Maybe it called to a hungry dragon, too. Right now, Michael might be coming because he smelled a tasty snack. It’s in his nature. Taylor really hoped that wasn’t what Khavi had meant.

			Supposedly, the symbol was part of Khavi’s plan to return Michael to his body. The woman had carved similar demonic symbols into Michael’s body just before he’d kissed Taylor and transformed her into a Guardian. Those symbols had linked their minds and strengthened the bond between Michael’s soul and his flesh, so that when Taylor took his body into her hammerspace, the link between their psyches also deepened.

			The symbol between Taylor’s breasts apparently reversed that process. Khavi hadn’t let Taylor see the glyph that she’d carved, because Michael would see it through their mental link, too. Taylor had pointed out the stupidity of that—he might not know what the symbol said, but he would know it was there and that they were trying to bait him—but Khavi had only shaken her head and said the same damn thing:

			“He will come. It’s in his nature.”

			So maybe Michael was just the curious sort and couldn’t resist coming in to take a look. It hadn’t mattered in the end, anyway. Taylor hadn’t watched when Khavi used the burning spear to write the symbol. She’d been too busy gritting her teeth and trying not to scream.

			But being free of Michael would be worth the pain.

			Where was he? Her gaze searched the sky. Empty. She turned and studied the horizon. A smudge in the far distance might have been a phalanx of flying demons or a cloud of nychiptera. Whatever they were, they didn’t worry her. With her Guardian eyesight, Taylor could read the number on a license plate from a half mile away. If she couldn’t see them well enough to differentiate between demons or giant bats, they were obviously too far to threaten her—at least for now.

			She’d keep an eye on them. And if they came closer . . . well, then she was screwed. Like any other Guardian, Taylor could form wings—but she couldn’t fly yet. Michael had always done that for her, too, and even though she’d practiced flying on her own, she hadn’t realized how much he’d been helping her before he’d stopped. Until then, flying had been yet another skill that had seemed instinctive.

			It wasn’t. She just flapped around like a wounded chicken. If any demons or nychiptera came, she’d have to rely on Khavi to rescue her.

			Yep. Khavi’s plan had shaped up into a brilliant freaking idea, all right.

			Unless . . . if Michael had made that noise, then this really had been the right plan. Taylor looked to the boulders again. No movement. That didn’t mean much. Some Guardians could force false images through another Guardian’s psychic shields, creating illusions. Michael was already in her head and past her mental defenses. He could be standing right next to her and she wouldn’t know it until she heard him.

			Or felt him. With a quick thought, Taylor vanished her shoes into her hammerspace. She waited, her toes curling against the hot sand. She’d learned this from Michael—even when she couldn’t see or hear something coming, bare feet could detect vibrations and movement.

			She didn’t sense anything. If Michael had made that sound, maybe he was still waiting. If it hadn’t been Michael, perhaps it had been Khavi—hiding and watching to make certain that nothing ate her before Michael got his chance. And if it hadn’t been either of them, Taylor prayed that whatever it was would run the other way.

			Then again, maybe it was waiting for her to run the other way. Or just waiting for her to look the other way, so that it could sneak up behind her.

			Still holding her breath, Taylor pivoted and stared at the boulders ahead. Come on, she urged whatever it was. Come on out and let me see you. This wouldn’t trick Michael. He’d know that she was waiting, listening. Still, there was no reason not to give a little mental incentive to him, too.

			You know you want me, Michael. A yummy redhead. I’ll probably taste like ginger.

			And a little stringy, but that was partially his fault. The demons’ fault, too. Taylor hadn’t coped all that well in the years between discovering the Guardians existed and her own transformation: smoking too much, drinking too often, not eating enough. Now nicotine didn’t do anything for her and she couldn’t get drunk—and she still looked just as thin. Hardly an appetizing mouthful.

			Of course, any dragon that ate demons who were covered in scales probably wouldn’t care if she was a bit bony.

			A slight tremor under her feet. A whisper of sand behind her. Taylor spun around, gun raised, searching for her target. There, a thousand yards away, maybe. A hulking figure emerged from behind a boulder. A huge form. Eyes glowing red.

			Six eyes. Three heads. Taylor’s heart stuttered. Not Michael. Not a wyrmrat or a dragon.

			A hellhound.

			It paused, watching her—a predatory beast sizing up its prey.

			Taylor’s stomach dropped and rolled into a sick ball of fear. Only a little over a half mile separated them. Not far enough. Not nearly far enough. Frozen, terrified that any move would provoke it into chasing after her, she stared across the distance.

			She’d encountered hellhounds before. One served as a companion to the woman who directed the Guardians’ investigations on Earth. Khavi kept another as a pet. Both were puppies, stood taller than Taylor’s head, and scared the crap out of her even when they were playing nice. She didn’t think this hellhound intended to play nice—and it was no puppy. Fully grown, probably over two thousand years old, it appeared almost as big as Lucifer’s hellhound, Cerberus. Taylor couldn’t have reached its belly with her hands raised. Each of its giant heads possessed a mouth full of serrated teeth, with fangs as long as her arms. Barbed fur spiked through crimson scales, creating a mangy hide of armor that could shred flesh.

			Her gun wouldn’t do shit. Even a shot to one of its eyes would barely slow it down. Taylor maintained her aim, praying the hellhound didn’t know that. It probably hadn’t seen a pistol before. Uncertainty was the only thing holding it back now.

			That wouldn’t last long. Hellhounds weren’t just big, mean dogs. Though not as smart as a human or a demon, they could analyze and reason. Soon it would determine that Taylor didn’t pose a danger—and realize that since she hadn’t already escaped by air, she couldn’t fly. Then it would come after her.

			What to do then? Her mind raced, searching for options. All of her guns were useless against it. Her skill with a sword was nonexistent. She should have brought a rocket launcher, but even that might not work. Hellhounds were too fast. By the time she’d fired a missile, the hellhound could already be on her.

			She needed the spear that Khavi had used to carve the symbol into her chest. Taylor had once used the flaming weapon to intimidate Cerberus—and even if this hellhound wasn’t scared away, the spear could penetrate its scaly hide.

			But she didn’t have the spear because Khavi needed it for her damn plan.

			Her shoulders tensed as the hellhound took a careful step forward. Testing her. In a few seconds, it would realize she wasn’t a threat.

			Shit. Shit! Being ripped apart by a three-headed monster dog would be a really bad way to go out, too. The only option: running like crazy. She couldn’t outrace it. Guardians were faster than anything on Earth, but compared to a hellhound she might as well have been human. She wouldn’t have to be faster, though. She just needed to reach one of those giant boulders before it did. Hellhounds could jump, but she didn’t think they could climb.

			Taylor pictured the terrain behind her. The nearest boulder stood a quarter mile distant. With her Guardian speed, only a few seconds away.

			The hellhound took another step—then bounded forward. A hundred yards in a single leap.

			She was so dead.

			Taylor pivoted and fled, opening her mental shields and projecting her terror like a scream. If Khavi was out there, she’d sense Taylor’s fear—and now would be a really, really great time for a rescue.

			But Taylor would be damned before she ever relied on anyone else to save her.

			She tucked in her elbows and sprinted faster. Sand flew from beneath her feet. The boulder loomed near. But so was the hellhound, closer, louder. It thundered behind her, the pounding of enormous paws as it landed and leapt again—then suddenly not leaping, but racing, the drumbeat of each step so much quicker than hers. Only a few seconds to run a quarter mile, but those seconds were stretching out into a forever that was ending on a low growl and hot breath on her neck. The boulder was only a few steps away but the hellhound was right at her back. Oh, Jesus. She wasn’t going to make it—

			A deafening roar spiked her eardrums in the moment before she was hit from behind. The push between her shoulder blades felt absurdly gentle, like a nudge—but at this speed, even a nudge tossed her forward off her feet. Her balance destroyed, Taylor skidded across the sand, friction abrading her palms, ripping through the knees of her trousers. She smashed into the boulder sideways. Pain flared through her hip and shoulder. Instinct screamed at her to curl up into a ball, to make her body as small a target as possible. No damn way. Maybe the hellhound meant to play with her before tearing her apart but she wouldn’t make it easy. Scrambling to her knees, she whipped her gun around, aiming for where the hellhound’s middle head should be.

			Holy shit. Disbelief dropped her mouth open. The hellhound was sprawled on the sand, pinned and struggling beneath the talons of an enormous dragon.

			That roar hadn’t come from the hellhound, she realized. That had been Michael. Protecting her.

			A laugh swelled up, relief and astonishment rolling into a giddy mix. She climbed to her feet and stared. God. She’d only seen the dragon from a distance—she hadn’t realized he was so big. He caged the hellhound to the ground with a single clawed foot tipped with curving talons. His body was the length of a jumbo jet, and his tail half as long. Leathery wings lay folded against a massive back. He bent his head, and amber scales rippled over powerful shoulders and a thick neck.

			Enormous jaws engulfed the hellhound’s torso. With a sickening rip of flesh, the dragon tore the beast in half—and swallowed the howling heads in a single gulp.

			Oh, Jesus. Taylor stumbled back. Her shoulders hit stone, her heart thundering. No safety could be found climbing the boulder now.

			“Khavi,” she breathed, not daring to close her eyes as Michael devoured the hellhound’s remains. “He came. Do your magic. And get me out of here.”

			The other Guardian didn’t appear. Desperately, Taylor tried to teleport—but that was Michael’s Gift, not hers, and he wasn’t letting her use it.

			But he must have felt her trying. Finished with the hellhound, Michael lowered his giant reptilian head and looked at her with glowing amber eyes.

			Taylor froze. On a second’s thought, she vanished her gun. It wouldn’t do any good, and threatening him might not be the smartest idea. Holding up her empty hands, she tried for a smile and hoped that showing her teeth wouldn’t be considered a challenge.

			“Hey, Michael,” she said, and her voice shook as badly as her body did. “Thanks for swooping in before I became hellhound kibble. It’s really good to see you.”

