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PRAYER TO ST. M CHAEL

St. Mchael the Archangel, defend us in the day of Battle. Be our safeguard

agai nst the wi ckedness and snares of the Devil. My God rebuke H m we hunbly
pray, and do Thou, O Prince of the Heavenly Host, by the power of God, cast
into Hell, Satan and all the other evil spirits who prow through the

worl d, seeking the ruin of souls. Anen.

- Pope Leo Xl |

PROLOGUE

SHOTS rang out in sinultaneous succession. Not the staccato rounds of
automatic gunfire, but the precision blasts of high-powered sniper rifles.

One, two, three.

Separate shots fromrifles trained on individual targets in an area so heavily
popul ated by Secret Service that no sniper should have penetrated the

peri meter.

Let al one three.

The bl asts shocked the otherwi se normal sounds of a busy Washi ngton, D.C.
afternoon. Roman Barrynore reacted instantly, as did the two protection
operatives flanking him Standard protocol. Assassination attenpts were part
of their jobs; evasive nmaneuvers were carried out by rote.

But the white heat scalding flesh and everything vital in his chest proved the
effort was too little, too |ate.

The protection operatives on both sides of the Iinp door coll apsed al nost in
uni son. Secret Service



2 JEAN E LONDON
RETRI EVAL
3

swarned |i ke bees shocked froma hive, attenpting to contain danage that had
al ready been done. As Roman sank to his knees, he could al nbost hear the
newscaster's soundbite.

"Breaking news. . . Hi gh-ranking governnent official assassinated on the White
House | awn. "

Then his life flashed before his eyes, frame by frame, glutted with a meaning
he only now identified, the significance of choices he'd made over a lifetine
that had brought himto the nonent of his death-choices that would either
bring himto salvation or conderm himin the upconming battle for his soul
Father Leo inside his office at the school, a place as old and revered as the
priest hinmself, a man who could encourage with a smle or shane with a gl ance.
"You know you shouldn't fight, Roman."

"They ganged up on John."

"You coul d have gone inside and told Sister Gemma."

"They were hurting him" Roman had no ot her expl anation, no second choi ce.

Fat her Leo's gaze seened to burn through him making it hard for Roman to
breat he as those dark eyes sought, found.

"Then you did what you had to do," Father Leo finally said. "You stood up for
your classmate and hel ped hi m when he needed your help."

"Greater love than this no man has, that a man | ays down his life for his
friend.”

St andi ng between his parents' caskets in the funeral hone. People filing
through in a bizarre conga line to offer condol ences, their voices blurring
together into a drone he only caught fragments of.

"Such a tragi c acddent™”

"Far too young."

"At | east they were together."

"What will you do now, Roman? WII| you change your plans for college?"

He didn't know. College was still five nonths away and he couldn't even answer
t he questions the funeral director had been throwi ng at himever since this
whol e ni ght mare began.

How t he hell was he supposed to know how thick his parents wanted the concrete
vault around their caskets? If they'd had a choice that really mattered, they
woul dn't be dead right now

"You're not al one, never alone. Don't give into despair."

Roman's surprise at the springy give to his target's skin beneath the pistol
The feel of the trigger under his finger. The blind recognition in the man's
eyes at facing death, at facing Roman. If he pulled the trigger, he would be
death. There would be no turning back. Never any turning back. Not for his
target, or for hinself.

There were so many ot her careers that didn't involve killing.

Yes, there were, but.

"Wth power comes great responsibility. Don't |let power harden your heart.”
Then came death, and the battle for his soul. Evil tried to sink vicious

tal ons deep, to rob his salvation, to claimhis eternity, but for the choices
al ready nmade.

Enough good choi ces and Roman earned a trip straight into heaven. Too nany bad
choices and he'd get the fast track to hell for an eternity of fire, pain, and
suf fering.

Then there was the other choice: to repent. But not everyone's eternity was so
simple, so clear cut.



Roman hadn't given nuch thought to what woul d
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happen after he died, despite a deep respect that death honored no man's
timetable, only its own.

Light so radiant it blinded, not conforting but glaring, ruthless. Light and
shadow collided in striking violence, an otherworldly ferocity that pitted a
bl ast furnace of evil against the flashing brilliance.

And finally. . . dom nion.

He' d made enough good choices during his life to throw off the denons of
deat h. They grudgi ngly abandoned the battle for his soul and receded in a

vi ol ent hiss of withing bl ackness.

The angels |l eft Roman, too, ascending in a lumnous cloud of light; until he
t hought he'd be left alone in the void.

Then anot her angel appeared, burning so bright the |light seared Roman's
vision, forced himto shield his face. Before he closed his eyes though, he
caught a glinpse of flam ng eyes and a radi ant sword.

"I amthe captain of the angelic warriors, and you have a choi ce before you,
Roman Barrynore. You can atone in purgatory, the threshold of heaven," the
angel said in an otherworldly voice that swelled with goodness and strength,
and sounded oddly famliar. "Or you can delay eternity and accept a speci al
task. "

Roman wanted to face the owner of that voice, but the |light blinded and burned
even through the shield of his raised hands and coul d he only ask, "What
task?"

"A necessary one," the angelic captain said. ''And a difficult one. A battle
nmust be fought for the passage between life and death. Someone nust rally
forces to fight. "

CHAPTER ONE

WAS t here any good way to tell a woman she's dead?

Roman Barrynore didn't think so, which left himfacing an interesting dil emma.
Once he confirmed the identity of the woman runni ng through the park after her
fugitive dog, he would have to deci de how best to break the news.

The wonman was Nina de Lacy. In life, she'd been the Lady of Kirkby, a Brit
froma hol di ng near the Wl sh border. In death, she was a | ost soul, who'd
shifted out of the afterlife back into the living world, where she currently
existed as if alive.

She wasn't.

Roman had come to reconnoiter and fornmulate a strategy to achi eve m ssion

obj ective: Retrieval.

Nina couldn't remain in the land of the living. There were any nunber of
reasons why, but nost inportant to Ronman was that only she possessed the skil
necessary to help himw n the battle for donm nion of the passage.
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Convi ncing her to do that job would be a chall enge, no doubt. In the short
weeks since Roman had agreed to rally an arny, he'd | earned death wasn't any
sinmpler than life had been. In fact, in some ways, death was proving nore
conpl i cat ed.

There was not hing sinple about retrieving Nina.

In life, he'd established a reputation by tackling chall enges nost peopl e had
consi dered inpossible. Wile he was uniquely qualified to tackle the obstacles
ahead, even Roman had to adnmit he'd never had so nuch riding on the outcone.
Alive, he'd been the director of Sanctus, a covert national security

organi zati on whose nanme was only whispered in the shadows by the handful of
political power brokers who knew of its existence. Funded by the Bl ack Budget,
Sanctus operated without oversight or presidential sanction.

The position of director was a |lifelong appointnent that endured the rise and
fall of presidential regines.

As director, Roman had dealt in |life and deat hachi eve m ssion objective and he
saved lives. Fail, and peopl e died.

Now Roman woul d deal in eternities.

He'd had to die to understand the difference--death was only a passing from
physical life.

Eternity neant forever.

Settling in to reconnoiter, Roman glanced around the famliar city park
Sanctus Command was only three bl ocks away, and he'd often escaped the

el aborate maze of secured corridors and nonitoring stations to wal k and cl ear
hi s head.

When Roman had been alive, the terrain had been lush with the new green of
spring. April marked the onset of city maintenance crews who transformed the
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| andscape to reflect the strength and beauty of the nation's capital.

One day winter had bl eached the city to nmonochrome with gray skies and dirty
streaks of snow. He had awakened the next to find the world altered with
neatly planted sod and bright blossons as if the president had dictated a nmeno
and declared winter officially over.

To all appearances, he had.

But from Ronan's vantage in the afterlife, the park was still steeped in
drowsy shades of gray, as if the president's nmenp hadn't yet made it off his
assistant's desk. The grass and the bl ossons were there; Roman just couldn't
see the col ors.

Only bl ack. White. Shades of gray.

Li ke the wonman hersel f. Roman only knew she was alive because she ran after
her dog. He couldn't sense the life pulsing through her veins. He couldn't

feel the warnth of her skin if he touched her. He couldn't feel the breeze

whi ppi ng hair around her face.

He couldn't feel anything at all

Such was death. No tactile senses. No connection to humanity. He could see the
scene playing out before him but couldn't affect it, or be affected by it.
The passage between life and death separated the exi stences absolutely. He now
resided in the afterlife.

Turning his attention back to the wonan, he watched as she made a mad dash for
her dog, which placed her directly in the path of a bicycle rider who swerved
to avoid her.

"Sorry," she yelled over her shoul der

Her dog, a m xed breed that was an interesting conbination of rottweiler and



somet hing smaller. . . beagle, maybe, bounded toward the ducks Inilling around
t he pond's edge.
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"Codl es Marie!" she demanded, her tone a fierce mix of horror and frustration
"Cone. Now "

Qodl es Marie hurtled toward the ducks, gaining nonentumlike a bow ing bal
about to break pin formation

Wth keen internal radar, the ducks launched into flight with a frenzy of
squawki ng | eaps and flapping wings. They |landed in the water with rapid-fire
spl ashes as if soneone had rai ned automatic gunfire over the pond.

As the dog sprang off the ground to follow, the woman nade an athletic |eap
for the |l eash. She caught it in md-air and jerked the dog to a stop. The dog
| anded on all fours but bounded up as if on springs, ready to go again at the
ducks. Now t he owner had control

She stood frozen on the edge of the pond with the | eash clutched in a death
grip, her eyes tightly shut, chest rising and falling on rapid breaths. Al
striking signs of physical life froma woman who wasn't.

Well, that wasn't entirely true. The woman dressed in neat jeans and a hooded
sweat shirt was alive enough. But she'd unwittingly becone the living host for
t he dead soul that had taken up residence inside her

Roman had seen portraits of N na before and knew her to be an exquisitely
beautiful woman wi th honeyed hair and gol d-fl ecked eyes. The woman cl ut chi ng
her dog was attractive in an earthy way, but very different fromhis target

wi th her waving brown hair and dark eyes. She was a shade too thin, a shade
too anxious, and the effect conbined to nake her look tired.

One body. T\vo wonen

Good thing Roman enjoyed chall enges. He had a mission to acconplish and only
sel ect pieces of intelligence

about a situation that resenbled a puzzle scattered across life and the
afterlife. The success of his m ssion depended upon a woman who didn't
remenber she was dead.

A very good thing he liked chall enges.

Roman honestly hadn't given much thought to what woul d happen after death.
Since he hadn't planned on dying any tine soon, he'd been content with the
expl anati ons taught at the Jesuit acadeny he'd attended in his youth.

But now that he'd experienced the event firsthand, he knew he woul d have never
even cone close to guessing the truth.

Souls went to heaven or hell. O they repented and noved on to the threshold.
That's what he'd al ways heard, but now he knew things weren't quite so clear
cut. Sone souls took | onger to accept death and wound up lingering in the
passage between |ife and death.

But for those who lingered, the passage created a different |evel of

exi stence. Lingering souls still retained an echo of their humanity, which
allowed themto use the passage as a place to shift between the living world
and the afterlife. This nmade the passage attractive to denons that woul d abuse
the privilege. And plunged a willing Roman into the nmiddle of a conflict to
pursue a woman who didn't renmenber she was dead.

A beautiful woman who was uniquely talented and critical to winning this
battl e between good and evil

And Roman woul d know, as he'd spent every nmoment since his death | earning
about her.

He observed two nen coning toward him crossing a path w thout slow ng for
runners who approached at collision speed. They were clearly unconcerned by

t he
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commotion happening in a real mno |onger theirs and noved at an effortless
pace, out of sync with the surrounding activity, a stride that propelled them
forward yet didn't appear to involve flexing muscle or effort.

These were the nmen who could help himretrieve Ni na.

Roman wondered if he would eventually nove as these men did. Effortless. Not a
glide exactly, yet a sinuous nmotion that appeared to be a hallmark of the Iong
dead, as if physical menory had been forgotten and only thought powered their
progr ess.

These nen had been dead a very long tinme. They were Nina's protectors in life
and deat h.

Though distinctly different in features, these men were simlar in age, size,
and attitude. Md-thirties.

Powerful. Gim They struck Roman as converse forces. Two sides of the sane
coin, the light and dark reflections of the same soul. One man was nore

muscul arly built with a sonmber expression

Gray Tal bot, Earl of Westbury, a British nobl eman.

The other was taller, leaner with distinctive hair that rebelliously escaped a
| ong queue.

Dam an Hart, an artist of Scottish descent.

The nmen stood a little too close, giving Roman the inpression they were wary,
per haps def ensive. Wy?

Because a stranger had contacted them about their missing conpanion.

And exactly who were they to N na?

He'd been told Gray Tal bot had been her guardian in life, a necessity of an
era when a young unmarried woman didn't operate independently of a man.

So who was Damian Hart?

A famly friend? Her betrothed? Roman knew only that they'd all died together
and had shared a | ong and
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busy death ever since. Qther than that he didn't have a clue, and there were
only three people who could clarify the matter for him-two of whom were
standi ng right here.

Roman was surprised by how nuch he wanted to know.

Ni na had bl azed a trail through the afterlife for nearly three centuries. He
didn't know half of her story, but fromwhat he'd heard, she was an

i nteresting woman of unique ability and great courage.

He' d | ooked for that kind of woman during his life.

A woman strong enough to fit into his work with Sanctus. A worman with her own
interests that he could admire and respect. An equal

A worman he'd never found.

Cat ching Gray Tal bot's gaze, Roman inclined his head in greeting. Instantly,
he found hinself eye to eye with the sonber nmen. Again that effortless
novenent .

They didn't disappear and reappear. Nor.did they flash forward in a rush of
nmoti on. They sinply repositioned thenselves in tandem proving the | aws of
time and space didn't bind this realm

Roman resisted the inmpul se to extend his hand. The dead didn't observe the
civilities of the living. He'd been told they avoi ded contact, but the nenory
of his life still pulsed strong inside him a recollection he guessed woul d
fade only with tine.

"You sent the nmessage?" Gray Tal bot spoke with the clipped authority of an
Engl i sh nobl eman.



Roman held the lord's gaze steadily. "I did."
There was no need for introductions. These men woul d have investigated the
newconer who'd contacted themw th a claimthey woul d never have been able to

i gnhor e.
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I've found her.

In the afterlife, Gay Tal bot and Dam an Hart had the advantage of an
extensi ve network of resources.

They m ght not have been able to |ocate the nmissing Nina, but would surely
know everything there Was to know about Roman Barrynore, new y-dead soul
"That's inpossible,” Damian Hart said in a voice that held the nell owed burr
of Scotland. "The man who sent that nessage hasn't been dead a nonth."

"I look as if |I've been dead | onger." Not a question

"What are you trying to pull?"

"Not hi ng, 1 assure you." Roman spread his hands in entreaty. "l sent that
nmessage and died |l ess than a nmonth ago."