			God, he would know she was lying. He’d know how badly this dragon form was scaring her.

			She tried again. “We’ve been looking for you, but you know that. I really need to talk to you for a minute, though. Not in my head. Face-to-face. And I can give your body back to you.”

			Or she could drop the body and run. It might slow him down if he stopped to eat it.

			The dragon stepped forward. Taylor flinched back against stone, instinctively cringing away—but he wasn’t coming closer. He seemed to be retreating. Leaving? Oh, no. That wasn’t part of the plan.

			But the “Wait!” that jumped into her throat stuck there. Michael wasn’t leaving. Instead he was shape-shifting into a human form, decreasing in size. Within the space of a second, he crouched less than twenty yards away. Relief joined the surreal realization that a huge dragon—and the giant hellhound inside his stomach—could shrink into a man-sized body. She’d seen some crazy things since learning about Guardians, but this had to be one of the weirder events she’d witnessed.

			And despite Taylor’s doubts, Khavi apparently did know his nature. Michael had protected her. That shouldn’t have been surprising. Even when Taylor had hated him for it, Michael had always protected her.

			But of course he did. If Taylor died, then his body in her hammerspace would be destroyed, and he’d be stuck in Hell forever. Protecting her life was the same as protecting his own.

			Oh, now her cynicism was showing. She should give him more credit than that. Back when she’d barely tolerated the Guardians, she’d still admired how they watched each other’s backs. Just like cops did. Just like Taylor and her partner always had. And Michael, the first Guardian and their leader, watched everyone’s back. So the only real surprise was that, after months of evading the Guardians, he hadn’t flown off again—despite knowing that Khavi had a spear and a plan. Perhaps he was as eager to get out of Taylor’s head as she was to be free of him.

			That idea didn’t please Taylor as much as it should have. Instead, thinking that he was ready to be rid of her started an ache in her chest. So stupid. She was so messed up. Getting him out of her head was exactly what she’d wanted, and it looked like she was about to get her wish. This called for celebration, not cynicism and regret.

			But when Michael rose to his feet, the smile she forced to her lips locked into place. Unease squirreled its way down her spine.

			He appeared more human—but not completely human. And not like Michael. Overlapping scales plated his body, a warmer amber than the dark bronze of his skin. Stretched over a frame of segmented bones, membranous wings arched over his head instead of his own black feathers. A demon’s horns curled back from his temples. And he’d always been big, but not like this. Michael had a warrior’s body, strong and tall. The first time she’d seen him, Taylor had pegged him at six-four and two-twenty. Now he stood at least seven feet tall and a hundred pounds heavier—a good portion of it in the caveman’s club of a dick hanging between his thighs.

			And he was walking toward her.

			A panicked laugh gurgled up her throat. She swallowed it before a sound emerged. Michael was in her head, so he had to know she was scared, but she refused to show it.

			She focused on his eyes instead. They were pure obsidian—no whites, no irises—but that was normal, not frightening. Michael’s eyes had often looked like that before he’d sacrificed himself.

			“Okay. Hi.” She raised her hand in greeting. “I’m glad you’re looking at least a little human again.”

			His smile revealed two rows of sharpened teeth and pointed fangs. Oh, God. Not normal.

			“Human again.” He spoke with exaggerated care, as if tasting each syllable against those razored teeth. “Andromeda.”

			Another tremor of fear rattled her. That wasn’t Michael at all. Not the one she knew. His voice usually created a beautiful harmony, like a chorus of voices singing together. Now there was only one voice. Dark and hollow, like the echo from an abyss.

			He continued walking toward her. Thirty feet away. Coming closer.

			“Okay, that’s close enough.” And when he didn’t even slow down, fear ratcheted up to terror, shaking through her. “Michael, stop!”

			He didn’t. She called in her gun from her hammerspace. Her clammy palms felt slick on the grip, but she held the pistol steady and aimed at his forehead.

			A bullet to the brain wouldn’t kill him. But it’d drop him to the ground for a few minutes.

			He still didn’t stop.

			“No, Michael. Just stay there.” She didn’t want to shoot him, but he had to know she would. “We can talk with this distance between us. So just stop. And listen. The Guardians need you back on Earth.”

			He was still coming, still smiling. “You need me?”

			“Yeah. Caelum has fallen apart.” The Guardians’ realm lay broken, nothing but piles of shattered marble where a beautiful city had once stood. “Khavi says it’s because you were tortured, but that you can put it back together by singing or something.”

			With a forefinger tipped by a sharp talon, he touched the center of his forehead. “Caelum isn’t here anymore.”

			He wasn’t linked to the realm anymore? Great. “Okay. But there’s more. The spell that broke you out of the frozen field strengthened the barrier between Hell and the Chaos realm, but Khavi still sees Lucifer finding his way into Chaos. And from Chaos, into Earth. If he does that, he’ll bring along dragons and who knows what else. We can kill one or two dragons, but more? God knows how many people might die. So we could really use your help back on Earth. But to do that, you need to return to your body.”

			“What help would that be? A dragon could kill me in that body. One has killed me before.”

			“Well, yeah. But that’s what Guardians do, right? We try to help people even if it’s dangerous. And you set that standard, so you don’t get to wimp out on us now.” Thousands of years ago, sacrificing himself to kill a dragon was why the angels had offered him the powers of a Guardian. That was Michael, the big damn hero. But this was a different Michael—and he was only ten feet away. “You have to stop now. I don’t like the way you’re smiling. I don’t like the way you sound, and you’re scaring the shit out of me. One more step and I’m shooting a ball of lead through your skull.”

			He stepped, damn him. Taylor fired.

			She barely felt the recoil. The report cracked in her ears—followed by a dull clink! The bullet flattened against the scales armoring his forehead and fell to the sand.

			Michael didn’t even flinch. His long stride never faltered.

			“Oh, shit,” she whispered, and stumbled back against the boulder again.

			The cotton of her T-shirt felt damp, and her pistol slick in her grip. God. Guardians didn’t perspire except under severe emotional distress, but sweat was practically squirting from her pores.

			This was extreme fucking distress.

			He loomed over her, coming to a halt with the barrel of her gun digging into his chest. The slow, rhythmic thud of his heartbeat reverberated through the steel, into her palms. Heat radiated off him—hotter even than a demon, whose skin felt feverish to the touch. Taylor had heard that a dragon’s heart was like a furnace. Apparently Michael’s was, too.

			His big hand folded over the top of the gun, engulfing the weapon in his grip. A sharp talon scraped her forefinger. Shuddering, Taylor let go and jerked her hands back—then immediately wished she hadn’t. Without her arms extended and braced, nothing separated them.

			But after she imagined flattening her palms against his scaly chest to hold him in place, she kept her hands where they were.

			“I can’t die here.” He dropped the pistol to the sand. “Even if you cut off my head or slash through my heart.”

			The only ways to kill a Guardian . . . or a dragon. Taylor swallowed hard. “Okay. Since you’re invincible, maybe you should go kill Lucifer, then.”

			Maybe he should go right now.

			“I will.”

			“You haven’t yet.”

			“The coward hides from me. But you do not.”

			Another panicked laugh bubbled up. Lucifer obviously had more brains than she did. “And what will you do after you kill him? Rule over all of Hell?”

			“I have no desire to rule. Only to burn every demon to ash.”

			Taylor could get behind that idea. “That sounds great. But before you do that, we need to talk about getting you out of my—”

			His head dipped toward hers. Taylor choked, turned her face away. There was nowhere to go—but this wasn’t what she’d thought. He wasn’t aiming for her lips. He bent lower. Polished horn pressed against her jaw. Her body shaking, she remained absolutely still, his heat warming her chest like an oven.

			With his mouth hovering an inch from the curve of her neck, he inhaled. Smelling her? His eyelids drifted closed, as if he were savoring the scent.

			Did she smell like food? An image of those sharpened teeth flashed through her mind and a terrified whimper built in her throat. She desperately needed to think of something else. What had they been talking about?

			Demons. “So you’ll burn them all.” It emerged trembling and faint. “Then eat them?”

			“Some. But the hunger never ceases.”

			Oh, God. She shouldn’t have asked. “Killing them all is a good plan, though.”

			Where was Khavi with her plan?

			“With one vulnerability.” Michael’s head lifted, and he looked down at her with unreadable obsidian eyes. A sharp talon skimmed down her cheek. “Give the body to me.”

			She’d feared he might say that she was his weak spot. But giving his body back, no problem. That was why she was here—to dump it from her hammerspace and be free of him.

			Yet she hesitated. This wasn’t the Michael she knew. “What will you do with it?”

			“Consume it.”

			She forced herself not to shudder when his claw traced the shape of her mouth. “You couldn’t return to Earth if you did.”

			“But I could destroy all of Hell.”

			Like a dragon would. Consuming, destroying. Khavi had said the torture of the frozen field had stripped away Michael’s humanity. Was this all that remained? Was this what lay at his core?

			She prayed that wasn’t true. “And if Lucifer reaches Chaos first?”

			“I don’t care.”

			That dark, hollow voice. Taylor closed her eyes, shook her head. This was not Michael. Not Michael at all. He’d sacrificed his life to stop Lucifer from doing that very thing because he cared.

			His talons curled under her chin, pricking the soft skin. “You want to be rid of me, Andromeda.”

			Yes. She couldn’t lie about that. But she didn’t want Michael dead or trapped in this realm for eternity. That was why she’d put up with him in her head, why she’d carried his body around all this time. Not many Guardians were left. There weren’t enough of them to fight if Lucifer escaped from Hell. Every single Guardian mattered, and Michael was the strongest of them.

			They needed him back. So why wasn’t Khavi here to finish this? Michael had come.

			“Because it’s in my nature,” he said.

			That terrifying smile stretched his lips again. His hand fell to the front of her shirt. Shocked, Taylor grabbed his wrist, tried to pull it away.

			“Don’t you dare—”

			Cotton shredded like tissue. A claw sliced through her bra. Oh, fuck that. Furious, she lashed out with her foot. Her kick should have shattered bones. Her punch could have fractured rock. He shrugged them off, catching her wrists, pinning them over her head with one hand.

			Gritting her teeth, she waited . . . but this wasn’t what she’d thought, either. Though he stared at her naked chest, that thick club between his legs wasn’t hard.

			He must have felt her relief. “That is not in my nature.”

			Sex, or forcing it? “Because you’re half-demon?”

			Those creatures could perform the physical act of sex, but they couldn’t feel arousal. She’d never questioned whether Michael could. Maybe she should have.

			“No. I have experienced those needs. But there is nothing I have not done many times over in many different forms. The appeal was lost thousands of years ago. Your body does not tempt me to try again.”

			Oh. Well, that was . . . really fucking cruel. The bastard. He’d been in her head. He had to know how many times she’d imagined him being tempted and trying—and how quickly she’d always repressed those thoughts, feeling slightly blasphemous and guilty. But she couldn’t help having them. He had a face like sculpted granite and his body was her personal sexual fantasy come to life. Of course she’d imagined him in bed.

			But this was for the best. He’d only been a fantasy; she’d never wanted sex with him to become a reality. And now that she’d seen this hunger and cruelty at his core, he’d never interest her again.

			Still, his words made her chest ache. But she wouldn’t show it. She wouldn’t show it.

			It didn’t matter. He knew it. Strong fingers caught her chin, forced her gaze to his. “You feel pain over such words? You misunderstand. Your body does not interest me, Andromeda. But you do. When I am invulnerable, I will claim you as my own and fill you with my seed.”

			Taylor sputtered on a hysterical laugh. He couldn’t have just left it at her unappealing body? Because this didn’t make her feel better. “Keep dreaming, asshole. Even on the zero chance of that happening, your seed isn’t filling anything. I’m a Guardian, so that means no kids. Ring a bell?”

			“I do not want children. I want to possess you in every way, to make you mine.” His hand tightened around her wrists when she struggled. “I will keep you close and protect you.”

			“No, thanks. Really. I’ll take care of myself.”

			“As you are now?”

			Fucker. Her jaw clenched as she stared back at him, gathering every bit of hate and anger inside her before projecting it outward. Unmoved by her rage, his flat obsidian gaze held hers for a long moment before dropping to read the symbol between her breasts. She blinked with surprise when she felt the touch of his healing power, then gasped as pain flared through the raw flesh. The warmth of his Gift immediately vanished.

			“It has to be cleansed with fire,” he said softly. “I will kill her for doing this to you.”

			Khavi? Arms still pinned over her head, Taylor looked down at her chest, trying to ignore her tits on display. The skin surrounding the symbol appeared swollen, infected. Just looking at the wound seemed to make it hurt more.

			Taylor despised having to ask him, but she wanted to know. “What does it say?”

			“‘Release.’”

			“What will it do?”

			“Take me from here.” His thumb brushed her temple. “Just as you wished. But destroying the body will do the same. Give it to me.”

			This time she didn’t hesitate. “No. Not when you’re like this.”

			“Then there is another way to destroy it.”

			Gently, his hand wrapped around her neck. Icy horror slithered through her veins. He only had to rip off her head and the body in her hammerspace would be forever lost.

			“Make your choice, Andromeda.”

			Decide whether to let him kill her? Cold sweat trickled down her spine. “You wouldn’t do it.”

			His fingers tightened. “No?”

			“No.”

			She wheezed past his hold on her throat. Choking didn’t matter; she didn’t need to breathe except to speak. His dark gaze bored into hers—perhaps wondering if she was as certain as she sounded. Taylor was certain. He’d protected her, after all. He’d tried to heal her. She had faith that he wouldn’t kill her now.

			Stupid, maybe. But she couldn’t protect herself, so that faith was all she had left.

			The seconds drew out. She couldn’t stand this. “Do it, Michael. Or don’t. Just stop fucking around.”

			His grip eased, but her relief was short-lived. With a sharp smile, he bent his head again. “Perhaps I can convince you to give me the body . . . one bite at a time.”

			Still holding her wrists, he pulled her up, off her feet. She tried to wrench away. The weight of his body held her in place. His fangs pinched the side of her neck and she froze, fear wracking her frame with involuntary tremors.

			God. Would he really torture her? She couldn’t see his eyes, his face—but Michel knew she’d feared he would eat her. Maybe he bluffed, trying to terrify her?

			Maybe he wasn’t bluffing. Michael wouldn’t kill her, but maybe he would hurt her. After all, he could just heal her.

			But Taylor knew that a part of her would never heal from that—and she couldn’t summon even an ounce of faith in him now.

			One bite at a time. Damn him. She would survive this. Let him do his worst.

			“Go on, then. But even if you chew down to my bones, I won’t give the body to you.”

			His mouth was a brand against her skin. The pinch of his fangs became a piercing pain, and beyond their points were his sharpened teeth. She braced herself for that bite, the shredding agony. God, would he really do this? Would he really tear a piece of her away? Her eyes burned. The crimson sky blurred.

			Damn him for that, too.

			“I might cry,” she said hoarsely. “I might scream. But I won’t give it to you.”

			The moment stretched out, endless. Was this more torture, drawing out her horror and fear? He could draw it out all he wanted. She wasn’t going to give him a goddamn thing—

			“I know you will not,” he said against her neck. “And I cannot, either.”

			He hadn’t been extending the torture, then. He’d been trying to work himself up to biting her, and he couldn’t follow through. Thank God. He couldn’t kill her, couldn’t hurt her. There was nothing he could do to her.

			So why wasn’t he letting her go?

			The touch of his healing Gift soothed the pain at her neck. A burning lick up the length of her throat followed. Taylor shuddered, recoiled.

			His left hand gripped her hip, held her still. “So we will sate your hunger, instead.”

			Her hunger? But she wasn’t— Oh, God.

			Arousal burst inside her like a summer storm. Wet. Hot. Electric. Her body arched, straining against his. Her bare nipples brushed his chest. The delicious rasp of his reptilian scales wrung a moan from her throat, but this wasn’t sexy because he still looked like a giant demonic monster, and he wasn’t hard or tempted, and this wasn’t her, this was Michael—

			“Get out of my head!” Her shout cleared the fog of need. Taylor swung her knee, slammed into dick but didn’t produce a flinch. “You bastard! You can’t kill me or hurt me, so you play with my brain? Threaten me with dragon sex? Are you trying to frighten me or just piss me off?”

			Darkness swamped her mind. He was taking over again. Screaming, Taylor fought his possession, but she couldn’t stop herself from lifting her lips to his, from sliding her tongue between his razored teeth to taste the burning heat of his mouth. A desperate sob built in her chest. Tears spilled as she deepened the kiss. Oh, God. It didn’t even matter what he did with her when he took over her mind. That he did it against her will was horror enough.

			His hand cradled her jaw. Still holding her mind tight, he lifted his head. “I’ll keep you with me for eternity, Andromeda. I’ll use you as a brainless puppet. Your body will live, but you won’t be truly alive—”

			You rotten fucking bastard!

			The shout rang inside her head. She shoved him out of her mind with a scream of rage. Tears still burned her eyes but not in horror and desperation anymore. Only fury remained—and she was done. Done, done, done. A puppet? He’d use that against her? It wasn’t even a threat. Even if Michael could hurt her, even if he ripped out her brain, that wouldn’t give him his body as he’d wanted. No. He’d only threatened that because it stabbed the most painful part of her, opened the wound that never healed and poured acid and salt into gaping flesh. And he’d known to do it because he’d been in her head, because he’d seen her little brother lying in his bed, his mind gone but his body still living on.

			Not a threat. Just deliberate cruelty.

			And if this was at the core of him, if this was his nature, then he wasn’t a Guardian—he was the kind of monster that the Guardians wanted to destroy. So he could have his goddamn body. Just as he’d wanted.

			She met his obsidian gaze, felt his triumph, and realized he’d pissed her off just so that she would give it back. It really didn’t matter anymore. He could have it, and stay here in Hell where he belonged.

			“Fuck you, Michael,” she said.

			She dropped his body out of her hammerspace and onto the sand behind him. Now he’d have to let her go to eat it, and she’d get the fuck out of here.

			But he didn’t move. And she hadn’t known that getting rid of his body would feel like this—her chest painfully tight, as if filled with sudden pressure. She stared up at Michael. Over her head, the grip of his fingers holding her wrists loosened. His arm dropped to his side but she didn’t fall back to the ground. The pain in her chest became agony. Blood spilled from his mouth . . . and she could taste her own. She looked down between them.

			Oh, God. A long spear impaled the symbol between her breasts, so deep that she couldn’t see the spearhead. Blood coated the steel shaft. Michael’s blood. The spear had stabbed through his back, then all the way through her chest.

			Khavi.

			Taylor couldn’t see the other Guardian behind him, only a familiar muscled form with dark bronze skin and lifeless limbs. His body from her hammerspace, skewered with them. So this had been the plan. No wonder Khavi hadn’t shared it with her. Khavi hadn’t just considered Michael’s nature—she’d known Taylor’s nature, too. Taylor would never have given his body to this dragon, not until he pushed past her limits with his cruelty, not until she was done with him and said her final “fuck you.” Khavi had known. And they’d both fallen perfectly into place. Now the spear connected them all. Michael’s body, his soul—and Taylor, who’d linked them together.

			A thrum resonated through the steel shaft. In front of her, Michael’s dragon form shrank again . . . but not shape-shifting. Held motionless by pain and shock, Taylor watched as he melted back, as if slipping along the bloodied spear—and was sucked into the symbols that Khavi had carved into Michael’s body on the day he’d transformed Taylor, on the day he’d sacrificed himself.

			His soul, returned to his body. And his life . . . ?

			His eyes opened. Amber. Human. His gaze locked on hers and his body surged forward on the spear.

			She flinched back and he froze. His hand lifted toward her.