"Look around you." Dami an swept a hand around to indicate several |ingering
souls flitting past, their notion erratic as if controlled by someone gone
wild with the fast-forward button on a renpte. "See then? You can al nost see
t hrough them They're newWwy dead. Takes a while to learn how to hold an echo

together." He raked a narrowed gaze pointedly over Roman. "I can't see through
you. "

Death gifted souls with new abilities, angelic abilities, and Roman under st ood
the I onger a soul lingered in the passage, the stronger and nore effective it

became. The process had been sped up in his case to help himacconplish

m ssi on objective and he'd been given skills no newy dead soul should
possess.

"I can't explain why 1 don't appear like other newy dead," he said sinply.
The truth.

"How di d you know to contact us?" G ay asked.

"Your answer had better be good or else this conversation ends right now "
Roman understood their hesitation, and respected

their wariness, so he weighed his words carefully. He only had pieces of the
overal |l situation and sone need-to-know i nformati on, nost of which these nen
didn't need to know yet.

"Let me tell you about the day 1 died." He paused and gl anced between the nen
for effect. "I assune you investigated me after receiving nmy nessage, so you
know 1 directed a covert national security organization while 1 was alive."
Gray inclined his head. "Sanctus."

"People called you ' The Saint,' " Dam an added.
"Not to my face," Roman infornmed them "My operations were covert, but
occasionally a threat arose requiring nore resources than 1 had available. 1'd

be forced to involve nore conventional channels while maintaining the secrecy
of my organi zation

"Shortly before 1 died, 1'd |l earned of such a threat. A possible connection
bet ween a deep-seated terrorist cell and a person of profound internationa
significance. If ny intel was correct, and 1 believed it was, the association
demanded an expl anation. Further investigation required a | evel of delicacy 1
could provide, but would place ny people inside the npost visible politica
circles with no margin for error. Should sonething go wong--and in ny |ine of
wor k, gentlemen, sonething al ways goes wong--the exposure to ny agency and
the United States woul d be unacceptabl e.

"I decided the way to proceed was to gather intel through the existing

di plomatic network 1 was returning to D.C. to lay ny cover with the president
when 1 stopped in a town on the Eastern shore, a quiet place where | could
clear ny thoughts. Wiile | was there, | happened across an antique store.
You'll be interested to know what 1 found there."
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"My guess woul d be antiques." Damian delivered that in an ironic tone
characteristic of the exact sort of smart ass Roman had never had any use for
inlife.

And in death it would seem

"Cbviously, M. Hart, but there was a gallery, too. Art, as it happens. Does
that interest you?"

Dam an's deepening scowl assured Ronman it did, but he didn't allowtinme for a
response.

"There was a portrait inside this gallery of a young wonan. It was unfini shed
and unsigned, so | questioned the owner. There was specul ati on that you had
pai nted her. Then the owner invited me to | ook at another painting, one she
cl ai med was unusual --"

"Unusual or . . . magic?" Gray spat out the word.
Good, he had the nen's attention. "She did claimthe painting was magic, Lord
Vst bury. "

"Did you | ook? What did you see?"

Dam an eyed Roman cl osely, the gaze of aman who noticed details. "He saw us."
Roman nodded, inpressed. 'Wth the woman fromthe unfinished portrait.”

He could still see those paintings in nenory and was gl ad he'd seen inmages of
Nina in life, when he'd been able to appreciate her golden glory and creany
skin, the gold-flecked eyes and | ashes.

By any standards, she was a beauty, the type of woman who managed to | ook both
alluring and pure at the same time. There'd been an eagerness about her, an

i npati ence that Ronman hadn't understood at the time, but |earning the

circunst ances of her life placed his inpressions in a new |ight.

Her |ikeness had intrigued himon the canvas. Natural. Earthy. Enticing,

al t hough she | ooked nothing |like the sophisticated beauties he'd found hinsel f
attracted
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toin life. Her honeyed hair framed a heart-shaped face that was graceful of
feature and nmarvel ously expressive.

She'd been a yearning young girl in the unfinished portrait, a slightly nore
mature worman in the painting with her protective conpani ons. Gay Tal bot and
Dam an Hart had fl anked her |ike bodyguards in that allegedly nagic painting,
as forbidding and unfriendly as they were now. They appeared to have protected
her as fiercely inlife as they did in death.

So why did she need so nuch protection?

"I was intrigued,” Roman admitted. "I prom sed nyself to make time to find out
nore about your art and your subject."

"A prom se kept unto death," Gay said. "You nust have been very intrigued."

"I was, but given a choice, | wouldn't have died to neet you. But | never nade
it to the Wiite House that day. | was assassi nated on Pennsylvania Avenue with
two of ny operatives."

"Tragic."

"Indeed. At the time, | thought 1'd sinply chanced across that gallery. Now
know there is no chance.”

"What do you call it?" Gay asked.

"I was neant to find that gallery as 1 was neant to see your portraits.”
"\Why 2"

"Identification,” Roman said. "If | hadn't seen your |ikenesses while 1 was
alive, 1 might not have been convinced of our connection in death. Nor would I
have been able to convince you of our connection."



Dam an scow ed. "You haven't convinced us yet."
"What's your interest in N na?' Gay asked.
Roman wasn't sure why the question irked him
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He' d expected an interrogation, had prepared for it.

But he felt like he was fighting for information about the worman he needed by
his side to win the battle. He didn't |ike going through these nmen for that
information. "My business is with Ms. de Lacy." Dami an gave a snort of

di sgust .
Gray drilled Roman with that hard stare. "You're sure you' ve |located her?"
"I"d like confirmation as a formality. But yes, |I'msure." Gay and Dami an

exchanged gl ances of such profound fanmiliarity and understandi ng that Ronman
couldn't tell whether or not he'd surprised them

"You want us to confirmher identity," Gay said.

"Yet you won't tell us what you want with her?"

"I thought providing her |ocation would be enough incentive, since it's ny
under st andi ng you haven't been able to | ocate her yourselves."

Hs words fell heavily, enphasizing how quiet the afterlife was. Not the sort
of collective breath that happened in an auditorium before a presidential

addr ess.

This was a true absence of sound. No vibrations. No acoustics. As if they
stood inside a vacuum

Bot h nmen squared off in a way that suggested neither l|iked the rem nder that
they'd | ost their conpanion and hadn't been able to find her. It also
suggested they'd do whatever it took to retrieve her--perhaps even deal with a
newl y-dead stranger who didn't | ook newy dead.

Exactly what Roman had been hoping for

He possessed a skill for assessing people, a skill he'd relied heavily upon in
his work. Cearly that skill had followed himinto the afterlife. He knew he
was dealing with two strong, smart nen, who were obviously loyal to their |ost
conpani on, which made him
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wonder about the kind of wonan who had earned this devotion, had proven
wor t hy.

Dam an Hart | ooked resentful when he said, "This sounds |ike extortion. If
you' ve already found Ni na, why involve us?" H's gaze w dened, and he gave a
sharp laugh. "Ch, | get it. She's in the living world, and you' re newy dead
SO0 you can't get there to talk to her. You need our help."

Roman nodded. Not all of the reason, but enough for now.

"What aren't you telling us?" Gay denanded.

"Very good, Lord Westbury." Cearly he had no idea why Nrma resided in the

living world. Clearly the man knew Ronan had the advantage. "I propose a

mut ual exchange of information."

"Miutual ," Dam an said. "Sounds |ike you want nore information than you want to
give."

"As | said, | thought knowi ng Ms. de Lacy's whereabouts woul d give nme the
upper hand."

Gray gestured to stop the conversation as if a question had just occurred to
him "How do you know this? For a man who clainms to have just died you're

di spl ayi ng remar kabl e know edge about what's happening in this realm™

"You must make friends fast," Dam an agreed. "I thought we lingering souls
were a cautious bunch, or pathetic. Pick one.™

That assessnent revealed a | ot about this arrogant Scot, but Roman kept his
opinion to himself. Instead he debated how best to reply, how nmuch to revea
to these nmen. He could have taken the noble route to win their
cooperation--Nina was in trouble and needed hel p.



It was the truth.
But Ronan chose a different truth instead. After all,
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his reasons for wanting to retrieve his target weren't altruistic. "M. de

Lacy possesses an ability | need. |I'm hoping to convince her to work with ne
on an inportant project.”
"You were assassinated," Damian said. "Is this about sone unfinished business

you | eft behind?"

"OfF a sort, M. Hart." Gay frowned.

"Vengeance?"

"Justice. People died with me. | left behind a lot nore. If there's a threat
to ny organi zation, 1 need to know about it."

"Did soneone forget to nention you're dead?" Danian asked. "Wat do you think
you can do?"

"I don't know yet," Roman admtted. Another truth. "I intend to find out."
Gray eyed himas if trying to fill in the blanks to this story. "Wy do you
think Nina will help you?"

"I don't, but 1 can't even present the situation to her until we're in the
same place.” Roman shifted his gaze between the men. "I can convince her that
nmy cause is worthy."

Silence fell again, conplete. These nen had no reason to trust him Roman
understood that. He respected that. He wasn't surprised when G ay said
"Excuse us."

Noddi ng, Ronman wat ched his guests relocate out of earshot in that swft,

i mpossi bl e move. Scanning the park, he located the Iiving host who' d secured
her errant dog to a bench where she sat to open a folder filled with
docunents.

He i magi ned Nina. An unusual woman in an unusual situation. Did she have any
awar eness that she existed inside another woman's body? O did she believe she
was this living woman? Roman didn't have enough
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intel to forman opinion, needed nore informati on about this woman he'd been
sent to retrieve

A glance told himthat Gray and Dami an were still |ocked in debate, likely

wei ghing the pros and the cons of trusting a stranger. Gray Tal bot appeared
the nore reasonabl e and urbane of the two, while Danmian's irreverence nmirrored
hi s appearance. The Scot wore his hair long, his stare bold, his posture

def ensi ve. Though he was now dressed in nodem cl ot hi ng as opposed to the

peri od costurme of the portrait, Dam an Hart had obviously had centuries to
hone his attitude to a sharp edge.

Both these nen were so long dead that if Roman touched either, he'd have
expected to feel warm skina testinmony to the strength a soul coul d gat her
whil e I'ingering inside the passage.

Strength Roman hoped to put to good use.

These nen woul d be formidable assets to his teanmif he could convince themto
sign on. He'd been told Gray Tal bot and Damian Hart's cooperati on woul d depend
on Ms. de Lacy's: a package deal as it was.

Gray surveyed the park as if |ooking for where anong these living souls his

m ssi ng conpani on m ght be hiding. He'd guessed that Roman had arranged their
neeting here for a reason

Roman wondered how long it would take for themto accept that they didn't have
anot her choice but to trust him Not if they wanted to retrieve their |ost
conpani on.



No question there. If nothing el se Roman |Iiked what that sort of loyalty said
about all of them The sane kind of loyalty he'd al ways demanded from his

oper ati ves.
"What we need fromyou is a show of faith, Barrynore." Dam an reappeared

besi de Roman.
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Gray foll owed.

Good. Roman had convinced themof his identity at |east, another step in the
right direction. "What sort of show?" "Tell us where Nina is so we can confirm
her identity." Gray net Roman's gaze, the know edge of what the request

i mpl i ed passing between themin a gl ance.

St al emat e.

Roman' s respect for these men .upped another notch

To confirmN na's identity, Gay and Dam an would need to shift into the
living world, and shifting was a neat trick, fromwhat Roman had heard.

Angel s could shift between the realns. So could denons. Roman wasn't clear on
how soul s managed the shift, but he knew the process could only take place
frominside the passage, where lingering souls still retained an echo of their
humanity. Precisely why the passage had beconme such hot real estate and he was
assenbling a teamto defend it.

""All right, gentlenmen. You may have your show of faith." He turned. ''That
worman sitting on the bench with the dog. Her nane is Katie McGQuire. Ms. de
Lacy is crowding her." He m ght have shouted an obscenity. Dami an bristl ed.
Gray let his eyes flutter shut for an instant before declaring, "You must be

m st aken. N na woul d never crowd a soul ."

Roman shrugged. "That was the intel | received."

"From whon®?" Dami an demanded. "A denon?"

"Not a denon, M. Hart," was all he said, but he understood his guests' desire
to shoot the nmessenger. In the afterlife, cromding a living soul was
tantamount to conviction of nurdering a child and a terrorist act rolled into
one. Unpardonable to souls who'd
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al ready repented, no matter how |l ong they night choose to linger in the
passage.

"ConfirmMs. de Lacy's identity, gentlenen,"” he said. "Then we'll discuss
exchanging information." Dam an and Gay di sappear ed.

Roman blinked and found hinmself staring at the enpty place they'd been. From
this vantage, the shift seemed deceptively sinple. He turned his attention to
Katie McGuire, a living soul hosting a dead one. Were Gray Tal bot and Dam an
Hart with her right now? Ronman couldn't see themfromthe afterlife. Seeing
dead soul s that harbored anpbng the living wasn't possible.

Except for N na de Lacy.

From his vantage in the afterlife with no clue whether or not Gray and Dani an
were extricating her in the living world, Roman could see how her ability to
see dead souls in the living world might. cone in handy.

Especially as he no | onger had Sanctus's extensive network of satellites to
give himthe ability to see around the gl obe.

Now he was blind. If Gray and Dami an retrieved their |ost conpani on and
returned to the afterlife with her, they could all easily disappear and cost
Roman tine he didn't have tracking them down again.

Unbeknownst to either of the nen, Roman's resources in the passage were
l[imted. He might look as if he'd been dead awhile, but he'd needed the weeks
since his arrival just to famliarize hinself with the rudiments of death
enough to track them down. That was al so need-to-know i nformation

But Roman didn't think retrieval would be so easily achi eved. Wy el se woul d
he have been advised to nmake Nina m ssion priority? He'd been told that she
was in troubl e--how much trouble was the question
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He didn't have enough intel to evaluate. Nor did he have a strong enough grasp
on existence within the passage to guess. Quite sinply, there was too nmuch he
didn't know, and he'd never liked being in the dark

Deat h hadn't changed that.

When Gray and Dami an reappeared as suddenly as they'd di sappeared, Roman
admtted, "I'msurprised. | thought you would have tried to get Ms. de Lacy to
leave with you." Damian's snmile didn't reach his eyes. "W did."

"And failed," Gay added.

Bot h nmen kept looking at Nina's living host, who still sat on the bench with
docunents spread around her. Ronman recognized the longing in their glances.

He wondered if their |ost conpanion felt the sane.

"I suggest we forman alliance, gentlenen," he said, confident that these nen
woul d accept that they had no other choice but to trust him "W need to work
toget her for the nutual goal of retrieving Ms. de Lacy."

"Your price?" Gay asked.

"The chance to present ny case to her alone. It's not a high price, but it is
non- negoti abl e. "

"You haven't been dead four weeks, Barrynore," Dam an shot back. "Wat do you
think you can do that we can't?" He notioned toward Katie MQ@Quire. "Besides

providing Ms. de Lacy's location, | have other intel that m ght prove useful
Not to nmention, |'ma strategist."

"In the living world," Gray pointed out.

"My skills will translate.” "I want to know who told you where to find her,"

Dani an sai d.
Roman decided to part with some information now,
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to weight his side of the scale and hel p convince these men to trust him "An
angel . "

"Now you're asking us to make a leap of faith, M. Barrynmore," Gay said

"' Then return the favor." Roman exhal ed hard, a habit that had no place in
this realm but somehow dispelled his tension

Dam an wasn't buying. "How do you know this was a good angel, Barrynore? Ever
hear of the Fallen?"

"Good overcane evil at ny death, M. Hart. The Burning Ones overtook the
shadows." There was no arguing that point. Had evil won, Roman woul d have been
dragged into the abyss.

"You | ooked at this angel ?* Gay asked. "You could actually see it?"

"Not exactly," he answered honestly. ''The light blinded me. But it was a
messenger fromthe Angelic Warriors, gentlemen. It told ne where to find Ms.
de Lacy."

The nmen appeared to consider his words, and seenmed willing to accept when G ay

said, "Wiy is an angel interested in N na?"

The only thing stopping Roman from expl ai ni ng the whol e situation was his gut
instinct. He hadn't been sure how these nen would react to |earning about the
battle for dom nion of the passage. He suspected these nmen woul dn't want to
see Nina at risk

After neeting them Ronman knew he'd been right.

By definition battle was risky. Especially here in the afterlife, where a | oss
could mean a fate that lasted far longer than life. The sinple fact was that
neither Gay Tal bot, Dami an Hart, nor Nina had to fight unless they wanted to.
They could nmove on to the threshold at any
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time, and Roman had been told that the only thing keeping the nen in the
passage was their conpanion's desire to use her special ability.

Roman hadn't wanted to risk a change of heart at this late date. He needed
Nina on his team |f he could convince her to sign on then her conpanions
woul d likely follow suit.

And he woul d have the start of a strong team

Roman changed tactics. "I heard that Ms. de Lacy is in an interesting |line of
wor k. "

"She hel ps souls make peace with their deaths so they nmove on to the
threshol d,"” Dam an said. "Nothing wong with that."

"You don't think angels woul d be interested?"

"She's been at this a long tine," Gay said. "Wy now?" Ronman spread his hands
in entreaty. "Gentlermen, I1'Il tell you everything I know-after 1've spoken
with Ms. de Lacy. Right now she needs our help. That needs to be priority."
Dam an gl anced at Gray who, after a | ong nonent, nodded.

"You' ve got your deal, Barrynore," Dam an said. "Wen we get Ni na back."
"Good," Roman said. "Then let's start with what just happened. You tried to
retrieve Ms. de Lacy, but failed. Wy?"

"She didn't recognize us," Gray adnmitted. "W whispered to her, but she didn't
seemto have a clue who we were."

That seermed to answer Roman's earlier question about whether or not N na knew
she was crowding a living soul, but he didn't understand why she woul d
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have devel oped what anpbunted to a case of ammesia. He did understand what

Dam an meant by whi speri ng.

Roman had been told that a soul could whisper to another whether they were
living or dead. He knew Ni na and her conpani ons had becone quite adept at the
skill in their efforts to help lingering souls nove on

"You're sure she could hear you?" he asked. "I was told she's been crowding

t hat woman | onger than |'ve been dead."

Dam an snorted. "Trust nme. If you had a clue what was goi ng on around here,
you' d know the answer to that."

Roman didn't give himthe satisfaction of a response.

| gnorance of the fundanental s notw thstanding, he still held some high cards,
whet her or not this man had realized it yet. "ls it possible to crowd her and
force her out?"

Bot h nen stared.

"Denons crowd, Barrynore,’
heaven one day."

Fol | owi ng his gaze to where the living host sat, Ronman considered the
available intel in an exercise famliar fromyears of briefings at Sanctus.
"Denons, and Ms. de Lacy, apparently. So, tell ne, you don't crowd or you
can't crowd?"

There was a distinct difference to Roman's way of thinking, especially when he
was evaluating skills for a new team

Dam an gave an inpatient toss of his head, sending the | ong queue whi pping
behind him "D dn't you hear what | said?"

"We've never had cause to try it," Gey adm tted.

"I assune Ms. de Lacy hasn't abandoned all desire

Dam an said. "Not anyone who wants to make it into
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to reach heaven one day. So why didn't she recogni ze you?"

"There's only one explanation," Gay said gravely. "A shroud."

'"'That's the ability to shroud reality behind some evil--1like despair, guilt,
or anger. Do | have that right, gentlenmen?"

Dam an nodded. "Nasty nmpjo. But it explains why she didn't respond to us. N na
thinks she is Katie McGuire." "You don't |ook so certain, Lord Westbury."

Gray shook his head, clearly troubled, but he said, "I'mcertain. Nothing
woul d possess Nina to crowd the living. Not of her own free will. And she
isn't exactly newy dead."

"Only a powerful denon could cast her back and shroud her nenory,"” Danian
insisted. "What in hell is she caught up in?"

Hel |, precisely. This strong woman had nmade sone equally strong enemies. "It's
nmy understanding Ms. de Lacy got in the way of some unsavory denons. They want
her out of the way."

"Whoa. Whoa." Damian held up his hand as if to halt an oncoming train. "Qut of
t he way of what?"

"Why woul d any denmon care about N na?" G ay demanded.

Ni na possessed a skill that could tip the scales in the battle for the
passage. But that was need-to-know i nformati on, so Roman sinply said, "Perhaps
the denons are interested in Ms. de Lacy for the same reason an angel is."

CHAPTER TWO

HAD she finally cracked, or what?

Katie McCQuire wi shed she could dismss !:be idea offhand. She couldn't. Life
had been turning end over end lately. She felt like a conpletely new person in
her body and didn't know why. Not that she was conplaining. Not by a |ong
shot .

But even all the changes she'd been making didn't explain why everything felt
so new. Things she hadn't noticed before. How the warm sun felt on her skin.
The way the air snelled as if it hadn't let go of that crisp edge of w nter
The whine of the hydraulics on a city bus stopping across the street.

Voi ces that didn't sound quite real

Yet someone had spoken to her. Mre than one soneone. A quick gl ance reveal ed
only the dog around, and she knew Codles Marie hadn't suddenly |learned to

tal k.

Katie hadn't understood the voices, but she sensed
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urgency, frantic voices rising in pitch, urging her to

do . . . what?

She didn't know. But she was |eft questioning her sanity. Her adrenaline

spi ked. Her heartbeat throbbed in her ears, drowning out the real sounds of

t he busy afternoon: kids shrieking when a nelodic jingle signaled an
approaching ice creamtruck, teens fromthe nearby high school pounding over
the path in expensive running shoes.

Not even the sunny afternoon warmed her chill

Had she i magi ned those voices?

Maybe, but Katie sure wasn't inmagining the way she felt right now Wird. Like
an alien in her own skin.

Her counsel or had told her that she would need tine to adjust to the changes
she'd been maki ng, but those changes had all been good. Ri ght?

"Yes," Katie said sternly, both a rem nder and the conforting sound of a rea
voi ce.

The dog sidled up against her |legs, as if sensing her disquiet She reached
down to scrub the furry head before renmenbering why Codl es Marie was ci nched
to the bench. She ained a glare at the dog but couldn't keep scowing with
that big wet tongue |icking her hand.

"I know what you're doing, young |lady," she said.

"You think if you make nice I'Il forgive you. Chasing those ducks.

honestly. 1 can't trust you out of the house." But Oodles Marie was only a
product of her environment--a street dog that Katie and her girls had given a
hone. Another castaway adrift in life, who only wanted to be | oved and safe.
Was it really OCodles Marie's fault she hadn't yet realized that every' small
ani mal to happen by didn't need to be her next neal ?

How coul d Katie ground the dog, anyway? They'd

just noved into a five-floor wal k-up with no back yard.

She worked |l ong hours at the dry cleaner, and though the girls wal ked Qodl es
Marie after school, for a dog used to running the streets, any day spent

i nside was a | ong one.

"You caught yourself a sucker, and you know it." Katie finally gave in and
petted the furry head, which nade the dog preen in pleasure, tail waggi ng.
Kati e understood being cooped up too well to force another to endure the sane
fate. Not even this little carnivore.

And definitely not her two beautiful daughters.

Thi ngs were going to be different. Now that she'd finally broken free of Shea,
she coul d see how horribly destructive Iife had becone, all the fighting and
screamng, the hostility and fear. . . Shea haq made his choices, but she
couldn't, wouldn't, let himcontinue choosing for themall.

Anot her chill blasted down her spine when she thought about how | ong Shea had
been on the crash and burn course that had |l anded himin jail on arnmed robbery
charges. Again.

Did she really want the girls to think the way their father |ived was the way
t hey shoul d choose to live?

No.

Did she really want themto think they had to remain enotional hostages to a
man gone out of control ?

No.

Katie just wasn't sure why it had taken her this long to see the destructive
situation for what it was. Wiy had she I et Shea treat her-all of thembadly



for so | ong?
Those were questions she'd been trying to answer recently. And with the help
of her counsel or at Fairw nds Wmen's Center, she'd been finding the answers.
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And taking control of her |ife again.

So then why, with all these positive changes in her life, was she sitting here
on this beautiful day, hearing voices that pitched her into full-fledged

anxi ety node?

d ancing at the |l egal docunents spread around her, Katie decided the counsel or
was right. The finality of ending her marriage nust be working her nerves. She
wasn't cracking up--wouldn't--not when she had the chance to live the life
she'd al ways wanted to live.

Wth a renewed burst of determ nation, she clutched the pen in her hand and
scrawl ed her name across the first flagged line on the divorce papers.

Good- bye, Shea. She wasn't going to play the dutiful wife and ride out his
latest stilit in jail.

She had a new job, a new place to live, and a new | ease on life. Wth .the
hel p of the caring people at Fairw nds Wmen's Center, she was show ng her
girls that life meant growi ng and changing and learning. . . and putting

m st akes in the past.

Flipping to the next flag, she signed.

Just because she'd gotten caught up with Shea when she'd been too young to
know better didn't nmean she had to continue conmpoundi ng the mistake. Her
daught ers deserved a not her who coul d demand nore out of life, a nother who
could turn things around when they needed turning, a nother smart enough to
find new options.

And if she didn't find the strength to fix things now, how could she show the
girls that |love shouldn't be frightening? They didn't deserve to be screaned
at and threatened just because their father was drinking.

School should be a place of possibilities and opportunity, not a refuge
because they were scared of what awaited them at hone.
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Staring at the last blank Iine, she poised her pen over the docunments and very
del i berately signed her nane.

Kat hl een Kennedy MCuire.

Free.

Finally free

Gat hering the docunents, she slipped themin the folder, inhaling .to dispe
the | ast of her uneasiness.

She wouldn't |l et anything spoil her only day off after an eight-day run
Especially not imagi nary voi ces.

After checking her watch, she untied the dog. She still had to drop off the
di vorce papers at Fairw nds before the girls got home from school

No, she wasn't cracking up. She was com ng to her senses.

After delivering the dog back to the apartnment for fresh water and a treat,
Kati e hopped the bus, opened a book and wound up so engrossed in a new

bl ockbust er she al nost m ssed her stop

"Dam." The book slipped off her |lap and her purse upended when she hopped up
to alert the driver.

Gat hering up her things, she rushed off the bus, juggling her hastily-repacked
purse and book.

"Do you need a hand?" a faniliar mal e voice asked.

Katie was smling even before she turned to find Luke Robinson smling back.
"H, Luke."

"How are you today, Katie?"

"Never better."”



"Gad to hear it."
Maybe it was his smile or the pleased tone of his voice that made her believe

him She liked the feeling. "So how s your day goi ng? Keeping the crazies in
[ine?"
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"Haven't been any crazies."
anyway. "

"'That's good, right?" She didn't have a clue what would be a good day for a
security guard. Did he want his days to be quiet or filled with bad guys and
exci tement ?

Noddi ng, he pl ucked the book fromher arns, freeing her up to get her purse
back in order.

"' Thanks,'' she said.

"I don't think you dropped anything." He scanned the sidewal k then turned over
the book. "Hey, is this Fairweather's new one? |'ve been neaning to pick it
up. Howis it? Any good?"

He gl anced down at his watch.."Not since |unch

"Hi s books are always good. I'mnot the only one who thinks so. It took ne
three nonths to get this at the library."
"Let me know what you think," he said. '"Then I'Il know if | should buy it now

or wait until the paperback comes out."

"You don't have to wait quite so long at the library, Luke. And you can't beat
the price.”

He chuckl ed, and Katie zipped her purse shut with a little |augh herself. She
i ked Luke. A guard who worked for the conmpany that provided security for

Fai rwi nds, he'd become an unexpected acquai ntance after Shea had | earned she
had been conming in for regular counseling sessions.

Qutraged at what he'd called "her defection," Shea had anbushed her at a
schedul ed appoi ntnent. Luke had w tnessed the whol e ugly scene before
escorting her hosti!e husband off the prem ses. Ever since then, Luke had nade
it a point to chat with her whenever she cane in.

Katie wasn't sure if he was worried that her crazy
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husband ni ght show up again, but he'd been so consistently kind that she'd
finally gotten over her enbarrassnent and chatted back

He was around forty, an attractive if not striking man with a quality she
val ued- - ki ndness. The sort of nman she guessed would go hone after work to be
with his family and not have to be dragged stinking drunk and cursing out of a
bar .

If Luke had a famly. She didn't think so because he'd never mentioned one,
only nephews and ni eces.

"Cot it?" he asked.

Slingi ng her purse over her shoul der, she accepted her book and bag. "Thanks
again."

"My pleasure,” he said in that voice that neant it. "Here, let ne get the
door." He escorted her up the wal kway, asked after the girls, whom he'd net
several times when Katie had brought themin for group sessions, then whisked
t he door open with gentlemanly pride.

"See you later." He smled.

"Don't work too hard."

"You know it." Then Katie swept inside, all thoughts of her earlier anxiety
fadi ng beneath the prom se she always felt whenever wal ki ng t hrough these
doors into a place where anythi ng seenmed possi bl e and everyone cared.

She had a future to |l ook forward to, and she wasn't going to | et anything or
anyone stop her fromliving life to the fullest.

Roman assessed Nina's living host as she chatted with the security guard.
Katie McGuire was an attractive worman, but hard living had etched |ines that



shoul dn' t
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be on any thirty-year-old' s face. Yet when she snmled, a caring heart and
generous spirit shone through the world weariness. A snmile like hers

bri ghtened a room inpossible to ignore.

Luke Robi nson seenmed as transforned by that smle as Katie. H s gaze clung to
her face as if he'd been waiting to see her, and he rushed ahead to open the
door, eagerness in every step. Hs smle didn't fade even after Katie said a
war m good- bye and di sappeared inside Fairwi nds Wnen's Center

"Go ahead, gentlenen." Roman motioned Gray and Damian to follow "See what
she's up to. I'll be there.™

Hs two new conpatriots took off, |eaving himon the portico to consider the
security guard. He assessed Luke Robi nson, who appeared to be close in age to
Roman hinself. Forty. . . maybe forty-two on the outside. H s neatly-pressed
uiriformdisplayed a quiet pride in his vocation. He wore no weddi ng ring.
That was what Roman wanted to know.

Heading into the facility, he found Gay and Dam an inside the | ega
departrment, while Katie talked with a woman behind a desk. Gray stood just

i nside the doorway, armnms fol ded over his chest. Dam an sat on the desk, nearly
cl ose enough to brush the secretary's el bow when she reached' out to accept
the file folder fromKati e.