			“Andromeda.”

			She wanted to tell him not to call her that, he knew she hated that name, but she couldn’t speak past the blood in her throat. But at least that had been his voice. His voice. A harmony. Michael was back. Why wasn’t she free? She felt him in her head, dark and protective, building up her psychic shields and pushing away the agony. His healing Gift slipped along the spear, still impaled through their chests—he wouldn’t be able to heal her, not a wound from that weapon, but he was trying. She was safe, though; she’d survive this. It hadn’t touched her heart.

			His gaze fell to the symbol. Release. His amber eyes darkened to obsidian, realization and denial tearing through his mind and echoing in hers.

			Khavi yanked the spear back.

			Excruciating pain tore a gurgling cry from her, but that wasn’t all that went. Bits of her bone and flesh clung to the spear. Michael’s big hands rose to catch her even as the spear’s head, dripping with her blood, jerked back through his body.

			And her mind didn’t release him. He was ripped away, and she screamed as his psyche tore free with bits of hers still clinging. He caught her as darkness filled the shredded remains.

			No white light, no kiss. Just darkness and pain and the stench of Hell, wrapped up in Michael’s arms.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 2
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			Taylor opened her eyes in a familiar room, lying on her side in a familiar bed. A wooden dresser squatted against the wall in front of her. On its top stood a framed photo of a teenaged Taylor, her brother, and her mother at Lake Tahoe; her dad had been behind the camera. Another picture showed her dad in his dress blues, taken the year before he’d been killed. There was one of Jason before his accident. They hadn’t taken many family pictures after that—just the one of Taylor in uniform standing beside her mom, who was proudly displaying Taylor’s new inspector’s badge.

			Mementos of a human life that had ended. Michael must have brought her here after Khavi had separated them. Back to the apartment that Taylor had shared with her mother and brother for almost a decade—except for when she’d been a Guardian and hadn’t required sleep. When Taylor had needed time alone, she’d taken it in Michael’s temple in Caelum.

			She wouldn’t be doing that again.

			A blue sheet covered her legs. Someone had replaced her shredded T-shirt with a ribbed tank. She slipped her hand beneath the cotton, between her breasts. No symbol. No gaping hole. No Michael lurking in her mind.

			So she was home. She was free. And apparently not a Guardian anymore.

			Her body seemed heavy—weak in comparison to what she’d been the last time her eyes were open. So strange that she could feel the difference in strength between human and Guardian now, when she hadn’t immediately noticed it after her transformation. But Michael had been in her head then; he’d made supernatural strength and flying and teleportation all feel normal.

			Now she felt human, and human was a real normal. So the hollow ache opening up in her stomach was stupid. She hadn’t wanted to become a Guardian; she’d only accepted the transformation because she didn’t want to die. And though being a Guardian had grown on her, human was okay, too. This sick ache just came from having the choice taken away from her. That was all this feeling was—along with a hefty dose of rising anger. Jesus. No wonder Khavi hadn’t shared the details of her plan. First, I give you a surprise spear through the chest! Then I turn your life upside down.

			Again.

			With a sigh, she rolled onto her back. What were her options now? She couldn’t return to the San Francisco Police Department. She’d burned too many bridges before she’d been transformed. No doubt she could arrange something, though. The Guardians ran a law enforcement division sanctioned by the U.S. government, and Special Investigations often provided vampires and Guardians with false identities and backgrounds. They could do something similar for Taylor so that she could find a job at another agency. It didn’t matter where, as long as it wasn’t under Michael’s leadership, and as long as she was working. She’d never been good at sitting on her hands.

			Or lying in bed. Taylor sat up, tossed back the sheet. Underneath, she was wearing navy blue sweats with SFPD written in orange down the right leg. Real clothes, not a Guardian’s create-a-wardrobe-with-a-thought clothes. She’d miss that ability. A lot easier—and cheaper—than shopping.

			Expecting sore muscles, she carefully swung her feet to the floor. She moved easily. No aches or pains, but everything seemed muffled. She could hear her mother’s quiet breathing from the adjoining room, the hum of the refrigerator, the engine of a car passing on the street outside—but nothing like when Michael had been in her head.

			The sharp odor of disinfectant hung in the short hallway. She stopped at Jason’s room. His eyes were open, his unfocused gaze roaming the opposite wall. A light blanket was tucked around his chest. His thin arms lay at his sides, his once-wiry muscles soft from lack of use. Even the frequent exercises that their mother put him through couldn’t combat almost a decade in bed.

			Alive, but not fully alive. Michael had known exactly where to stab.

			“Hey.” She brushed her fingers through his dark blond hair. Already time for a cut? It seemed only last week that she’d held him while her mother trimmed. “It’s been a few days since I’ve been in to see you. I hope you aren’t giving Mom too much trouble.”

			Even after nine years of silence, it was so easy to imagine his grin, his reply. “I live for trouble.”

			But that had been before he’d hit a pothole while riding his bike, and his helmet had cracked along with his head. A freak accident, and all the superpowers in the world couldn’t fix the damage. She’d asked Michael if he could, but healing Gifts simply didn’t work that way. A vampire friend gave him regular transfusions—as long as Jason didn’t ingest the blood, it wouldn’t transform him. The transfusions improved his overall health for a while. But he hadn’t woken up.

			I’m so sorry that I couldn’t do more, Jason, she wanted to tell him, but he wouldn’t have wanted to hear it—and he might be able to. So she said instead, “I’ll be around a little more to help out now. Maybe we’ll get out of here. Go to a new city.”

			She’d been in San Francisco her entire life. But that life was over. Maybe it was time to start everything over. Her mother might want to as well. It would be hard—money was always tight. Her mother’s job barely covered the day nurse’s wages, and Taylor’s salary barely made up the rest. But they’d get through it. They always did.

			She administered drops to moisten Jason’s unblinking eyes, then left him with a kiss to his cheek. In the kitchen, her mom’s teacup sat in its usual lonely spot on the drying rack, but the two plates and the pair of wineglasses waiting in the sink eased Taylor’s worry. Her mother must have had company for dinner. Good for her.

			Though not hungry, Taylor realized she should probably eat, too. Humans needed food. She grabbed cereal and a bowl from the cupboard. The breakfast of champions . . . and former detectives who were too lazy to cook.

			The refrigerator light almost blinded her. Taylor blinked and squinted, looking for the milk—then realization struck.

			She’d been walking around in the dark. All of the lights in the apartment were off, yet she saw everything as if in broad daylight.

			She wasn’t human. Even though she could feel the difference of before Michael and after Michael all the way down to her bones, that difference wasn’t between Guardian and human. It was the difference between the thousands-of-years-old Michael and a new Guardian who was no longer boosted by her link to him.

			Jesus. Was Michael really that much stronger than the rest of them?

			From her mother’s room came the rustle of blankets and sheets, the shifting of weight on a mattress. God. She should have realized. She’d heard her mother breathing from behind a closed door. That wasn’t normal. And now she detected the whisper of clothing, light steps on carpet—and the beat of her mother’s heart.

			It was racing.

			Standing in the light from the fridge, Taylor glanced into the hall. In pink flannel pajamas and tousled blond hair, her mother came out of her room and stopped dead, staring.

			“Andy?”

			“Hey. Sorry I woke you.”

			She started to close the refrigerator door, but her mother’s expression made Taylor pause and remain absolutely still, afraid of spooking her. Uncertainty and fear had tightened her softly lined face. At her neck, she gripped a pendant in one hand—not the silver cross that matched the necklace Taylor always wore, but one of the Guardians’ emergency alarms disguised as jewelry.

			“Mom? What’s going on?”

			Her mother’s mouth firmed. “Tell me something that only you would know.”

			Ah. So that was it. Demons and Guardians could shape-shift to look like anyone. Taylor had told her mother to ask this if she was ever unsure.

			“You gave me Dad’s badge while we were sitting on that old, ugly brown plaid couch. And we got rid of the couch after Barney peed on the cushions.”

			Her mother’s hand dropped away from the pendant. On a shuddering breath, she came forward and wrapped Taylor in a tight hug. Surprised, Taylor carefully squeezed her back. A Guardian could crush a human. Thank God she’d realized that she still had superstrength before the hugging started.

			“It’s definitely me. Do you want something to eat?” Taylor turned to the cupboard for another bowl. Though a Guardian didn’t need food, she liked it—and she liked the idea of a meal with her mother even more. “I can— Mom?”

			Keening, her mother buried her face in her hands. Sobs wrenched up from her belly. Taylor’s chest tightened, and she slipped her arms around her mother’s heaving shoulders. She’d seen this kind of crying before, the kind that came from sheer, hysterical relief—from a young mother whose kid had fallen out of a high window but got up without a scratch. From a cop who found the bullet embedded in a wall a few millimeters from his head. From so many drivers who’d walked away from a totaled vehicle. It was the kind of sobbing that came from a near miss, of seeing their lives destroyed and then—miraculously—everything was fine.

			“Hey, now. Everything’s okay,” Taylor soothed. Then, finally realizing that she was the reason for her mother’s relief, added, “I’m okay. I’m here. I’m all right.”

			Except she could barely get the words past her aching throat. God, her mother was so solid, so unflappable. It was devastating to hear this. And if Michael had brought Taylor to this apartment before she’d been healed and her mother had seen the hole through her chest, she would kill him.

			Her mother’s shudders slowly eased. Taylor rubbed her shoulders and steered her toward the small table in the kitchen corner that passed for a dining room.

			“Let me start some tea for you, all right?” She hovered until her mom sat and began mopping her cheeks. Taylor put the kettle on, dumped cereal into a bowl, and dropped into the opposite chair. “I’m surprised that I woke up here, actually. Did they bring me right away?”

			Shaking her head, her mother said, “No. After I heard . . . I asked the Guardians to bring you. Joe helped me convince them.”

			Joe Preston, Taylor’s former partner—and who worked for Special Investigations now. She studied her mom’s face, wondering about the sweet inflection that she’d given Joe’s name, remembering those two plates in the sink.

			Her mother . . . and Joe? When had that happened? And how far had it gone?

			On second thought, Taylor didn’t want to examine that right now.

			“How long was I out?” She rubbed her chest. Michael couldn’t heal wounds created by that spear—and he’d said the injury needed to be cleansed with fire. Thank God they’d done that while she’d been unconscious. “At least a few days, I guess.”

			Her mother’s mouth trembled. “Two and a half years.”

			“No.” How was that possible? Taylor stared at her. “No.”

			“Yes.”

			Tears were filling her mother’s eyes again. Taylor had to look away before she started crying, too. She glanced at the wall. A calendar always hung beside the phone, the month and year written in big black letters.

			Two and a half years. She’d lost two and a half years. When Michael had first transformed her, the shock of linking her brain with his had put her in a coma for three months. Jesus. It had taken her ten times as long to recover from tearing him out?

			Horror scrawled over her mind as she realized the rest of it. “I was in my room? In the bed?”

			Weeping, her mother only nodded.

			Two and a half years—with both of her children unmoving, unresponsive. Taylor’s throat swelled with unbearable pain.

			“I’m so sorry,” Taylor whispered.

			“Don’t.” Wiping her eyes again, she gathered herself. The kettle whistled and she briskly rose to her feet. “I was all right. And you were easy. No feeding tubes, no waste, no need to worry about bedsores. I just had to dust you off now and then.”

			Taylor tried to smile and couldn’t. She might have been less work, but she’d never believe that it had been easy.

			At the stove, her mother clicked off the burner. “And they’ve given me help whenever I needed it.”

			“The Guardians did?”

			“Yes. Along with your other friends. Savi and the pretty one.”

			Savi was pretty. Her fiancé Colin was something far beyond pretty—and after two and a half years, he might be her husband, not her fiancé. Taylor glanced at the pendant at her mother’s neck. “Did Savi give you that alarm, too?”

			“I’m to use it if anyone threatens us.”

			“Who does it signal?” But Taylor knew.

			“Michael.”

			“Did you push the button?”

			“No.”

			Good. She didn’t want to see him. Just hearing his name formed a cold knot in her chest, and now she couldn’t stop picturing his scales, his teeth. Couldn’t stop remembering the cruelty.

			Appearances were almost always deceiving. That was the first thing every Guardian learned, because demons so often hid behind kind actions and beautiful faces. Michael had hidden, too. It didn’t matter how gorgeous he was or how many times he’d saved everyone. She’d seen what lived inside him.

			Her mother returned to the table and filled the pot with steaming water. “He comes every day. And night. Probably more often than I know.”

			“What?”

			“Michael does. I’ll be sitting beside your bed, watching TV—and all of a sudden, he’s there.”

			God. When Taylor had still been human, he’d done that to her, too. She’d woken up to see him standing at the end of her bed, watching over her, a giant warrior with black wings and obsidian eyes. In theory, he’d been protecting her, but by showing up like that he’d almost killed her with a heart attack instead.

			“Does he say anything?”

			“Not much, no. He’ll ask me how I am doing. Sometimes he brings a gift.”

			Taylor frowned. “Like what?”

			Her mother nodded toward the porcelain teapot. Taylor took in the delicate handle, the intricate blue flowers, the pearlescent sheen—then thought about Michael’s age.

			“Holy crap.” She swallowed. “You realize . . . ?”

			“Yes.” Calmly, her mother lifted what was probably a priceless antique pot and poured her tea. “He said that some things are worth more when they serve the purpose for which they’ve been created.”

			“He only says that because he’s never had to pay a bill.” And because her proud, iron-willed mother wouldn’t have accepted the gift if he’d said anything else. “So he doesn’t scare you when he teleports in like that?”

			“No.” Her mother’s smile softened. “He’s like . . . a guardian angel.”

			Taylor choked on a laugh. No, he really wasn’t. But the denial stuck in her throat. Happiness and hope filled her mom’s psychic scent. She truly believed in that image of Michael.

			So had Taylor. Once. Before he’d forced his way into her head. Before he’d threatened her with his teeth. Before he’d ripped apart every shred of trust.

			But Taylor wouldn’t rip that belief away from her mother. She’d already lost enough.

			“He’s really something,” she said instead, and hated how her voice had thickened. Hated that even now, he took up any part of her head. Clearing her throat, she spooned up a heap of soggy flakes. “So—two and a half years. Did I miss anything?”

			*   *   *

			According to her mother, she’d missed a royal wedding, a presidential election, and a lot of reality television. Taylor didn’t care how much she left out. She could read the headlines later; catching up with her mom mattered more than loading up on current events—and it prevented her from dwelling on the time she’d lost. But even a pot of tea couldn’t stop her mother’s yawns, and Taylor urged her back to bed.

			In her own room, Taylor traded her sweats and bare feet for a pair of trousers and boots that she made by imagining them. God, she loved being able to do that. She didn’t know how it worked, but it was definitely one of the perks.

			Another perk was finding her keys and her Special Investigations–issued cell phone in her hammerspace, the battery still half-charged and her account still active. She locked the apartment behind her and dialed Joe’s home number as she made her way downstairs and onto the sidewalk.

			Three o’clock in the morning. Not every street in San Francisco would be quiet, but hers was. Drops from an earlier rain fell from the power lines crisscrossing overhead. A half-moon peeked through still-swollen clouds. Cold spring air filled her lungs, touched brisk fingers to her cheeks, but even though she’d only created a light jacket over her shirt, she didn’t shiver or wish for anything warmer. So strange that she could feel the cold, but not feel cold. Another perk.

			“This better be damned good.” Joe’s gruff greeting was heavy with sleep.

			Taylor grinned. It was so easy to picture his hangdog face lined with irritation, his brown hair sticking up every which way. She couldn’t count the number of times she’d seen him just out of bed and grumpy as hell. “Jesus, being a federal agent has made you soft. Whining over a three a.m. wake-up? It used to be, we’d just be getting started.”

			A sharp, indrawn breath. “Andy?”

			“That’s me. Sleeping Beauty.” Better than any fairy tale, though. Taylor hadn’t needed a kiss to wake her up.

			“Christ be nimble. You at home?”

			“Leaving it.” Before Michael decided to pop in. “My mom just went back to bed.”

			“Where are you headed?”

			“Savi’s.” She heard noises in the background—Joe was moving around. “No, don’t get up. I’m just calling because I wanted you to be the first after my mom to know. I’ll see you at SI later, because if I don’t see Savi before sunrise I won’t get a chance until tonight.”

			“Vampires.” He acknowledged her predicament with a sigh. “All right, then. How’d Carolyn take it?”

			Oh, God. Taylor wasn’t ready to talk about her mom with him yet. She closed her eyes, ignored the sweet note in his voice. “Really well. But I know it must have been rough for her.”

			“It was. But she’s one hell of a tough lady.” Admiration deepened the sweetness into something warmer. “How are you taking it?”

			Truthfully? “Not quite as well. I’m trying not to dwell.”

			“Dammit, Andy.” No anger. Just heavy regret, and no more needed to be said.

			There wasn’t anything to say, anyway. “Back to bed, old man. I’ll see you in the morning.”

			“Just remember this old man can still run circles around you.”

			“So your walker doesn’t roll in a straight line anymore?” Taylor asked, and his bark of laughter lifted the weight in her chest. “In the morning, then.”

			“Early. I’m jumping over to West Virginia at seven.”

			Teleporting across the country. She wouldn’t ask who was taking him. Only four Guardians could jump instantly from one location to another. Michael was one of them.

			“Early,” she agreed and ended the call.

			A two-mile walk would take her to Savi and Colin’s house in the Haight, one of the big Victorian mansions that were always featured in tourist brochures. It might have been an even more popular destination if people knew that a vampire had lived there since the 1906 quake, but fortunately, very few humans knew that vampires existed at all. Privacy meant safety—not just from humans, but from demons. Though vampires had once been human, nothing in the Rules prevented demons from hurting them . . . and the demons would enjoy every second of it.

			Taylor considered giving Savi a heads-up call, letting the vampire know that she was awake and on her way, but chances were that the news would spread to the Guardians—and to Michael. She’d make it a surprise visit instead.

			She started off at a leisurely pace. Taylor could run the two miles in under a minute—maybe a little slower now that Michael’s strength wasn’t augmenting hers—but she chose to walk. She didn’t want to dwell on the time lost, but she needed a few minutes to come to terms with her new status.

			A novice Guardian. An unskilled Guardian.

			She didn’t care that her body wasn’t as strong and as fast as Michael’s or any of the older Guardians’. Taylor didn’t measure herself against anyone else; only her own standards mattered. But her lack of skill bothered the hell out of her.

			Not that she was a complete newbie. She’d developed psychic shields while still human, which kept Guardians and demons from sensing her emotions. After her transformation, she’d quickly developed psychic blocks, too, which kept other people’s emotions out. Both were necessary for defense. The shields kept demons and vampires—or other Guardians—from sensing Taylor’s presence, while the blocks kept her from being overwhelmed by humans who couldn’t guard their minds.

			Though it wasn’t so bad now. In the apartments and houses she passed, most of the people were sleeping, their emotions blurred and indistinct in dreams, tasting like memories of flavors on her tongue.

			That had changed, too. When Michael had been in her head, emotions had sounded like a song that she easily recognized even though she’d never heard it before. Now they were like a taste, an odor, sometimes a sensation. She knew most Guardians experienced them that way, a psychic scent—and Taylor interpreted them easily, too.

			She hadn’t needed him to teach her that—and when Michael had blocked the link between them during the worst of his torture, she’d sensed psychic scents this way before. So this was one adjustment that would be easy to make.