From Roman' s new y-dead perspective, the scene was surreal to say the |east.
Two nen so solid they could have been alive, who seened a part of the
unf ol di ng events, but weren't.

Except for the way they hovered over Katie McGQuire, watching her as if they
sensed t he woman harboring inside.

Coul d they?
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Roman stared hard. He'd only seen inmages of N na when she'd been alive. What
woul d she be like after spending nearly three hundred years dead? And why was
he so taken with the thought. He'd never obsessed about a target before, and
could only assune that death had changed things. Since death had robbed hi m of
t he physical, Roman thought he night be paying nore attention to the nental
much i ke a man who has lost his sight and finds his remaining senses sharper
Gray caught sight of him "Qur host is filing divorce papers. She doesn't | ook
too upset."

"Did you miss the sign on the door?" Dam an commented dryly. "Happily married
worren don't usually spend time at wonmen's shelters. Who's the bunP"

"Shea McQuire," Roman said. "Thirty-four. Welder. Married fifteen years. Two
children.™

"Not what you m ght consider your typical candidate to host a lost soul," Gay
observed. "You'd think a denon woul d want soneone a little less. . . normal."
"' Maybe he specifically wanted normal ," Dani an suggested. "Sonmeone who

woul dn't be quickly noticed." Frowning at Katie, he added, "Or cared about."
These nen seenmed to be grasping the concept of situation assessnent. Roman was
pl eased. They'd fornmed a team-al beit a grudging one--but it was a start.

"We have to fill in some bl anks about Katie McQuire," he said. ''That's the
only way we can determ ne how best to infiltrate her life to retrieve Ms. de
Lacy. And while we're at it, we need Il!'ore informati on on Luke Robinson."
"Who the hell is Luke Robi nson?" Dani an asked.

"' The security guard outside."
Roman instinctively stepped away fromthe door when a small wonan slipped into
the room earning a
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snort of laughter from Dam an. "Afraid she'll bunp into you, dead man?" Ronan
i gnored the sarcasm and wat ched the woman as she sniled absently at Katie and
the secretary before dropping a stack of mail on the desk and departing with
as little fanfare as she'd arrived.

Katie and the secretary went back to their conversation, and Roman said, "l've
spotted a potential point of entry."

"' The security guard?" Gay asked

Roman nodded. "He's interested in our target, andl want to know why. How do we
get this information?"

"' We eavesdrop on conversations |like we're doing," Dam an said. "You' re dead
now, Barrynore. You can be a fly on the wall just about anywhere. And if that
doesn't turn up anything good, you can always shift into the Iiving world and
snoop around." He bit back a smle. "Well, we can anyway."

Dam strai ght, Roman thought. Shifting between the real ns asi de, death sounded
better than any listening device he'd ever had at Sanctus, and he'd possessed
the very top of the line technology had to offer

"'We need to know everything we can about the people inpacting Katie McQuire's
life. Like Luke Robinson." Waving a hand, he indicated the office surroundi ng
them "About what these people do for her here.”

"I don't know a damm thing about Luke Robinson, but 1 can tell you that

Fai rwi nds Wnmen's Center is funded by Humanity United, a non-profit

organi zation with a worl dwi de presence." Dami an pointed at a brochure on the
desk then continued reading. "Humanity United funds wonmen's centers and offers
resources to regions tomby war or catastrophe. They
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al so establish prograns to feed, clothe, and educate starving children in
poverty-stricken countries. Serious do-gooders."

"Indeed they are, M. Hart," Ronman said. "And you' ve just provided our first
itemof note. Humanity United supports human rights of the any-race-or-creed
variety. This organization is run by a man whom | happen to know
about - - Nat hani al Rush. "

"' These two were tal king about him" Danian notioned to Katie and the
secretary. "People call him'the angel."'"

"Not to his face." That earned a | augh, but Roman didn't reply as he

consi dered Hunmanity United.

A coi nci dence, or a connection?

Once, he mi ght have considered coi nci dence, but death seemed to be proving
chance a purely human device

In the days preceding his death, Ronman had uncovered a connection between
apparently paradoxical organizations--a well-funded terrorist cell and
Humanity United, Wose influence had skyrocketed in recent years. The
connection had been tenuous, but had left himw th a question

Was charity the only reason Nathanial Rush wanted a foothold in so many

regi ons around the worl d?

Roman had run sinul ations and hadn't been satisfied with the results. One
possi bl e scenario: arming third world regimes could create a shift in the

gl obal power base.

The scenario was wildly anbitious, so anbitious in fact that prior to Roman's
death he hadn't given the idea nuch credence, unable to see how anyone
man- - no
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matter how well--funded his organization-could expect to pull off such a coup
beneath the wat chful eyes of the nedia.

The nedi a never stopped wat chi ng Nat hani al Rush

The man was news-worthy. Not only did his unceasing humanitariani smoffer
segues for networks to present situations happening all over the gl obe,

Nat hani al Rush's good | ooks and charm nade hima cel ebrity.

But Roman had always trusted his instincts, and debriefing a captured
terrorist inside a Maryl and safe house had made his instincts go live. Before
he'd had a chance to inplenent an investigation, he' d been assassi nated.

Gane over.

Returning his attention to the scene playing out in the living world, Roman
heard Katie MGuire ask the secretary, "And you think Shea will sign these
papers ?" "Trust me on this." The secretary smled reassuringly. "Qur |awers
will contact his counsel. This is pretty standard stuff in cases |like these.
Once Fai rwi nds becones invol ved, your husband is up against pretty stiff
charges. He'll fare nuch better with the judge if he cooperates with us. His
counsel will explain all this. 1 don't foresee any problens."

Kati e | ooked eager to be convinced. "I wonder how responsible Ms. de Lacy is
for the changes happening in Katie MGQuire's life," he said.

"Are you wondering why she's suddenly filing for divorce?" Gay asked.

"I amindeed, Lord Westbury." Dam an cocked a head, considering. "Well, 1
don' t

RETRI EVAL 39

know a damm thing about Katie, but I do know Nina wouldn't sit by and |et
anyone bully her."

Gray nodded.

Three hundred years was a long tine to be involved with a man. O two nen as
appeared to be the case.

These nen woul d surely know Nina well enough to specul ate on her actions. How
wel | remai ned a question Roman was surprised by how much he wanted to answer.
He sinply had no know edge of what would constitute a relationship in the
afterlife. Cbviously not a physical one. So who were these nmen to Ni na?

Fri ends? Protectors?

Who had they been to her in life?

"You'll call me when the divorce is final?" Katie asked, draw ng his wandering
t hought s back to the here and now

The secretary nodded. "Do you want me to | eave a nessage or call you at

wor k?"

"At work. The girls check the recorder when they get hone from school. I'd
rather tell them"

Roman wat ched Katie fold her arnms across her chest and | ean agai nst the desk
as the secretary stopped their conversation to answer the ringing phone.

He wanted to know why Katie M@uire was involved with Humanity United. He
wanted to know if he stood a better chance of naking contact with Nina if they
were together in the same realm And he couldn't answer either of these
gquestions fromthe afterlife.

"How do you shift into the living world?" he asked.

Dam an gave a harsh laugh. "Planning to give it a go?"

"Yes."
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Gray met his gaze, surprised. "Wat nakes you think you can shift? O can't
you explain that, either."

"I won't know if | can until | try."
"Junmping in feet first. | admre that trait, Barrynore." Dami an smrked. "Good
luck. You'll need it."

"What do | do?"

"Have you ever prayed?" Gray asked

Roman woul dn't have won any man-of - God awards, but he'd been educated in
parochi al schools. "I get the concept."

"You surrender your will," Gay explained. "Wen you believe in your ability
to bridge the realnms, faith noves you--"

"Naturally, there's a downside." Damian braced hinmself on his hands and | eaned
casual ly across the desk

"Lose faith. for an instant, and your ass belongs to the denons. For ever and
ever, anen."

"Remenber that battle that happened after you died?" G ay asked, and at a nod
from Roman, he continued. "It happens every tinme you travel between life and
death. Only no one's around to help you fight this time, M. Barrynore. Not
anot her soul. Not even your angels.”

Roman hadn't expected that. "Wy not?"

"Qther souls will be busy shifting thelll Selves. The angels fought for you the
first go around. If you're given the chance to nove on to the threshold,

you' re supposed to go. If you hang around then you' re on your own. Angels
respect free will."

"Makes the passage an interesting place," Dam an agreed. "Bet no one told you
death has a bunch of new rules and a ot nore interesting ways to cause
trouble.” "No, M. Hart. No one nentioned that." And Ronman had to respect the
fact that these nmen had been
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wor ki ng beside Nina for centuries, risking their eternities with every shift.
Nobility-a quality he demanded of his operatives.

Ni na had taken her special ability and channeled it into a crusade.
Resourceful ness and initiative were two nore qualities Roman consi dered
essential in a good operative.

And the worman who would help himwin this battle.

"How does Ms. de Lacy use her skill to steer these souls to the threshol d?"
H s conpani ons exchanged a gl ance, and Roman noted how Dani an deferred to G ay
again-as if rational explanations were Lord Westbury's excl usive domain.

"She shifts into the living world to deliver nessages, resolve unfinished
busi ness, chase off tenptation denons. Those sorts of things." The wonman
chased off demons? Roman coul dn't help but smile. How could he not be

i mpressed? She sounded |ike a superhero froma thriller. "I understand she can
see between the reallllS. Wen | |ook around nme, | see you in this real mand
the living in theirs. I've been told Ms. de Lacy can see both interact." "She

can, but it's m()re than that." Gray turned to face him "Ni na sees souls. She
possessed the ability even when she was alive. She sees the things the rest of
us don't." "Sees what specifically?" "W possess free will, M. Barrynore

Ni na has always called that humanity's bl essing and curse. W nake choices
over our lifetines that can |ead us closer to our salvation or farther away.
It's in constant notion, an ebb and flow " "Until death."
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Gray shook his head. "If we go on to our eternities. But those of us who
linger are still making those choices--"
"*And Ms. de Lacy can still see how those choices inpact us." Roman di gested

this new piece of information, amazed by the inplications. A superhero,

i ndeed.

"So she can not only see between the real ns, but-" "Wether a soul is good or
evil," Gray confirned.

A very form dabl e weapon w el ded by a woman who struck Roman as equally

form dable. "And you both assist her work?"

"Yes." Then Gray added, "Every situation is different, of course. But we help
how we can. Sonetinmes things even work out."

"Meani ng sonetines they don't?" Ronman asked.

"Not al ways, unfortunately."

"How do souls know Ms. de Lacy can hel p t hen®?"

Dam an sat up, propped his el bows on his knees and | ooked interested. "Souls
hear about her. She's been at this a long tine."

Wth these nen beside her for the duration, risking their lives to help N na
hel p others. Roman could barely conprehend that sort of devotion. Wat woul d
keep these men with her for so long? Belief in the work she did? Belief in the
woman hersel f?

"' Why does she do this?" he asked.

Judgi ng by their continued silence, the question didn't appear to have an easy
answer .

Roman tried again. "Steering souls to the threshol d.

That's an interesting vocation for someone who m ght have noved on a long tine
ago. She obviously believes in what she's doing. You and M. Hart, too."

"Nina is using her gift, M. Barrynore," Gay finally said. "In a way she
didn't inlife."
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"Didn't or couldn't?"

Gray's gaze cut sharp, a physical trick that had power even in this dead
realm "You nust understand that N na wasn't |ike other wonen."

A feint, interesting. "How was she different? | can only specul ate what m ght
notivate a wonan with her unique ability. How did seeing souls inpact her life
whil e she was alive?"

Gray nodded. "When N na touched a person, she could feel the choices they nade
during their lifetimes and see how they would die. It wasn't pleasant."
"Everyone she touched?" Ronan was intrigued.

"' Except me and Dam an."

"Why not you two?"

"W died with her, M. Barrynore. To touch our deaths woul d have neant
touchi ng her own."

Dam an gave a wy laugh. "OfF course, we had to die to figure that out." The
ability to touch death.

Roman tried to imagine the effects of such an ability on a worman who lived in
the early seventeen hundreds--a time of religious fanaticismand superstition
The nost obvious effect would be accusations of witchcraft, social ostracism
maybe even fear of discovery.

The nost discreet would be that his target was a woman who hadn't known mnuch
physical intimacy during her life, a woman who, by default, remained distanced
fromall but these two nen.

Suddenl y, Roman renmenbered the paintings he'd seen in the antique gallery on
the day he'd died. The nmen flanking Nina |ike bodyguards. The yearning on her
beautiful face.



H s target was a wonan who' d never really lived
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when she'd been alive, which cast three centuries of lingering in the passage
in an entirely new |ight.

"How did you di e?" he asked.

"Afire," Gay said sinply.

Dam an gave a short laugh. ''Zealots wanted to rid the world of a witch, and
her protectors."

H s adnission faded to a silence so weighted with enotion that Roman sensed
neither of these nmen was at peace. Wth death? Or with N na, whose unusua
ability had dictated the course of her life and death, and those who cared for
her ?

Roman had come across her |ikeness nere weeks ago, but he was touched that
such a fascinating woman had been struck down by m sunderstandi ng, and fear
Per haps even hatred.

"How ol d was she when she di ed?" he asked.

"Twenty-five." A shadow passed over Gray's expression

Young, yet Roman wasn't surprised. These men didn't appear much ol der than

t hey had been in the painting.

A magi c painting he'd been told, one that offered the gift of a second chance.
He' d thought the I egend fanciful, but |earning what was on the other side of
death opened his mind to unexpected and uni magi ned possibilities.

"The magi ¢ painting," he said. "Then Ms. de Lacy didn't get her second
chance. "

Roman didn't really expect an answer and was mildly surprised when G ay
replied, "She did. O a sort, 1 suppose. That's probably what she'd tell you."
Dam an eyed the secretary who replaced the tel ephone receiver just inches from
his leg. ''That painting turned all our lives around."
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"So you believe the |l egend, M. Hart?"

"It wasn't a legend, but. fact. An artist painted 'Mdnight Magic' as a
gateway to worl ds where people could live different lives." Something about

t hat anused Dam an, and he stroked his chin, smling. "Nina wanted a second
chance. She went to the painting. Gray and 1 went after her and brought her
back. Qur lives changed after that."

Dam an eyed Roman closely. "Wy didn't you go after your second chance,

Barr ynor e?"

Roman considered his reply before answering. "At the time, 1 found it hard to
take clains of magic seriously. But 1 saw you both inside that painting when 1
was alive and here we are now. |'ll have to reassess ny opinion."

They | apsed back into that silence again, filled only with the renewed chatter
of Katie and the secretary.

"I find Ms. de Lacy's efforts, and your own, adm rable,
do 1 nmake contact with her once 1 shift?"

"I'f you shift," Dam an said.

Gray frowned. "Touch Nina's host and whisper.”

"How is that different from crowdi ng?"

Dam an snorted. "You're just whispering, Barrynore, not noving in and taking
over."

he finally said. "How

"I see."
"Pay attention to where you arrive," Gay advised.
"Some living souls are nore aware than others. |'ve heard sonme say they've

seen a shimer, even an apparition. Since you're nore solid than nost newy
dead, you night be noticed, and you don't want to attract attention."