			Not having his Gifts to back her up wouldn’t be as easy. No more teleporting. She’d never been good at healing, so that wasn’t a loss. And though she wanted to test out her own Gift, that would be a bad idea right now. Not only would using a Gift open her shields and reveal her position to any demon who might be in the city, she didn’t know what her power might be. Supposedly a Gift reflected some aspect of her human life, and Taylor had often been told by her superiors that she had anger management issues. Perhaps her Gift was simply an explosion waiting to go off. If so, better to practice it far away from populated areas.

			And that was only if she’d even developed a Gift yet. Some Guardians waited decades before discovering theirs.

			So she couldn’t rely on Gifts and superpowers. She needed to fly, to fight with swords and a hundred other weapons. She needed to know languages and martial arts. She needed to use her psychic abilities to attack as well as defend.

			That was all stuff that she’d have to learn, that she would learn. But learning the flying and the fighting wasn’t the problem. It just all took so damn long, and two and a half years had already been wasted.

			Being a novice wasn’t like being a rookie. A cop immediately worked the streets, putting herself out there. A novice Guardian had at least fifty years of training ahead of her before she became active. It might have been worse. Before the Guardians’ numbers had been reduced to a few dozen warriors and novices, new Guardians had trained for a hundred years in Caelum before they stepped foot on Earth again. Now they trained at Special Investigations headquarters under the tutelage of a human. After the Guardian realm had fallen apart, some novices began to keep apartments outside the warehouse headquarters, but aside from training and researching, they never saw any action. All for a good reason—Taylor might be able to hold her own against an unfriendly vampire, but a demon or nosferatu would slaughter her within seconds—but the next fifty years stretched ahead of her like an unending hell, five decades of being useless and frustrated.

			Maybe she wouldn’t be feeling this if she hadn’t begun her life as a Guardian differently. With Michael linked to her, she’d been out there slaying demons and nosferatu. Protecting humans. Working.

			That wouldn’t be an option now. And she wanted to work. She needed to be useful, to do something more than practice fencing and flying. She couldn’t be a detective. Both demons and Guardians operated under the Rules, which dictated that they couldn’t impede a human’s free will and couldn’t kill one, even in self-defense or to save someone else. A cop couldn’t do the job without breaking the Rules now and then, so working as a detective on the side was out. The one job she’d worked toward her entire life, the job that was in her bones and her blood . . . and she couldn’t be one.

			Instead of working, all that she had to look forward to for the next fifty years was Newbie Guardian School, while all of the humans around her—her mother, Jason, Joe—grew older and died.

			Jesus. How could she possibly come to terms with that?

			Taylor stopped. The tall, wrought-iron gate guarding the entrance to Savi’s house loomed in front of her. She’d made it here, but only now began to recognize why she’d come. Not just to get away from Michael. Not just to see her friend.

			She was done with being a Guardian. Done, done, done.

			But becoming a human again wasn’t a simple thing. There were rules that said how and when a Guardian could be transformed back—but unlike the Rules, these weren’t set in stone. Most Guardians had to wait a hundred years before they were given an option to Fall and resume their lives; the only other choice was to Ascend and await the judgment that would send their souls to Heaven or Hell.

			Taylor wasn’t ready to face judgment. She just wanted her life back—and Savi lived with the vampire who could tell her how to get it.

			Resolved, she pressed the buzzer at the gate and shot a toothy grin at the camera, which would tell Colin and Savi who she claimed to be but offered little real security. The array of thermal sensors in the console allowed a better confirmation of her identity. Demons registered hotter than a human would, and Guardians were a normal 98.6. Both vampires and nosferatu were colder than humans, but they couldn’t shape-shift and fool the cameras, anyway.

			“Please identify yourself.”

			Taylor recognized the crisp female voice. Maggie Wren, the butler—who would recognize Taylor as well. Even if Taylor hadn’t been a frequent visitor before her thirty-month nap, Maggie would have known her face. While still human, Taylor had investigated her for murder.

			The butler hadn’t done it. She’d been framed by a demon—and had taken the news that vampires, Guardians, and demons existed with far more aplomb than Taylor had. But then, nothing seemed to rattle Maggie. A former CIA operative, her ice-blond hair never strayed out of place, her glacial eyes saw everything, and her hands always remained rock steady.

			If Taylor hadn’t liked the other woman so much, she’d probably have hated her.

			“Special Agent Andy Taylor.” No doubt her response would be run through a voice analysis, though that was also less helpful than the thermal imaging. Any shape-shifted demon could impersonate a voice.

			Except for Michael’s voice.

			She pushed the thought of him away, forced herself to actually think like an investigator instead of just standing there. “Why are you here at night, Maggie?”

			The butler owned a house a few blocks away, where she lived with Colin’s great-great-great-something-nephew Geoffrey Blake. Usually Maggie spent the nights at home and watched over Savi and Colin during the day. Demons couldn’t hurt or force a human to do anything, so even though their strength couldn’t compare, humans like Maggie served as the best defense against them.

			“Geoff and I have moved in for the time being. I’m opening the gate now.”

			Taylor could have just jumped over it, but she liked how normal waiting for the gates to open was—and she liked taking the extra time to mull over Maggie’s response while she walked up the drive.

			Did Colin and Savi need the extra protection at night? Or was it Maggie and Geoff who needed it? If so, Savi and Colin would be able to provide it. Colin Ames-Beaumont was the most powerful vampire in the world—not as strong or as quick as a demon, but he could hold his own. He was one of two vampires who could remain awake during the day, and the only vampire who didn’t immediately burn in the sun. Savi had her own bag of surprises, starting with a houseful of technological defenses and ending with her fangs and claws and hellhound venom.

			But they were both linked by blood to Chaos, which had already made them a target when Michael’s sister, Anaria, attempted to gain access to that realm. Lucifer’s demons might try the same. Lucifer himself couldn’t—after losing a wager with Michael, he’d been forced to close all of the portals between Hell and Earth, effectively trapping him there. But before Lucifer had closed the Gates, he’d sent demons out to perform various tasks on his behalf. Some of those demons had immediately tried to create new portals; others were probably lying in wait.

			Perhaps Colin and Savi expected another attack. Or perhaps, in the past two and a half years, there had already been one.

			The front door opened. Savi came out onto the columned porch with Colin at her side. Taylor didn’t look at him straight-on. Though he wasn’t projecting the Terrifying Beauty stare that could make her knees shake with wonder and fear, his face still gave her a jolt that she felt down to her toes. Taylor focused on Savi instead. Short black hair stood in spikes over a fairy’s face, delicate with a pointed chin. She was biting her bottom lip and bouncing up and down on her bare feet a little—as if she wanted to run to Taylor, but held back.

			Of course she did. Neither Savi nor Colin was stupid.

			Colin’s powerful mind pressed against Taylor’s psychic shields. Thermal scans and cameras were all well and good, but there was nothing like touching someone’s brain to ascertain their identity. Taylor obliged by opening her shields a crack.

			Michael teleported in front of her.

			Terror dug into Taylor’s chest. His massive body towered over her, obstructing everything else in sight. She stumbled back, called in her gun. Whipping it up, she aimed between his amber eyes, both shining like the sun. Her hands shook. The barrel veered over his head, then down past his chin. Fuck, fuck! She tried to steady, but could only remember the scales, the sharp teeth. They weren’t there now but she could see them . . . and feel the familiar darkness of his mind probing hers.

			“Bastard!” She slammed her shields closed. “Stay out of my head!”

			“Andy!” Savi’s shout came from the porch. Colin was holding her back. Her confusion and fear tasted like acid on Taylor’s tongue.

			She blocked them out. On a deep breath, she steadied her hands. Michael watched her, his big body absolutely still. Despite her terrified memories, he looked like himself. Close-cropped black hair, bronze skin, amber eyes. He wore a simple sleeveless tunic and linen pants, but his clothes were just another deception. I’m harmless, they seemed to say. I look like a peaceful monk. Well, she wasn’t fooled. They didn’t hide his warrior’s physique, and his feet were bare. However nonthreatening he tried to appear, Michael was always ready to kill something.

			And he must have been searching for her. That was the only explanation for how he’d teleported in the very second she’d opened her shields. He’d been lying in wait, like a snake.

			Like a demon.

			“If you must shoot him, Taylor, please use a silencer.” Colin’s voice took on the droll tone he used whenever he was trying to soothe Savi’s fears—and whenever Savi had good reason to fear. “Visits from the police are so very tedious.”

			Nothing from Michael, but the glow in his eyes was fading, the amber darkening to obsidian. She heard his inhalation, as if he drew in her scent, and another shudder of terror wrecked her aim.

			He’d smelled her in Hell, too.

			With effort, Taylor steadied and bared her teeth in a smile. “You’re not covered in armored scales now, motherfucker. So you take one step toward me, and we’ll see how you like having your brain torn apart.”

			Michael closed his eyes. When he opened them, his irises were amber again, appearing almost human. She knew they damn well weren’t.

			His somber gaze traveled up her length. “I’m pleased to see that you’re well, Andromeda Taylor.”

			The warm harmony of his voice washed over her skin and seemed to sink in, as if wrapping her in a protective embrace. She steeled herself against it.

			“Yeah? Fuck you.”

			When his lips curved, her finger tightened on the trigger. But this wasn’t the same terrifying razor-toothed grin he’d given her in Hell. Just a gorgeous one that almost made her forget what lay inside him.

			His smile widened. “I’m also pleased that you are yourself again.”

			Then he was gone.

			Taylor folded over, hands on her knees. Her stomach roiled. The breakfast of champions was a few seconds away from splattering over the manicured lawn.

			Light steps approached at a run. Savi’s cool hands caught her cheeks. “Hey. Are you okay? What was that about?”

			What was it about? Three hours ago, he’d been in her mind and she’d been crawling up his scaly chest, tangling a kiss with his forked tongue. It didn’t matter that two and a half years had passed. It had been a far shorter time in her head.

			And the hole in her chest had healed, but she could still feel it.

			“Nothing.” Swallowing hard, Taylor straightened and vanished her gun. “I’m all right.”