"Ever heard of ghosts?" Dam an asked.

"Soul s shifting between the real ns?"
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"' Not al ways. "
ghosts. "

"And aliens," Gray added. ''They seemto be gaining popularity lately."
Roman supposed lately would be a relative termto men who'd been around as
long as these two. "All right, gentlenen. Anything else | need to know?"
"You're sure you're ready for this?" Gay asked.

No, Roman wasn't sure. But he needed information, and there appeared to be
only one way to get it.

Dam an shrugged. "There are nutcases who just think they see

CHAPTER THREE

"GOD damm it, Katie," Shea blasted through the answering machi ne. "Wat is
this shit? I"'min jail, and you serve ne with divorce papers? You' d better
hope they don't let me out--"

For a nonent, Katie stood with her hand frozen over the receiver, ready to
pi ck up, an instinctive response to the famliar demand in this man's voice.
But Katie was no longer a frightened woman with no options. This new and

i mproved version wasn't going to let herself be intimdated by a bully,
especi ally not over a tel ephone. Forcing herself to breathe deeply, she
resisted the urge of reacting to his anger with panic and fear and asked
herself for what seened |ike the hundredth tine why she'd never found the
strength to stand up to hi mbefore now

Depressing the recorder's vol une button down to bl essed silence, she cut off
t he voi ce pouring through the speaker

Free.
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Finally free

Qodl es Marie showed up, as if sensing the time was right to offer nora
support. She brushed up against Katie's legs in a bid for attention, till
waggi ng. Katie scratched behind the soft ears, trying in vain to dodge sl urpy
licks of gratitude.

She hadn't yet replaced the receiver when she heard a voice. Goose bunps
sprayed up her arns. This tine she didn't glance around for the origin of the
Voi ce.

She didn't wonder about the dog sitting at her feet.

This wasn't a voice inside the room but inside her.

The sound wove through her-only one voice this tine. Not frenzied, urgent

bl asts of sound as in the park, but an insistent, persuasive voice, so clear
that the tone filtered through her like the cleansing warnth of a sunmer rain.
If this were a real voice, Katie nmight have found the sound soothing, al nost
hypnotic. But this voice wasn't real. Neither was this feeling. She felt drawn
to the sound, as if she wanted to curl up inside it and let the | ow warmtone
pour over her.

Was she cracki ng up?

The t hought paral yzed her, and had she not been trapped within the prison of

t hat voice, she m ght have pani cked. But that deep-silk whisper continued to
coax her fromfear, to ease her anxieties and conmand her to . . . listen.
This time she understood the voice, not the words but the tone. Seductive. A
soul -deep conpul sion that warned she hadn't been living her life, but hiding
fromit.

Thi s voi ce persuaded her to trust, to respond.

But after burying herself inside her life with Shea, a place where fear of the
known had been preferable to
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fear of the unknown, Katie wasn't having any part of inmaginary voices or
cracki ng up.

She had a new life for herself and her girls, and would 'grab this second
chance wi th both hands. She'd wasted enough tinme already, too much. . . And
she had the odd thought that she'd wasted nmore than one lifetine.

Roman managed the shift into the living world, and arrived inside Katie
McCQuire's apartnment while she was talking with her teenage daughters. He al so
wasn't surprised that Gray and Dam an hadn't vol unteered infornmation about
what to expect when he touched the living. Wat did they care if he got
dragged to hell?

Now t hat they knew Nina's |ocation and were unconvi nced he could hel p, they
wanted to test him He'd been testing them

Quid pro quo.

Not hi ng they coul d have said woul d have prepared Ronman for the soul dragging
pull he felt when touching Katie McQ@iire' s arm anyway. A purely physica
sensation as if his insides were being sucked through a wind tunnel. Life

pul sed through her, vibrant, alive, the warmthrob of blood with each

heart beat .

Fam |iar. Sensual. Then he felt her

N na.

Roman wasn't sure how he knew, but he did. More than one life force pul sed
inside this living wonan, one dom nant, the other fainter. Maybe the dead
could sense the dead. Maybe the reaction was sinply a response uni que to such
a uni que worman. Roman had no answers. He only knew he sensed Ni na.



Excitenent filtered through him and there was
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substance to the sensation. Her life force pul sed powerfully, enticing.

Until that very nonent, Ronman hadn't even realized how nmuch he'd m ssed the
physi cal, but when he touched her, senses that had been dead reawakened. As if
he blinked open his eyes, not from slunber but a coma. He'd been conpletely
unaware of life in the passage and now was aware of the nuances all around
hi m

The silk-soft feel of a woman's skin.

A hint of indistinct floral mngled with an underlying fem nine essence.

The hushed echo of a sigh

The taste of a breath, warm and vel vet.

Roman was so caught up in his awareness that he only vaguely noticed the life
beyond her, but he could see through eyes that had been reduced to shadows.
Feel the airlessness of a late afternoon heat baking in a | owrent apartnment.
Snell the trace of animal reek fromthe carpet.

And hear the sound of a voice, alive, rising and falling as it rode on the
crest of high enotion.

Roman recogni zed the corporeal famliarities of the living world, yet he found
t he sensati ons nanageabl e,

as if the intensity came with the di stance of death.

But that realization came with the suspicion that if he noved closer to this
worman, noved inside to nmerge their souls, he would feel alive.

Crowdi ng?

Tenmpting. Not only life, but Nina.

Through an effort of will, Roman resisted, nmuscled his focus back to m ssion
obj ective. Forcing a word through vocal chords grown rusted from di suse, he
whi spered her nane.

He' d spoken since arriving on the other side of life,
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but his efforts had been purely intellectual. No |onger

The living real m nade everything real. Even through the distance of death, he
sensed the real woman along with the lost soul inside her. He felt the faint
heat that rose off her skin, smelled the lingering scent of shanmpoo, sonething
citrus and cl ean.

From somewher e deep, nmenory awoke, and he recalled the intinmacy of closeness,
renenbered the feel of two bodies aligned together, the silken warnth of skin
agai nst skin, the clash of breaths when two nouths drew cl ose enough to kiss.
She seened to sense his presence. O perhaps the lost soul inside her did. But
she stood unnaturally still, caught in the grip of such a sinple touch--his
fingers on her arm

Roman's grip on Nina slipped as he got caught in the sight of wavy hair, the
shades of brown he could just nake out, the rise and fall of a chest on
breaths that filtered through the nuted quiet. He tried to | ook past the
reality of this living body to hang onto the woman within. Renenbered that his
living woman only hosted the soul he rust reach

But the call of humanity was so real in that nonment, so gripping, he couldn't
wi thstand the effects of this contact that bridged the chasm between life and
deat h.

"Look into her eyes," a voice said sharply.

The sound broke the spell, and Ronman turned to find Gay beside him solid and
real .

"Look into her eyes," Gray repeated, less strongly this tine. "Resist."

Roman needed no further explanation. The lure of life was obviously a side

ef fect of shifting.

Perhaps a test.



Forcing his gaze to focus, Roman peered into eyes
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fringed with dark | ashes, past weariness, despair and surprise, past the fear
gal vani zi ng those eyes into unseeing depths that reflected the soul of this
worman, her essence, her spirit.

Into eyes as fiery as nolten anber.

N na.

Roman reel ed, stunned by the gaze staring back, a purely physical reaction for
a body only quasi real-a dead man playing at life.

H's grip tightened on her arm and suddenly he could inagine Nina's skin
beneath his touch, not her living host's, skin as snoboth and pale as wet silk.
He coul d see her standing before him every curve a sleek study in perfection
Her honeyed hair and |lips so sensual against the fair beauty of her face, the
nol ten eyes that gl eanmed with know ng.

Nina . . . exquisite Nina, the connection between themwas so unexpected, so

i ntense. Roman could feel her as if she were an ache inside him a prom se.
"Resist." Gray Tal bot's conmand anchored Roman, and he steered the shards of
his concentration onto that voice again, bullied hinself to remenber that he'd
cone to this realmw th a purpose, to acconplish a task: Retrieval.

Roman whi spered, "N na, remenber." The words cane easier this tine, and he
delivered his nmessages--the first to Katie McQ@iire. Wll-chosen words to

rem nd her of all the joys in life she'd been mssing, trapped inside an
unheal thy marriage. But the underlying nmessage was for N na. He pronpted her

| ost soul to renenber the life she'd |lived so | ong ago, another woman trapped
by uni que circunst ances.

Roman had no way, of know ng whether or not N na would hear him but he had no
other means to reach
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her. No choice but to make this attenpt, to search for a point of entry, to
resist the draw of life that lured his awareness back to the physi cal

Those amber-gold eyes held his, unblinking and curious, yet no recognition
that she was a dead soul harboring inside the living. But when he ended his
nmessage and his whi sper faded to silence, he sensed a change between them
felt aripple in the strength of her presence. Her steady gaze narrowed as if
she sensed him Suddenly, Roman felt her resistance crash over himlike a
surgi ng wave that forced himto recoil.

Instinctively, he renmoved his hand fromKatie's arm breaking contact wth
both the living woman and the dead soul crowded within. Relief and

di sappoi ntnent collided as sensation faded, and his tenuous grip on N na
slipped away. But then a sound swelled around him unexpected, striking in
clarity, and an i mage of her exploded in his nind. .

Ni na, her beautiful face alight with expectation, filled with prom se. Her

| aught er sparkled, a nelodic sound |Iike the chimng of silver against fine
crystal. Her honeyed hair tunbled over across her shoul ders as she reached for
t he champagne flute, shining as the long tresses caught the chandelier I|ight
overhead. Raising the flute in salute, she brought it to her |ips, kissing
lips, and he could only watch as she sipped, inmagine the taste of that mouth
agai nst his.

Roman stood frozen until a novement in his periphery jerked himback fromthe
nmonent, and Roman realized belatedly that Damian was also in the living world
with them had likely been all along.

Roman blinked stupidly, still caught in the thrall of that unexpected inage, a
connection with Nina that didn't make sense. How could he see her nenory?
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Was this another side effect of shifting into the living world? Wat el se
could it be?

He didn't ask. A glance between the two nen, Nina's guardians in life and
death, revealed their stoic, watchful expressions. Roman didn't think either
man woul d want to hear that he'd connected with Nina. He wouldn't risk
alienating them not when he needed their help.

"Thank you," he recovered hinself enough to say to Gray, who only inclined his
head in silent acknow edgnment, letting the exchange between Katie and her
daughters fill the silence.

Roman forced his attention to them pleased when they decided to attend a food
festival for dinner. Katie, at |east, had heard his nessage.

He wasn't the only one who thought so.

"Who in hell are you?" Dam an demanded. "Newl y dead can't shift, let alone
make someone respond to a soul whisper."

Roman had no answer. He'd agreed to fight this battle and been told he woul d
be provided with tools enough to acconplish mssion objective. He could only
assune his ability to shift and whisper, like his solid appearance, were nore
of those tools.

"CGentlenen, 1 need a point of entry,’
course of action.”

he said. "I chose the nobst obvi ous

"Suggesting that Nina didn't make the nost of her owmn life," Gay said

"Nei ther has her living host," Roman explained. "It seens the obvious course
of action."”

Dam an sat on the sofa arm "A food festival? Is that what you had in nind?"
Not exactly. "I1'm encouraged one of them heard ne."

"Just a guess, but 1'd say nore than one did."

"What makes you think that, M. Hart?"
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"Listen to those kids. They can't believe their nmother is willing to spend the

nmoney she's been saving for a vacuum cl eaner to eat out. Doesn't sound |ike
bl owi ng their savings is sonething Katie would norrmally do."

"'You think Ms. de Lacy is inmposing her will?"

"So it would seem”

Roman wanted nore information about N na and her host. Had he been alive, he
woul d have used his Sanctus resources to assess available intel, run
simul ati ons and projections to narrow possibilities and focus his own

t houghts. But he wasn't alive and those resources were beyond himnow Even
his skill at assessing people wasn't nuch hel p.

Projecting the actions of a twenty-five year old that had been sheltered by
necessity fromlife wasn't hard. But a twenty-five year old who' d existed in
t he passage for three hundred years?

He had no frane of reference for Nina, but she fascinated him In life, he'd
nmeasured a person's strength by the strength of their allies and adversari es.
What sort of woman drew the attention of angels and denons?

The image of her in a bath flashed in his head again.

An intimate glinpse of the woman. What woul d he have given to have known her
when she'd been alive?

Wul d she have bold or tim d? Prone to |aughter or contenpl ative? These nen
mght tell him Wo had they been to her?

Guar di ans? Friends? Lovers?

"I"'mgoing to Sanctus," Roman sai d.

"Why?" Gay | ooked puzzl ed.

"I need my resources. Any reason | shouldn't use thenf"

"You can't tamper with the living world," Gray warned. "Wispering nessages to
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enough. You can't interfere. That'll get your invitation to purgatory
revoked. "

Ni na m ght be a woman worth getting kicked out for

"I'f you can manipulate things in the living world, will you be able to use

your resources w thout being noticed?"

Roman smiled, and couldn't remenber having felt like smling since he'd died.
"Not a problem gentlenen.

Trust ne. | helped wite every subroutine in the place. If | can access ny
system | should be able to nake it work wi thout detection."

Nei t her man | ooked convinced. But even in the inception of this idea, Roman
recogni zed that the possibilities were endl ess. He was indeed a fly on the
wal I . Protocol would have dictated system access be changed after his

assassi nation, but he could stand over an operative's shoul der and read

i nputted pass codes. If he shifted into the living world to gather intel from
the systens, he'd need to be cautious, sure, but systens glitched all the
time. Roman knew those glitches intimtely.

Getting information to retrieve Nina was all that mattered now.

Fi xi ng his gaze on Katie, he watched her rummage through a kitchen cabinet for
t he coveted vacuum cl eaner stash while chatting with her daughters.

"M. Hart," he said. "May | recruit you to surveillance? | need soneone on
Katie. | want to know if any other |ost souls show up interested in her
Protect her if anything threatening comes up."

"Are you expecting threats?" Dam an asked.

"No. Ms. de Lacy has been crowding her host for a while. But until we retrieve
her, | want to err on the side of caution.”

He woul dn't take chances wi th N na.
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Nei t her woul d Dam an Hart The man would join forces for the sake of his

m ssi ng conpani on. And Dami an Hart was smart enough to know, dead or alive,
they were all playing Roman's game now, because they all wanted Nina for their
own reasons.

"I'"'mon it," Dam an sai d.
"You'll join me?" Roman asked Gray, who accepted the invitation with a nod.
"Then good luck, M. Hart 1'll be interested to hear what you learn."

Dam an gave a snort of laughter. "A cooking | esson fromthe sound of it."

Gray smiled, and Roman believed that despite the grimnews of Nina's situation
and questions about his own character, these nmen felt relieved to finally be
taking action to retrieve her

"Let's go," he said.

How t o nove through the passage had been one of the first skills Ronan had

| earned after his death. O stunbled across, as it were. He'd been thinking
about the active missions he'd | eft behind at Sanctus. Wen he'd visualized
the inside of Systenms Ops, he'd suddenly found hinself in the mdst of the
ordered chaos of a mission upgrade.