			Behind Savi, Colin stood with his hands in his tailored trouser pockets, grinning at her with his fangs on full display. When she’d met him, Taylor had disliked the vain bastard, but he’d grown on her. Like a tumor.

			Taylor narrowed her eyes at the vampire. “What are you smiling at?”

			“‘You’re not covered in armored scales now, motherfucker.’” Colin’s fancy English accent made her words sound cleverer than they’d been. “I pray that the security cameras captured that. I shall replay it for my enjoyment over the next few centuries.”

			“Pervert,” Savi said.

			“Video blocked, of course.” He gave a mock shudder when his gaze ran over Taylor’s hair. “I see that whatever happened to you has also stolen your ability to see your reflection.”

			Taylor flipped him the bird. Most vampires could see themselves in a mirror, but because of the same curse that linked him to the Chaos realm, Colin couldn’t. His dark blond hair hadn’t seen a comb in decades, yet he still managed to look perfectly, artfully tousled. Taylor’s red curls were just a tangled mess—and she couldn’t care less.

			Savi stepped back, looked her over. “So. How was Hell?”

			“It sucked. Did anything happen while I was out?”

			Colin and Savi exchanged a glance. “Well,” Savi said. “The world didn’t end.”

			“So the Mayans were wrong, then.”

			“Fox Mulder was, too. Either that, or their calculations were a few months off.” Savi stepped back, gestured to the house. “Come on. We’ll fill you in.”

			*   *   *

			With soaring ceilings, walls painted a golden yellow, and spindly-legged chairs upholstered in flowered silks, the second-floor parlor of Colin and Savi’s mansion reminded Taylor of British historical dramas on public television. If not for Savi herself, Taylor would never have felt comfortable enough to stay ten minutes, let alone visit as often as she did.

			Or at least, as often as she had before Khavi shoved a spear through her chest.

			Savi hadn’t changed much in that time. As a vampire, she would never really change physically. Her dark skin might lighten a tiny bit as the years passed without a touch from the sun, her hair might grow, but she’d forever be twenty-six years old. Neither her curiosity nor her wide-eyed enthusiasm and good humor had changed, though. Taylor prayed Savi never lost those, never became hardened or cynical, because if she did, there obviously wasn’t any chance for the rest of them to make it to the end of life happily.

			As it was, Taylor considered it a minor miracle that she and the other woman had become close. A genius with computers and more interested in shooting zombies in video games than handling a real gun, Savi would have fit well into the circle of friends that Jason had before his accident, but she was unlike any of Taylor’s. She was the sort of person that Taylor had absolutely nothing in common with.

			Except for death . . . and the Guardians.

			Six years before, they’d both still been human. Taylor had been in the other woman’s apartment, investigating the ritual murder of one of Savi’s friends, when a winged woman had teleported in from nowhere and crashed into Savi’s kitchen table. Until that moment, they’d both thought that the stories of nosferatu and the demonic symbols attached to the case had been a sick joke.

			Seeing the Guardian had convinced them. Over the following months, they’d shared all of the information they discovered about demons, vampires, and Guardians—most of that information flowing from Savi to Taylor. But Savi had actually wanted to become a vampire. Learning about the Guardians had opened a new world for her, while Taylor’s world seemed to fall apart. She’d begun clashing with her superiors, with the director at Special Investigations who’d kept horning in on her cases, with Michael when he showed up at her scenes . . . and all of the friends she’d told about vampires and Guardians slowly backed away, no doubt thinking that she’d gone crazy.

			Maybe she had. A little.

			Then Savi had been transformed, and Taylor hadn’t been able to deal. Savi had become too much a part of everything that had been screwing up her head, so she’d tried to cut ties between them. No more lunches, no more e-mails. But when Savi had shown up at the police station where Taylor had worked, hoping to heal Jason with a blood transfusion, Taylor’s reluctant affection for the geeky young vampire had become solid loyalty. It hadn’t been long before she’d considered Savi one of her closest friends—and since she’d become a Guardian, that friendship had probably saved her from going off the deep end a couple of times.

			So now she had a rich, brilliant buddy who could hack into almost any computer system. The only drawback: that buddy came with Colin Ames-Beaumont. Taylor liked to think that hooking Savi up with the vainest vampire in existence was just Nature’s way of keeping everything in balance.

			In Savi’s defense, though—if Colin never opened his mouth, Taylor might have fallen in love with him, too. He was undeniably beautiful.

			And he made certain that everyone knew it. A series of self-portraits—with his face perfectly rendered and painted from memory alone—hung over the staircase leading to the second floor. Fortunately, he wasn’t featured on any of the paintings in the parlor, so she could pace the room without his life-sized image smirking down at her. Landscapes depicting his family’s estate in England decorated the walls instead. His relatives were captured on other canvases, their clothing and hairstyles showing the fashions from the early 1800s to the current decade.

			Two hundred years old. Taylor could barely wrap her head around it, yet she knew that Irena, who’d led the Guardians while Michael was in Hell, had been born more than sixteen hundred years before—and Lilith, the director of Special Investigations, was a few centuries older than that.

			Then there were Michael and Khavi, who were maybe eight or nine thousand years old. Taylor wasn’t sure of the exact date. Though Michael had shared some early memories with her, they hadn’t come with a calendar. She’d seen houses and temples of clay brick, and white plaster courtyards swept clean. She’d felt the hot sun on the back of his neck, the hard soil beneath his bare feet. The primitive hoe in his hands, the wood worn smooth from use. The endless toil of breaking up the clods, the dry fields that gave so little until the rains came—and then the odor of the storms, the heavy, wet earth, breathing the fragrance deep into his lungs.

			If she closed her eyes, Taylor could smell it now. She looked to Savi instead, raising her brows. “So?”

			With a grin, Savi held up her left hand. She’d already worn a platinum band, but now another lay nestled against it. So they’d made it official, then.

			“Congratulations.” Taylor had to grin along with her friend and was sincere when she said, “I’m sorry I missed the ceremony.”

			Savi caught her tongue between her teeth, her expression turning mischievous. “I can give you the video.”

			“Good God, no.” Colin raised a pained glance to the heavens. “She marries the Invisible Man.”

			Because he didn’t show up in mirrors or on film. “I’d watch that,” Taylor said. “So do I owe you guys a wedding present?”

			“Oh, please!” Colin exclaimed, hand over his heart. “I’ve always longed for a ten-dollar gift certificate from Target.”

			Damn it. That was exactly what she’d have given him, too, simply to see his expression when he opened it. “Did it take you the full two and a half years to come up with that one?”

			He flashed a stunning grin. “You’d best fan yourself now. Witnessing the exercise of my extraordinary wit can be quite overwhelming.”

			Okay. Sometimes she did like him.

			Especially now, when she sat on the bench in front of the grand piano, her back to the keys. In this position, she faced the window seat overlooking the park. The pillows were dented from recent use, and on the floor lay an open violin case. He and Savi had been sitting there when she’d arrived at the gate, Taylor realized. He’d probably been playing for her.

			That was sweet. Romantic. They had a good thing going—except for the part where they sucked each other’s blood. No matter how sexy a vampire’s feeding supposedly felt, that was just gross.

			“Anyway.” Savi sank into the window seat, pulling her legs up and curling them beneath her. “That’s pretty much all that has happened. Here on Earth, anyway.”

			On his heels beside the violin case, Colin nodded and loosened the bow’s screw. “With most of Belial’s demons dead and the nephilim slaughtered, we’ve little to report. A few nosferatu have ventured out of their caves, but the Guardians quickly dispatched them.”

			“And Lucifer’s demons seem to be lying low for now,” Savi finished.

			“Then it was quiet while I was out.” And would hopefully stay that way.

			“Mostly. There have been the usual squabbles in some of the vampire communities, a few who have broken the Rules and had to be dealt with.”

			Nothing that could end the world. “And away from Earth?”

			“All of Hell is at war,” Colin said.

			“So everything’s the same.”

			Lucifer had ruled Hell since he’d led his angel cohorts in a rebellion aeons ago, but in his endless grasp for power, he’d created his greatest enemy—Belial, one of the demons who consumed dragon flesh in order to produce offspring with a human.

			That demon was also Michael’s father.

			According to Michael, consuming the dragon’s flesh had transformed Belial in a deeper way: He’d become good. More like a man than a demon. Then the effect of the transformation had worn off, and although Belial’s physical form returned to his original angelic appearance—blindingly, painfully beautiful, with six wings and the same harmonic voice—that appearance was deceiving. He’d started a rebellion against Lucifer in Hell, claiming that he would lead the other demons back to Heaven and return them to Grace. But that was just the propaganda. Belial’s only intention was to take Lucifer’s throne—which would leave the Guardians with one bad option over another.

			Belial wouldn’t be bound by the terms of the wager that had forced Lucifer to close the Gates to Hell. He probably wouldn’t bring dragons from Chaos with him, but Taylor thought Belial might be just as bad. If he secured the throne in Hell and set his sights on ruling Earth . . . She didn’t even want to think about the kind of damage that someone who looked like Belial could do to humanity. They already had enough fanatics running around. And that would be the worst of it; the Rules forbade Belial and his demons from hurting humans. But God knew what humans might do to each other in his name, and the Guardians wouldn’t be able to stop them. Any Guardian who tried and broke the Rules would have to Fall. Soon there would be no Guardians left—or they’d have to stand by and let it happen, focused purely on stopping the demons.

			“Not the same,” Savi said. “Anaria has joined the fray.”

			“Anaria?” She’d known that Michael’s sister intended to join the war. After Belial’s demons on Earth had slaughtered the nephilim—Anaria’s children—she’d sworn to kill Belial and avenge them. “But with the nephilim dead, she doesn’t have an army.”

			“She does now. Orange juice?”

			“I— What?” She glanced over at Colin, who stood beside a small table, a crystal decanter in hand and a brow arched. Most vampires couldn’t taste anything but blood. Thanks to the hellhound venom in Savi’s blood, these two could, and Colin was apparently still reveling in his renewed sense of taste. Taylor accepted a glass, primarily so that she could do something with her hands. “Where did she get an army? Did she convince a legion of demons to follow her?”