"Cet teamone on the G4 sat and nmonitor on A channel," Magdal ene, a senior
conmand staff operative, started issuing orders while sweeping inside Systens
ps. "I received newintel. W' re upgrading mssion status. \Were are they?"
"Moving to the second mark," a tech op shot back

"Patch ne in." Magdal ene cane to a stop at the nonitoring station and gazed up
at the wall-sized display that reflected the changing inagery as the G4
satellite zeroed in on its target. "Janes, new ELINT. | don't want this
mssion turning into a wet job. "
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As Roman had watched the action fromhis vantage on the other side of death,
he'd realized that visualizing a location turned it into an anchor he could
travel to. So now he produced an i mage of system ops inside his mind and
willed hinself there.

In the afterlife, Roman had never felt anything at all when moving from one

pl ace to another, no matter what the physical distance m ght have been in the
l[iving world. But now, he felt a curious yawning sensation, as if his whole
body were inhal ed through a constricted airway.

Instantly, his location changed as if soneone had pressed a button and
fast-forwarded himinto Command. Roman hadn't noticed before, but Systens Ops
wasn't so different fromthe afterlife. Shadowed and lowlit save for the
glare of electronic displays nonitoring reconnai ssance satellites,

phot ographi ¢ and audi o surveillance equi pnment that scanned the gl obe 24/7, and
conmuni cati ons systens that kept Command in contact with every operative no
matter how deep the cover

Gray appeared beside Ronan, taking in this electronically-lit real mwhere
technol ogy and hi ghl ytrai ned operatives marshal ed the gl obe around the cl ock
Bl i ps and beeps played into the pulsing quiet--the vital signs of recon
satellites, mainfranmes, sound surveillance scanners, spot photographic

equi prent, and systens so technol ogi cally advanced they woul d have been sci-fi
to the public sector.

Roman fol |l owed each instrument in this synphony of el ectronic sound, the mnusic
oddly mel odi ous, reassuring in that each tone represented a function that
nmeant the world wasn't left to run unchecked.

Fromthis hidden command center not far fromthe
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Whi te House, Roman had once nonitored the rise and fall of reginmes, terrorist
factions, every political, economc, and scientific devel opment that m ght

i mpact the United States and its allies.

Not that one man, or one country for that matter, could effectively police the
gl obe, but he'd always felt encouraged to know someone was paying attention
ready and willing. to act if any threat spiraled out of control

Roman headed toward Kennedy, who ran routine systems checks fromthe comm
station known as Station Siberia for its isolated | ocation on the fringes of
the action and the rmundane operations perforned there.

@ ancing at the log, Roman noted the tines of the upcom ng systens

di agnosti cs.

He laid his hand on Kennedy's arm resisted flinching as the once famliar
sensation of life poured through him "Run the schedul ed di agnostic over the
V-4 sector." Kennedy never blinked an eye. He .inputted his pass codes and
began maneuvering toward the requested data with an ease Roman found

di sturbing. If alllingering souls could denonstrate so nuch influence over the
living, then all the evil running through the world suddenly took on a whol e
new |ight.

VWhile fighting terror fromwi thin Sanctus, he'd never considered spiritua
warfare as a possible explanation for the death and destruction running
ranpant over the gl obe.

Evil people were sinply people gone bad. Clearly, there were other reasons as
wel I .

Roman hel ped hinself to the vacated keyboard and scanned information on the
enpl oyees of the Golden Hawk Security conpany affiliated with Fairw nds
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Wmen's Center. He used Kennedy's diagnostic to conceal his access into the
system

Informati on on the current guards stationed at Fairw nds started scrolling
across the display with the bio and personal information for Luke Robinson
anmong it.

Roman fixed his gaze on the noving data and used the gl owi ng text to anchor
himfrom being distracted by the tenptation of sensation

"Keep your eyes on your diagnostic," Dam an said, placing a hand on Kennedy's
shoul der when the operative started to turn around. Kennedy returned his gaze
to the monitor. "And you shouldn't be able to do that, Barrynore. Do you have
any idea howlong it took us to be strong enough to touch life?"
"I"mguessing a |l ot longer than |I've been dead."

"You're sure no one will know what you're doing?' Gay asked. "You'll create
trouble if they do, and I don't think you'll want to live with the
consequences.

W' ve al ready been given a second chance to earn our way into glory. | don't
think we'll get a second second chance."

"Whi ch nakes me wonder why you' ve risked so nuch for so long," countered
Roman.

Gray didn't reply, which Roman thought spoke vol umes about the man's
conmitrment to Ms. de Lacy.

"Don't worry, Lord Westbury. As long as | sanitize the system no one will
know where |1've been." Roman coul d only assume the consequences of causing
trouble between life and death had been deci dedl y under st at ed.

But Gray didn't question himfurther, and together they scanned the

i nformation appearing on the display.

Luke Robi nson, w dower. Late wife died of ovarian cancer five years ago. No
chil dren.

The security guard lived in .the northwest part of
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town, a place where | arge hones were passed down through the generations. A
stabl e address that might or mght not reflect the man who paid the nortgage.
More surveillance was in order.

Roman wondered how he could find out if a person still lingered in the
passage. Not that the |late Anni e Robinson would be a potential candidate for
hel pi ng Roman decide if Luke was a viable point of entry into Katie MQuire's
life. Roman didn't think even a dead wife would be his best bet for fixing up
her | ate husband with another woman. But he filed away the thought. Another
guestion with an answer that had the potential to beconme a tool in his

ar senal

He checked financial institutions, credit reporting conpanies, even schools
wi th Luke Robinson's transcripts, and pieced together a picture of the
security guard to decide if there was enough to invest nore tine pursuing
inte!.

Affirmative.

"I"ve got everything | need here for now," he finally told Gray. "The next
step will be to conduct surveillance. | still don't have enough to pul

toget her a viable scenario."

"What el se do you need?"

"Data about Ms. de Lacy."

Gray let his gaze trail to where Roman still held his hands poi sed over the
keyboard. "Wat nore do you need to know?"



Roman didn't reply i medi ately. Instead, he conpleted the manual sanitize.
Backi ng away from Station Siberia, he said, "I'lIl need details to help ne get
to know Ms. de Lacy. The nore | understand what nmakes her tick, the better ny
chances at pinpointing howto get her attention through the shroud."
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"'We generally try to avoid denons around here," Gray said dryly. "I don't
know nuch about sidestepping their abilities, but 1 do know sonme souls who

m ght have nore information."

"*When can we talk with then?" |If denons used negative emptions to shroud a
soul's. menmory then theoretically, the way to contact the wonan beneath the
shroud woul d be to break through the negative enptions. And retrieving N na
meant not only succeeding in the first stage of his mssion, but a reward for
him He wanted to find out what she was really like instead of having

i npressions filtered through Gray and Dami an

""We'll have to shift back to the passage," Gay said.

Roman nentally prioritized his objectives.

Gather intel on N na.

Eval uate Luke Robinson's life for point of entry.

Di scover how to penetrate a denon's shroud.

If nothing el se, Ronman was redefining what constituted a normal day at work.
"Let's go," he said, ready for the return trip. At |least, he hoped he
was--whi ch wasn't the way he normally conducted business. Death was definitely
br oadeni ng hi s horizons.

I nhaling deeply in an old exercise, he cleared his thoughts of distractions
and doubts. He abandoned hinself to the belief that he could cross the real ns.
Thought was foll owed by a constricted sensation and . . . darkness.

Roman opened his eyes to the sight of Systems Ops.

I nstead of the pul sing energy of electronics an unnatural silence reigned, and
the colors of life, veiled as they'd been, faded to the nmonochronme world of

col orl ess shadows. Deat h.
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"l npressive again, M. Barrynore."
curious. expression

The tension over N na now masked.
Roman didn't acknow edge the conplinent. Whatever abilities he possessed were
simply tools to armhimfor the job ahead.

"Took himlong enough, don't you think?" a famliar fermal e voice asked.

Roman turned toward the sound to find Magdal ene, propped as was her habit with
a hip against commone, arns fol ded over her chest, surveying the activity
around her with a critical eye.

Magdal ene was a brilliant strategist and his righthand person who'd forsaken a
| ast nane, choosing an alias that would force Ronman to call her by her first
nane, which she considered a mark of respect to a | ady.

He could still remenber the day she'd expl ained her choice of alias during
their official interview for placement on the command staff. She'd chosen a

bi bl i cal name because she woul d be working for the Saintthe only person at
Sanctus with balls enough to call himthe name to his face.

He' d advanced her onto his staff on the spot.

A petite wonman, she was exquisitely femnine with her stylishly cropped bl ack
hair and deep bl ue eyes that he'd al ways been struck by the disparity between
her ultra-fem ni ne appearance and ruthl ess street Wse nanner

James Atticus LaTortue, by conparison, was a nmountain of a man, as unusual in
appearance as his alias was regal. Hi s Haitian and French ancestry had granted
himstriking features, including mahogany skin and pale eyes. A snile played
around his nmouth, and he admitted, "I ama little surprised."

Gray was already there, watching himw th a
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"Alittle?" Mgdal ene scoffed. "I'mcrushed. | really am You were ny hero,
Roman, and we've been waiting for you for. " She gl anced at Janes. "How
I ong has it been?"

"Three days."

Roman was so used to seeing these two in Systens Ops that he didn't

i medi ately grasp the wong of their being here.

Until Magdal ene began to fade.

"Son of a bitch." Her curse rang out in the unnatural quiet, a gunshot of
sound that made Janes | augh

Roman coul d only stare, precious nmonents slipping past as his nmind rebelled
agai nst the sight, refused to accept a truth so stark before his eyes, so

i rrefutable.

Denial was instinct, a gut-wenching nmutiny against a reality he coul dn't
accept. But as he shifted his gaze between them took in how he could see
Fl ei shman seated at conm one through the selni-transparent bul k of Janes's
six-foot-four frane, Roman couldn't deny the obvious.

So what the hell had gone wrong that his two nost trusted operatives had wound
up dead?

CHAPTER FOUR

"FRI ENDS of yours, | presune." Gray inclined his head at Mgdal ene and Janes,
forcing Roman to shove past his shock and get a grip on his enptions.

"Gray Tal bot, Earl of Wstbury;' Roman forced out.

"Magdal ene, ny senior strategist, and James Atticus LaTortue, ny chief

tactical officer.”

When James extended his hand, Gray quickly withdrew with a shake of his head.
"Not necessary. Not here."

James frowned, eyes reflecting Inild curiosity."Wy's that?"

"You're dead, M. LaTortue," Gay said. "And you're here in the passage, which
nmeans |ike the rest of us you' re not pure spirit. You still retain an echo of
your humanity, and |I'd prefer not to merge any of you with ne."

James didn't get a chance to reply before Magdal ene rai sed her hand to pat him
on the back. "Don't be offended, Janmes. Nothing personal, |I'msure. Lord

West bury doesn't know you yet."
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"I'f that's the way things work around here then you're | eaking you allover ne.
Hands off, Mags." He brushed her away as if he m ght catch sonething then
turned back to Gray. "Call me Janes."

"Gay."

Roman wat ched t he exchange and scratched off another question fromhis list.
He' d been told lingering souls avoi ded contact. Now he knew why. Touchi ng
meant merging the remants of |ife, which sounded pernmanent. He didn't need
nore explanation to know why nergi ng woul dn't be optimal.

And there was no getting around the fact that Magdal ene and Janes were newy
dead. If Gray and Dam an had been expecting Roman to | ook as transparent as
these two, it was no wonder they' d gotten off to a difficult start.

"Ch, cone on, Roman," Magdal ene said. "Have we stunned you speechl ess? Hell, |
could be in purgatory right now putting my tinme to sonme use. Trust ne, atoning
doesn't sound half bad conpared to being bored out of mnmy skull waiting for

you. "
"Cut hima break, Mugs," Janes said. "He wasn't expecting to run into us."
"No," Roman forced the word out. "I wasn't. VWat happened?”

"Do you want the good, the bad, and the ugly?" Magdal ene asked. "Or woul d you
rather | pour on some syrup to make the facts nore pal atabl e? You don't seem
quite yourself today."

That was sarcasmat its finest since Magdal ene didn't sugarcoat anything for
anyone. She called things as she saw them and he'd al ways indul ged her. She
had such a gift for running operations that she'd becone queen to his king
wi t hi n Sanctus. ©Magdal ene's rough and tunbl e
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yout h had made her the perfect foil to Roman with his own privil eged
upbringi ng. She frequently hel ped himview angl es he m ght have ot herwi se

m ssed. She played devil's advocate when he revi ewed situations, was al ways
the first in the chain of conmand to inplement his orders.

When Roman didn't reply, she shrugged. "Remenber our Islam c friend you

t hought was so hot that you holed himup in the Maryl and safe house instead of
bringing himinto Contai nnent ?"

"What about hi n®"

"He turned up dead about twenty mnutes after you went down on the president's

doorstep. "
"I nsi de the safe house? How?"
Magdal ene nodded. "The mllion dollar question. Had forensics do an autopsy

and they couldn't determ ne a cause of death. No tox. No heart attack. No

not hing. He was alone in an interrogati on roomthat was nonitored. One mnute
he's sitting there I ooking Iike he'll live another hundred years. The next he
goes stiff. Then he vibrates a little and slunps in the chair as dead as we
are. Twenty seconds |ater, he was stone cold, like something sucked the life
right out of him Conpletely weird."

Roman didn't like the timng at all

"Cets even stranger, Ronman," Janes said quietly. "W investigated your death.
New di rector Hood was allover it before you were even cold. Wn hima |ot of
respect with the troops." Roman nodded. "Wat did you find out?"

"' There were three snipers,"” Mgdal ene expl ai ned.

That much he'd known. "How did they infiltrate Secret Service?"

"' They were Secret Service. Three agents with no
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prior connections. We conducted the interrogations inside Command. These
agents had only started working the sanme detail just days before you died.
sat in on the sessions, and I'"'mtelling you these dudes had no clue why they
arnmed thensel ves and took you and your protection ops out. It was beyond
surreal. | went behind the Hood's back and had Rodriguez.and Osterman drug
themto get to the truth.”

She lifted her gaze to his, and despite the colorless place they now

i nhabi ted, Ronman recogni zed her troubl ed expression, knew her deep blue eyes
woul d appear al nost bl ack.

"Roman, there wasn't any truth. The shootings appeared to be absolutely
spont aneous. But how could three Secret Service agents with no traceable

connections hatch an inpronptu assassination plot? It was bizarre. | kept
t hi nki ng about pod people in those old novies. They were acting beyond their
control, like they'd been brai nwashed or somet hing."

"Or crowded,” Gray suggest ed.

Roman knew if he'd been alive, the hairs on the back of his neck would be on
end. As it was, his thoughts raced with Gray's inplication, and how easily the
expl anation fit.

"Did you continue the investigation into the terrorist's connection to

Nat hani al Rush?"

She grinmaced. "What do you think?"

" And?"

"And," she said with enphasis. "I wasn't able to corroborate any connection
because | wound up dead."

She sounded greatly inconvenienced, as if death was no nore than a traffic jam
when she was already running |late, but as she explained the events | eading to
the car that had run her down in Sanctus Command's
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secured parking facility, she started to fade. Perhaps it was a trick of her
dark hair and fair skin, but the transformation bl eached her as pal e and
brittle as a shell too long on the sand.