			Having experienced firsthand how compelling Anaria could be, Taylor wouldn’t have been surprised. When Anaria spoke, it took an effort to think of any opposing argument—and worse, Anaria made Taylor desperately want to believe her, even when Taylor fundamentally disagreed with her ideas. It was as if Anaria’s will and beliefs simply overrode her own.

			“Not demons,” Savi said, scooting over to make room for Colin to sit beside her. “She’s spent the past two and a half years recruiting everyone whose soul was released from the frozen field at the same time that Michael’s was. Hundreds of thousands of them.”

			Taylor frowned. “But they are just humans and halfling demons. And down there, they don’t have the protection of the Rules.”

			Humans were much weaker than demons, and even halflings—humans given demonic powers by Lucifer—weren’t as strong as the demons in Belial’s and Lucifer’s armies.

			“But unlike demons, they can’t die,” Colin said.

			“What?”

			“That’s what Selah told us,” Savi explained. “She teleported down there to see what was happening. Demons were cutting through Anaria’s army, chopping off heads, slashing through their hearts—but it didn’t even hurt them. All of the demons who were cut down stayed down, though.”

			Taylor shook her head, trying to imagine . . . but Michael had said the same thing. He’d said that he couldn’t be killed in Hell. At least, not until they returned his soul to his body. And all of the humans and halflings in the frozen field were just souls, too. There was no body to kill, and the rest was truly immortal.

			“So Anaria is basically unstoppable,” Taylor realized.

			“In Hell, anyway, because her army couldn’t come to Earth. But they might be defeated in Hell, eventually. Lilith thinks that if they were burned in the Pit, they’d be released to . . . up there.”

			“Heaven, my sweet agnostic,” Colin said.

			“Or an alien mothership. We don’t know for sure.”

			They didn’t, but Taylor tended to agree with Colin. “But what about the demons who were in the frozen field? Are they unstoppable now, too?”

			“Nope. They’re just gone.”

			“Where?” Taylor had seen them all disappear when the frozen field cracked, but had no idea where they’d disappeared to.

			Savi shrugged. “Maybe to the demons’ version of Hell.”

			Maybe. Taylor supposed it didn’t matter, as long as they were gone. “So what happens if Anaria takes the throne? She could open the Gates, too.”

			And probably would, because Anaria was the very worst sort of “good.” She wanted everyone to be happy and joyful and kind—and she’d destroy anyone who dared not to be. And unlike Belial or Lucifer, she didn’t have to follow the Rules. The Guardians might be able to stop her—but as powerful as she was, and with an ability to compel people to follow her, Anaria could do a lot of damage to the world first.

			“No doubt she’d rid the world of vampire abominations,” Colin said dryly. “We ought to cheer for her.”

			Anaria considered them all a corruption, a human disease. And she already knew about Colin and Savi; they’d probably be first.

			No. All of the Guardians would be first, because they’d oppose her.

			“Jesus,” Taylor said. “There is no one to cheer for, is there? Lucifer will bring on the dragons and kill us all, Belial will put the whole world at war, and Anaria will crush us beneath her feet.”

			“Her tiny, perfect feet,” Savi agreed.

			“Is there any hope that they’ll all just kill each other off?”

			“I believe that is the hope—with Michael helping them along,” Colin said. “We’ve heard that he has been teleporting there often and slaying legions of them.”

			Because he wanted to burn them all. But Michael was no longer a dragon, and he only had swords. “That won’t be enough. What has Khavi been doing?”

			“No one really knows,” Savi said. “She pops in every once in a while, then leaves again.”

			“Does she say anything? How close are we to Hell breaking loose?”

			“We don’t know. Khavi sees it happening, though.”

			“Tomorrow? Next year? A thousand years from now?”

			“She sees all of the above, I think,” Savi said. “She says she doesn’t know.”

			And if Khavi did know, would she tell? She sure hadn’t mentioned the spear through Taylor’s chest. “Of course.”

			Savi opened her mouth again, hesitated, bit her lip.

			Taylor had to laugh. Savi’s curiosity had begun to bleed through her shields. Waiting even this long had probably almost killed her. “Go ahead and ask,” she said.

			“What the hell happened to you down there?” Suddenly on her feet, Savi began pacing a path in front of the window seat. “All that anybody knows is that Michael is suddenly back, you’re in a freaking coma, and Khavi is afraid to show up in the same place as him.”

			“Really?” Apparently he didn’t like a surprise spear-through-the-chest, either.

			“Yeah, really. Then you pull a gun on him, and I have never felt you so scared. I really thought you’d shoot him.”

			“I hoped you would,” Colin said with a grin.

			Savi threw him a narrowed look before turning to Taylor again. “What in the world did he do?”

			“Ah, well.” Taylor appreciated Savi’s willingness to be outraged on her behalf, but she didn’t intend to fan that anger. Fortunately, her friend was easy to distract with details. “I was walking around, and Michael showed up as a big dragon just in time to save me from a hellhound. Then he ate it.”

			“Ate it?” Savi’s mouth dropped open. Even Colin looked a little squicked.

			“In about three bites. Then Michael shifted into his own body, and Khavi came and stabbed us both with the spear.”

			Savi stared at her. “But . . . where did the hellhound go? Why didn’t Michael explode when he shifted? How can all of that mass in his stomach just disappear?”

			“I know, right? I wondered that, too.”

			“And I prefer not to ponder such things.” Colin hadn’t been distracted, Taylor knew. He studied her face for a moment as if debating whether to ask everything that she hadn’t said. He finally continued, “Your psychic scent is different from before you left.”

			“A lot different?”

			“It is your own again—as it was when you were human.”

			So definitely no Michael in there, then. That was a relief.

			“And everything else is back to normal, too? Caelum’s been rebuilt, Michael’s in charge again . . .” She trailed off when Savi grimaced a little. “What?”

			“Caelum still lies in ruins,” Colin said. “And Irena still leads the Guardians.”

			“What?” Taylor stared at them, certain they must be joking, but Colin steadily returned her gaze and Savi appeared apologetic, as if she was sorry that they’d been the ones to tell her. “Why?”

			“Michael says he’s not connected to Caelum anymore.” Savi returned to her seat, plopped back down. “We don’t exactly know what he means by connected, but he can’t repair the realm.”

			Taylor knew what he meant, in a fashion. She’d felt the way the city responded to him when his mind had been linked to hers—almost as if Caelum had been seeking his touch. Not like a lover, exactly. But as if the city recognized him, called him her own.

			In Hell, he’d told her that connection had been lost. She’d never imagined that it wouldn’t return when he did.

			Unsettled, Taylor rose to her feet. She didn’t know what to do with the glass full of juice in her hand, so she vanished it. “And why isn’t he leading the others?”

			Not that Irena was doing a bad job. She’d been great, in fact. Given her temper, far better than anyone had expected. No one would complain if she led the Guardians forever.

			But that had been the whole point of bringing Michael back. He’d been going to lead them all to victory against Lucifer.

			“Well,” Savi said, “he’s been scary.”

			“He’s always been scary.”

			“Not like this. We’ve never been afraid that he’d hurt us—”

			“Never afraid that he’d hurt you,” Colin interrupted, glancing at Savi. “He has come uncomfortably close to it with me.”

			“Because you were an ass and deserved it,” Savi said.

			But Colin must have been afraid, even for Savi. Taylor looked to him. “You held her back. Out there, when he teleported in—you held Savi back.”

			“I am reasonably certain that he would never harm her,” he said softly. “Except that she might have come between him and you.”

			Savi’s mouth rounded, as if in sudden realization. Taylor pinned her with a look.

			“Okay, well—that’s kind of the reason some of the Guardians aren’t so sure about him.” She hesitated and glanced at Colin, who lifted his hands as if to say, Go ahead. “I’ve been monitoring computer searches, so whenever someone looks up certain names in different databases or online, I receive a notification. One of those names is yours. Another is your mom’s.”

			Not exactly legal, but no different from some of the other things Savi did. Taylor nodded. “All right.”

			“Because you were just lying helpless in bed, and if someone looked up your mom’s address, we wanted to know why.”

			“You were protecting me. I get it. It’s fine.” What did this have to do with Michael?

			“And in your case, the search has to be really specific, you know? Otherwise ‘Andy Taylor’ just takes them to Mayberry. Oh! And he passed away while you were out. I’m sorry.”

			Baffled, Taylor shook her head before realizing that Savi meant the TV sheriff. In her career, Taylor had already heard all the jokes. Everyone assumed that she’d been named after him. She hadn’t been. “You mean Andy Griffith?”

			“Yeah.” Savi pinched the bridge of her nose. “Anyway. Sorry for the tangent. Okay. So, a few months after you got back, a search for Andromeda Taylor pops up. So I asked the Guardians to look for whoever conducted the search, and they found a demon.”

			She was glad that Savi had set up the search, then. “Why was he looking for me?”

			“That’s what Lilith wanted to know. So Jake teleported him in to the holding cell at SI, and they got Hugh down there, too, to see if the answers he gave were the truth. But the demon wasn’t talking at all.” Her tone increasingly troubled, Savi began to wring her fingers. “Then Michael popped into the cell.”

			Dread built in Taylor’s chest. “And?”

			“He tore the demon apart.” Colin caught his wife’s hand. “Starting with his feet, and one joint at a time.”

			“Literally tore him apart.” Savi looked sick. “I didn’t really believe it, so I got into the security feed afterward. But it was true. He did it in front of everyone, even though they were telling him to stop. But he didn’t. Lilith and Hugh even went in and got up on him, tried to hold him back, but he just kept on going. He said he wouldn’t stop until the demon explained why he was looking for you.”

			“Did the demon ever say?”

			“No. And even Irena was taken aback when she saw what he’d done.”

			Irena, who loved to kill demons as painfully as possible.
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