She gave an exasperated snort. "Damm it. Wuld someone mnd telling me why
thi s keeps happeni ng?"

Gray smiled. "Have patience. Hol ding your echo together requires
concentration. The longer you linger, the nore instinctive it'll becone."

"You don't know Mags," Janes said. "She's got the attention span of a gnat on
t he best of days."

Magdal ene tossed her hands in the air and turned her back with an exasperat ed,
"Great. Just great."

Roman knew this woman. She didn't let enotion |eak through. But she was
visibly upset now and fighting it. Had they been alive, he'd have caught her
agai nst himand wapped her in a hug until she was bristling and bitching and
br eaki ng away- back to nornal .

Now Roman had to watch her slimshoulders rise and fall sharply, pained by the
sight and unsure what to do to help, He wasn't the only one watching. Janes

| ooked nearly as undone as Magdal ene-their dynam c was off. She pushed
everyone away, but Janmes never went far for |ong, camaraderie they'd shared as
| ong as Roman had known them

"We apprehended a suspected terrorist and uncovered unexpected intel,"’
said slowy. "Now we're all dead, including the terrorist. |I'd say you
corroborated a connection."”

No coi nci dences here. Their deaths were a cover up

Roman



She gave a huff, but didn't turn back around.
"\What about you, James?" Perhaps the best way to
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hel p Magdal ene was to give her the only privacy he could by directing the
attention el sewhere. "You died with her?"

He shook his head. "Bangkok. One minute |I'mpoint on a mssion getting ready
to lead the teamto the first mark. The next, ny second is ainming his Sig at
nmy tenple. Boom"

"Your second?" Roman asked incredul ously. "Wo?"

"Lakewood. "

Roman had to swal |l ow back the urge to say, "You're kiddi ng?" Eugene Lakewood
was a top-notch operative. He was skilled, trustworthy and courageous, a
strong team pl ayer.

"What happened?"

"Don't know, can't ask. He shot me in the head then turned the gun on hinself.
M ssion went balls up fromthere."

No doubt. "Any sign of himin this real n?"

James shook his head. "Haven't been here | ong enough to find out. If | even
knew how. "

"Chances are he went on,'
t hough. "

"Thanks." Roman appreciated G ay's offer to help on what was turning into a
day filled with the unexpected. H s head raced with new i nformati on. He needed
time to sort through it, to analyze the possibilities.

"I's that what happened to Marstiller and Grant? They noved on?" Janes referred
to the operatives that had died with Roman.

"Grant did. Marstiller is lingering. He wanted to spend sone tine with his
famly." Roman hadn't seen him since. He nade a nmental note to check on his
operative. "So how did you and Magdal ene hook up?"

"Ran into her here," Janes replied. "I was hoping

Gray said. "Mst souls do. W could ask around
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you'd stop by. Had no clue where else to | ook for you. And like |I said, |
haven't even figured out how to | ook yet."

Roman coul d relate. He al so knew t hat sonething was very wong here. But the
qguestion that felt nost inmportant right now had nothing to do with the life
they'd I eft behind.

"Why did you think 1'd be here? Wiy are you |ingering?"

Magdal ene turned back around, and the hard edges of her expression softened in
a | ook Roman coul dn't remenber ever seeing in all the years they'd worked
together. H's senior strategist didn't |et her guard down, and whenever it
slipped, she hauled it back up fast.

It was compl etely gone now, and the vulnerability on her strangely transl ucent
face had himby the throat.

"W were told you needed our help," she said quietly. "Something told us that
you were here and we should stay if we wanted to help you."

"Sonet hi ng?" Janes chuckled. "It was an angel, Mags. Go on, you can say it.
You're on the other end of the satellite signal now, not tucked away safe

i nside Command. This is a ringside seat to what happens after you die, and it
| ooks like there really are angels. Wat do you say, G ay?"

"Indeed there are," Lord Westbury replied. "And there's a variety--good or
fallen. Warrior or guardian. Whom did you neet ?"

"He was so bright | couldn't even |look at him" Janes said, and Magdal ene
nodded. "But | did see a sword."

"The good kind then. A warrior."

Magdal ene | ooked skeptical. "You' re sure about that?"
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"Of course he's sure," Janmes retorted. "Wiy would he Iie?"

Si nce Magdal ene and Janmes had gone round for round in life, Roman wasn't
surprised that death hadn't changed that aspect of their relationship. And now
James' s teasing snapped Magdal ene back. She sliced hima glance that should
have shredded him

"Fall en angel s might be able to fool people in the living world," G ay

expl ained. "But they can't quite pull it off in the passage. Only the good
angels burn with a light that blinds. That's why they're called the Burning
Ones. If the light doesn't blind then you' ve got a fallen angel trying to fake
it."

Roman had to wonder how many new y-dead soul s found out that information the
hard way.

"What did this warrior angel tell your G ay asked.

Roman opened his mouth to run interference. He didn't want his people giving

i nformati on he wanted to conceal . But Magdal ene's scowl cued himthat she had
none to give away.

"' That angel didn't tell nme a damm thing except that Ronan was still hangi ng
around and m ght need hel p."

James nodded. "Said the choice was mne. O course, | chose to stay."

Roman | ooked at James and Magdal ene, and said, ''Thanks.'

James only inclined his head, but Magdal ene shrugged. ''Actually, | I|ied.

At oni ng doesn't really sound all that great."

Roman | aughed, a feeling he renenbered. He woul dn't have chosen for Magdal ene
and James to die until they'd lived out |long and satisfying lives, but if he'd
had to pick two people that he'd have wanted by
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his side as he tackled his next nission, he'd have picked these two.

Al ready Magdal ene and Janes's appearances were w nning Roman credibility with
Gray. And he was feeling nore confident than he had since accepting the
chal l enge of this battle.

"There's a lot going on," he said. "But we've got to exfiltrate a key pl ayer
before we can brief."

"Who?" Magdal ene asked.

"Lord Westbury's conpanion.” He turned to Gray. "WIIl you help ne expl ai n?"
Gray nodded, and together, they detailed the unfolding events with Katie
McCQuire and the search for a point of entry to retrieve Nina.

"Denons got her? Denons?" Magdal ene sounded i ncredul ous. "You've got to be

ki dding nme, Roman. Didn't we already deal with those? Wasn't that what those
angel s were doi ng when | died?"

James noved to clap her on the back, but she deftly dodged himwith a scow .
"Not havi ng second thoughts, are you, Mags? Angels don't sound |like such a big
deal now, do they?"

"Shiiiit." She sank back against a coromstation and eyed Roman w th bravado.
"Now you're fighting denons. | shouldn't be surprised. You' ve al ways been a
crazy bastard."

Roman wanted to reach out and take her hand, to bridge the distance between
her show of bravado and the very real fear he sensed below. "This is an
opt-in.

Remenber that you can nove on at any tine."

She ran a hand through her hair, a habit that no | onger set the silky spikes
up on end. "Opt-in? Damm terrorists were boring the hell out of nme anyway."
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James chuckl ed. "W signed on for the |long haul, Roman. You know that. 'Ti
death do us part. O not."

Roman didn't get a chance to reply because Dami an Hart appeared. He gave a
fast gl ance around then addressed Roman. "Guess who showed up at the food
festival ?"

"Who?"

"Luke Robi nson. Sone coincidence, don't you think?" Damian rolled his eyes.
"He just ran into Katie in front of the Chinese food booth. Seened opportune
so | thought 1'd pop over to let you know "

"Excellent." Roman gestured toward his newl yarrived team and made t he

i ntroducti ons.

"More newy dead, great," Dam an said, but at Gay's frown added a nore civil,
"Wel come to our little corner of eternity.”

"Shall we head over to the food festival and see what's happeni ng there?"
Roman suggest ed.

"Are you going for point of entry?" James asked.

"Perhaps. We'll assess. 1'd like your input."

Magdal ene rai sed her hand. "Unh, question? Just how are we getting to a food
festival ? Do buses run in this dead zone?"

Dam an gave an ironic laugh that woul d have done Magdal ene proud had she not
been the butt of his hunor.

"Focus on M. Barrynore;' Gay said. "Just think that you want to foll ow him

and you will."
"Are you conming with us?" Roman asked Dani an
"No, I'll head back over and keep an eye out on Nina."

"Back over where?" Janes asked.
"You explain it," Dami an said to Roman and di sappear ed
"He's a friend?" Magdal ene asked Gray. "I'm sur-
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"I am" Gay turned to Roman. "Wat do you make of Luke Robi nson show ng up
where Katie and N na are?"

"It doesn't feel like coincidence."
Gray inclined his head. "I don't think Nina's the only one who has denpns
after her.”

"I agree with you, Lord Westbury, and thank you for sharing your insights.
believe we're going to find that there's nmuch nore going on than we can even
guess right now "

"Call me Gray." Roman nodded. And for the first tine he felt encouraged about
tackling the chall enge ahead. He wasn't al one.

He hadn't been all al ong.

If not for the smle, Katie mght not have recogni zed Luke out of uniform He
| ooked |l ess official and nore |ike any guy in his faded jeans and sneakers, an
Oioles cap backward on his head. But that smile of his Iit up his face,
twinkled in his blue eyes, and nade her smle back

"What a small world,"” she said. "This festival is crowded. | can't believe |
ran into you."

"Lucky ne. Are you enjoying yourself tonight?"

"Sure are. How about you?" she asked. "Having fun?"



He shrugged. "Just wanted to get out of the house. Got the whol e weekend off

and no plans."
That struck her as lonely. She wasn't sure why because nothi ng about Luke
| ooked or sounded | onely, but she suddenly envisioned the weekend | oom ng

ahead,
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hour after hour strung together with nothing to do or | ook forward to.

The t hought made her sad, as if she'd lived many | ong and | onely hours
herself. She hadn't, and Katie wasn't sure why she felt that way. She honestly
couldn't remenber an enpty weekend. Between the girls and her job at the dry
cl eaners, there sinply weren't enough hours in the day. She wanted to ask him
to join her, but didn't want to put himon the spot or seemtoo forward. But
she hated the thought of him heading back into the crowd all al one.

"Have you eaten yet?" she gave in and asked

"Not yet. Just been checking things out, trying to decide what I'min the nood
for."

"I"'mgoing for egg rolls nyself. The girls headed down to the Mexican booth."
Luke stroked his chin, drawing her attention to the strong angle of his jaw,
the carved lines of his cheeks.

She wondered why she hadn't noticed how handsonme he was before.

"Egg rolls?" he said. "That has possibilities. | haven't had Chinese in a
while." ''"Then cone on. Let's go grab something."
It was exactly the right thing to say. Luke's smle w dened until it crinkled

the corners of his eyes. "Chinese it is."

He was a great dinner conpanion. After insisting on buying her meal, he found
a table. The band played a variety of rmusic from pop tunes and ballads to
jazz.

The girls only sat down | ong enough to eat before joining sone friends on the
grassy clearing in front of the stage to dance, |eaving Katie and Luke to eat
and chat while the sun went down.

"You sure you don't mind me crashing your party?" he asked.
"I invited you, renmenber? And it's been nice to exchange nore than a few
sentences as |' mwal ki ng i nside Fairw nds."

"I agree," he said. "So, how s everything going, Katie? Everything al

ri ght?"

She sat back on the bench, renpved the napkin fromher lap and folded it
neatly. Setting it on the table, she net his gaze. "lIs that code for 'where's
Katie's crazy husband?' '’

Luke's eyes twinkled. "Yep. Sure is." "W're getting a divorce," she said
matter-of-factly. "I turned in the papers today."

He didn't offer any condol ences, and Katie thought that said a bunch

"How are the girls holding up?" he asked.

"They're troopers. The situation hasn't been easy, and | think they're nore
relieved than anything el se.™

"Ending a marriage is always hard." There was sonmething in his voice that nade
her think he was renenbering his late wife.

They shared a conpani onabl e silence as Luke sipped his coffee and stared out
into the cromd of dancers. She was surprised by how confortable she felt with
him even when they weren't tal king. He was an easy man to be around.

So easy, in fact, that she never noticed the tine until it was well after ten
"Chmi gosh." She popped up off the bench. "I had no idea it was so |late. The
girls can sleep in tomorrow, but I've got to be at work at six. By the time we
catch the bus--"
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"It's late. I'lIl give you a ride honme." Luke hesitated. "I mean, that is, if
you' re confortabl e?"
"Ch," Katie exclainmed, surprised. "I wouldn't want to put you out of your way.

W |ive on the other side of town."

Shruggi ng, he gave her a crooked half-smle. "Not a problemfor nme. 1 can
sleep in late tonmorrow, too."

Live life, that voice inside ren nded her

"' Then, thanks. We'd appreciate a ride hone."

CHAPTER FI VE

ROVAN wat ched Luke's car drive off. He considered follow ng and assessed the
possibility of acconplishing anything further between Luke and Katie tonight.
After Dam an had reported the events happening at the food festival, Roman had
asked Gray to |l earn what he could about how to penetrate a shroud. Then he'd
shifted into the living world.

VWhi spering to Luke, he dissuaded the security guard from biddi ng Katie
good-bye to continue his solo journey through the festival. He'd suggested
Luke buy Katie dinner, instead.

Acconpl i shed.

Then Roman had whi spered to Katie, encouraging her to accept Luke's offer to
pay for her neal.

Acconpl i shed.

He' d suggested Luke ask Katie to dance then vice versa.
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Fai | ed.

But he had convinced Katie to accept Luke's offer of a ride hone, so overalt,
Roman considered his efforts a success. If nothing el se, he'd honed his

whi spering skills and practiced resisting life when it rushed him so famliar

and tenpting.
"Man, you were this close." Damian held his thunb and forefinger up to gesture
a small amount. "I'minpressed. That was a nice save at the end and you al npst

tal ked her into asking himto dance."

"Wy did | fail?"

"Dermon of Doubt got Katie, definitely. And Guilt.

I nsecurity too, maybe. She probably doesn't want to rush into anything unti
her divorce is final."

"Only Nina could tell you for sure.”

Both men turned to find Gay, who' d appeared.

Dam an gl anced back to Roman. "lnsecurity, trust nme. |'mbetting Sorrow and
Di sl oyalty got Luke. The guy's obviously still broken up about his wife."
Roman nodded, trying to pull together the pieces in his head. Wat these nen
accepted so casually still sounded m nd-boggling---fantasy at its finest,
somet hing out of a novie he might have seen in a theater when he'd been alive.
As he'd been whispering to Katie to get his nmessage to Nina, so had denons.
Li kely the ones Dami an had nentioned---Doubt, Guilt, Insecurity, Sorrow,

Di sl oyal ty.

Roman ni ght not have seen them but he'd felt them Al it had taken was a
hand on Katie's arm and he'd sensed the conflict as denmons had battled to

i nfl uence her soul

Only Nina could see the denobns, to know which

RETRI EVAL

ones she fought against. She carried a uni que burden, and he suspected that
burden had honed her strength of will. How el se had she survived in this place
for so long, crusading for her cause with only her conpani ons by her side?
How di d a woman who gave so freely of herself feel about those who gave to
her? Did she revel in their devotion, or had the passing of time taught her to
expect such conmitnent ?

Roman coul d specul ate all he wanted, but he wouldn't know until he freed N na
and got to know her hinself.

"How di d the denbns know what | was doi ng?" he asked

"Proud, aren't you?" Danmian scoffed. "Had nothing to do with you, Barrynore.
That's the battle. It's waging on every soul in the living world every day,
day in and day out."

"Every day?
Gray arched an eyebrow in a |l ook that made Ronman feel as if he'd mssed the
obvious. ''To turn a soul away from heaven."

This concept wasn't new. He'd grown up | earning about spiritual warfare.

The ravages of sinful ness.

The battl e between good and evil.

The devil trying to steal souls.

Roman had | earned these things frombirth--but he hadn't really understood, or
taken the battle literally.

The concepts of good battling evil sounded unbelievable in an age of space
travel, satellite surveillance, biotechnology, and nucl ear weaponry. The world
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was accessi bl e through the nedia. Terrorismran ranpant. Religious fanaticism
had becone an anat hema.

At Sanctus he'd fought evil daily, had routinely nmade small sacrifices for the
greater good of the overall goal

Per haps he was sinply a product of his generation.

The focus seenmed to have shifted from saving one's soul for eternity to saving
one's ass in the here and now. Now Roman was left to rethink that stance, and
reassess.

"Did you |l earn anythi ng?" he asked G ay.

"I did, but we should shift back before we talk. W can't see who's around and
m ght be listening here." "Back to Sanctus Command, if you will." Shifting
didn't get easier; rather, Roman becanme nore confident in his ability to
acconplish the shift.

"Lose your faith for even an instant and your ass belongs to the denons."

Dam an's warning still echoed in Roman's head.

When he opened his eyes to find hinmself back on the spiritual side of System
Ops, he was relieved he'd made it.

After recapping events to Magdal ene and Janmes, Roman asked Gray to share what
he'd | earned about penetrating a shroud.

"I have it on good authority it has been done before," Gay said. "Not often,

t hough. And not a shroud as powerful as we suspect this one is." "Wo'd you
see?" Dam an asked.
"Swanmp Man."

"I f anyone woul d know, he would. How d you get himto tal k?"
"I asked politely. Most people respond to that."
"So you keep telling ne," Dam an said dryly.
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As Roman wat ched t he exchange, questions ran through his head. So many
guestions. Too few answers.

He pi cked one. "Who's Swanp Man?"

"Someone who's been around a | ot |onger than we have," Dami an said.

Gray nodded. "No one knows rmuch about him Not when he got here or why he's
been lingering. He stays in the Louisiana bayou. 1 think that's where he |ived
when he was alive. But he's around | onger than anyone and has fought sone
battles of his own."

"He answered your questions?"

Gray shook his head. "He likes N na. She's hel ped hi mout before. O herw se,
he woul dn't have given nme the tine of day."

Roman supposed he shouldn't be surprised. Collecting |oyal nen seened to be a
hobby of Nina's. And Roman thought the quality of the men who'd befriended her
spoke highly of the wonan herself. He filed away the information. A contact in
t he Loui si ana bayou coul d prove useful

Gray explained the only way to penetrate a shroud was to rmake N na renenber
somet hi ng good about her own life, something pl easurable enough to counter the
negative enotions shrouding her identity and nenorabl e enough to break her
free.

"Swanp Man said he'd never heard of a shroud powerful enough to take out
someone as strong as Nina for so long," he added. "He warned us to be
careful . "

"What aren't you telling nme, Gay?" Roman asked. "Because what you are telling
me sounds strai ghtforward enough. Yet you | ook worried."

Gray exchanged a | ook with Dam an, who in turn narrowed his gaze at Mgdal ene
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to back down from any opposition, Magdal ene gl ared right back

"We're professionals, gentlenen,” Roman assured them "Feel free to talk
openly. Magdal ene and James are on nmy team and | need their input."”

Dam an clearly wasn't happy and remai ned silent, but Gay said, "Wat you're
sayi ng sounds easier said than done. W might find Nina. . . unwilling."

"Are you worried she mght be enjoying this life?" Roman had sensed resistance
and wasn't surprised by this revel ation.

"She woul dn't be if she renmenbered who she was." Dani an sounded defensive.

"N na woul d never crowd a soul. Not even for a chance to live a normal life."
Gray nodded. "You have to understand the significance of what's happening
here. Her ability to touch death isolated her. Living as Katie, she's enjoying
the sort of life she al ways want ed--one where she can interact with people,
hug her kids, and doesn't have to hide who she is."

Roman could only imagine what life in Nina's tinme mght have been |like. Had
she lived in fear of discovery or grown nunmb to the point of indifference? Had
she val ued awakeni ng each day, or found each sunrise a burden? "lI'mcurious to
know how a wonman in her circunstances wound up on a crusade to help others."
"She had to die to deci de whether she'd been bl essed by God or cursed," Gay
sai d.

"So she's trying to make anends?"

Gray frowned. "Mre |ike making up for m ssed opportunity.”

"So we'll have to work a little harder to retrieve her. That's acceptable.”
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Gray and Danmi an exchanged a doubtful | ook.

Roman sighed. "Gentlenmen, clearly Nina is a very caring person and that's a
choi ce one doesn't make w thout reason. Surely there must have been sonet hing
good about her life. Wat about her family? Friends? A special pet? Sounds
like we just need one solid thing to target."

The silence only grew heavier, and it touched Roman in places he hadn't
realized he could still feel. Had Nina truly known so little joy when she'd
been alive?

He was staring at the only nen who could tell him the only men she'd been
able to touch: How had that affected their relationships? Roman under st ood
their |oyalty--these were honorabl e nen. But who el se had they been to Ni na?
And why did Ronman care?

"CGentlenen, I've got a point of entry into Katie MGQuire's life with Luke
Robi nson, " he said. "Now | need one to NNna. Only you can give it to ne.
need sonet hi ng pl easant and menorabl e.”

Roman woul dn't have thought it possible in this dead realm but Gay actually
pal ed. Hi s expression closed off like a fist, and he turned away from Dani an
as if shielding hinself fromwhat he knew was coni ng

Dam an seermed to appreciate his reaction and gave a short |augh. "Sex,
Barrynore. "

"Sex?" Roman could practically taste the word.

Dam an nodded. "Nina found it pleasant and nenorable."

Magdal ene made a nove in Ronman's periphery, but he cut off any smart ass
remark with a sharp gl ance, warning her to keep her comrents to herself.
They' d
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been professionals in life. Death wasn't going to change that.

And he was struggling hard enough with his own reaction, his mnd conjuring

i mges of the yearning on her face in the unfinished portrait. He tried to
imagine a life barren of touch, of physical closeness or intinmacy, of bearing
the responsibility of seeing death in every person she touched.

But for these 'two nen.

Sex made brutal sense.

Roman knew Gray had been her guardian. So had Dam an been her |over? He had no
right to ask, but found hinself unable to neet Damian's gaze, not with his
head filled with the nenory of Nina's beautiful face, the know edge that she
m ght have been yearning for this man.

"If sex is a possible point of entry then how do we go about using it?" He
delivered the question matter-of-factly, managed to sound the part of

prof essi onal, though he felt anything but. "Did your contact explain the

| ogi stics?"

Gray didn't turn around. "We'll have to pronpt her menory. Wisper to her, do
what we can to renmind her of what we shared.”

"We, as in both of you?" The words were out of Roman's nouth before he had
even regi stered the question, a stunning | apse of inpulse control froma man
who didn't | ose control

James gl anced his way, conposing his expression agai nst |aughter. Magdal ene
didn't bother. She just smiled broadly, clearly enjoying herself.

"Yes," Damian said. One curt word that ricocheted |like a bullet.

"l see."” And Roman did.
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He had no right to a reaction, no right to fornul ate any opinion. R ght
apparently had no place in the afterlife. Nina had consumed his thoughts since
hi s deat h.

She was his target, his mssion objective, the woman who'd captured his

i magi nation

Fol di ng hi s hands behi nd his back, he braced his | egs apart and forced hinself
to ask, "W need to decide howto work this to our benefit."

H s cal mwords shocked the silence. The nmoment passed.

Dam an shrugged. "One of us can work on Nina when Katie's awake, and the other
whi |l e she's asl eep.

Li ving souls are much nore susceptible to whispers when their defenses are
down. "

"'That's good information to know, M. Hart." Roman forced asi de specul ati on
about what sorts of encounters these men would fill Nina's dreanms with. Wuld
renmenbering her life with these nen draw them even cl oser in death?

He squel ched the thought with effort. Hi s preoccupation with N na was grow ng

into a distraction. "It's a viable plan, gentlenmen. If you both strike from
the afterlife, | can strike fromthe living world."

"' Through Luke Robi nson?" Gay asked.

Magdal ene rai sed her hand and drew all gazes to her. "If Luke's your point of
entry you'll be getting no place fast."

"He and Katie are attracted to each other,"” Roman said.

James shook his head. "But Luke's playing M. Nice Guy. He wouldn't even ask
her to dance."

"But he did offer her a ride hone, and she accepted. W've got to start
somewhere, " Ronman pointed out. "Katie- hasn't been apart from her husband

| ong, and
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Luke seens to respect that. 1 don't see another option given the paraneters of
Ms. de Lacy's point of entry."

Gray's expression tightened. Whether from having his dirty laundry aired or
fromthe unsettling reality of the task ahead, Roman coul dn't say, but there
was no getting around the fact that using sex to break through to their target
in this place wasn't optimum Not in the afterlife. They were walking a thin
line with this plan of action, a really thin one.

But Nina's circunstances were unique. If sex was their only way to her, then
sex it would be. Roman woul d just hope for opportunities to inplenent damage
control along the way. It was a risk they would have to take.

"You know, Barrynore,"” Dam an said offhand. "If you can't persuade Luke to get
this show on the road by whi spering, you can always crowd him You could make
hi m do what ever you want."

Roman didn't miss that Danmian didn't offer to do the job hinself.

"Sweet Jesus," Gray exploded, drawing up to full height, every inch a rega
British | ord when he demanded, "What's wong with you?"

Dam an only leveled a cool stare. "I want her back. If it wasn't for Nina, 1
woul dn't still be here. Neither would you."
"Then go," Gray said. "No one's keeping you here. Least of all N na."

"I want her back," was all Damian said in reply.
Roman was surprised by the intensity of enption between these nen, by the
di sapproval and conflict. He was also surprised by his own satisfaction at a

hint that all Inight not be well between them two nen who were so very
different.
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Dam an Hart, reckless, passionate, willing to sacrifice hinself and others to

achi eve his goal
Gray Tal bot, rational, protective, a natural |eader.

Each man with his own particular skill set and strengths to hel p Roman
retrieve the woman who was so vital to themall.
"CGentlenen," he said. "I'lIl do what it takes to retrieve Ms. de Lacy. That was

my conmtment to you."

"Whatever it takes?" Danmi an asked.

""We'll retrieve Nina," he said sinply. "You have ny word."

Magdal ene made a nove toward him "Roman--"

"Excuse me," Gray interrupted, eying Ronman as if gaugi ng whether or not he was
rut hl ess enough, or foolish enough to crowmd a living soul. "N na doesn't need
your soul on her conscience. She already feels enough angui sh over the choices
she made in life."”

"I appreciate the warning," Roman told him "If you have anot her suggestion
then now s the tinme."

Apparently Gray didn't.

"Be prepared then," he warned. "Nina isn't going to like this one bit."
"Unfortunate. But 1'd prefer to deal with Ms. de Lacy's response after we've
retrieved her."

Dam an gave a grimsnile. "Easy for you to say, Barrynore. You don't know

N na."

Not yet, perhaps. But Roman | ooked forward to neeting her

Gray heard their laughter nmingling on the breeze. Nina's clear and silvery, so



joyous the very sound ached to his soul. Dam an's | ow and anused. Sati sfi ed.
They were together again. and that know edge ached. too.
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He shoul d have turned and wal ked in the opposite direction, put this courtyard
and their laughter behind him But Gray couldn't fault them though he yearned
to.

They' d been so careful, so painfully respectful to never flaunt their

passi ons, to conceal their |onging glances, and the adventure in their eyes as
t hey gazed across the dining table, the coach, the chapel

Arousal reeked off themlike the fust of refuse too long in the sun. They
hadn't expected his return this norn, should have had the entire day to

i ndul ge the desires of their flesh

Ni na's voi ce anchored himto the spot, though, and Gay stood roQed in the

tangl e of hawthorn and rose, listening to the lilting sounds of her voice as
she read froma book of John Donne:
Sweetest love, | do not go, For weariness of thee, Nor in hope the world can

show A fitter love for ne . .

The scent of brine fromthe bay caught himas a breeze swept through the
trellis, and Gray shifted into the draft, intent upon distraction, upon
cooling the heat that made himclammy with the sweat of disquieting thoughts.
And he saw her.

They'd left the doors to her roomopened to the Bay, believing thensel ves
alone. Nina lay stretched out on the bed with a book propped before her, her
body | ong and pal e and sl eek, gloriously and unabashedly naked.

The sight of her felt like a stab wound to his gut, and Gray squeezed his eyes
shut, cursed hinself for the hundredth. . . nay, thousandth time, that he'd
ever followed her inside that bedevil ed painting. Nina had chosen her fate. He
shoul d have respected her wi shes and | eft
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Dam an to chase her. Hi s own days and ni ghts woul d have been much better spent
in prayer for their souls.

Al as, he'd been arrogant, bent on saving the world, so he'd gone inside that
cursed painting to retrieve Nina, and Damian along with her. He'd brought them
back to the real world of St. Mchaels, Maryland, where they' d been forced to
face life beneath the watchful eyes of Colonial' society, know ng the unusua
circunstances of their relationship would be noticed and m sunder st ood.

And now lived within a hell of his own making.

Then fear not ne, But believe that | shall make Speedier journeys, since

take More wi ngs and spurs than he.

Hi s chest heaved on | abored breaths. The sound of her voice was a lure he
struggled to resist, a battle he was |osing as the sight of her pale, naked
curves seened burned into his mind until it mattered not whether he stood with
eyes opened or cl osed.

Either way the ache in his groin shaned him

Reason demanded he fight his inpul ses, back away fromtenptation, and but for
t he sound of her voice, he mght have prevail ed.

And that dammed ache between his thighs.

O how feeble is man's power, That if good fortune fall, Cannot add anot her
hour, Nor a |ost hour recall!

The vision of her pale Ioveliness burned so brightly that he wasn't sure when
he opened his eyes in truth, so caught up was he in the sight of her.

H s beloved Nina... sleek and lovely, all snooth skin and |ong sl ender curves.
Her unbound hair cascaded down her back in honeyed waves, teasing himwth
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gli npses of her graceful throat, a creany shoulder, a rounded breast. Her

voice trenmbled with | azy pl easure as she took poetry he and she had di scovered

together and gifted the verse to her |over

A part of himwas thankful that she had found sone joy in her world, a place

bereft of sinple touches and so | acking in peace.

Whi |l e another part of him a greater, darker, tw sted part, ached that he had

denied her. It was all she had ever wanted. To share physical closeness. To be

hel d. Desired.

Loved. For so long, he had been the only man with the privilege to touch her

Yet he'd squandered his chance, arrogant, believing the tinetable his own.

Ni na had never asked; indeed, she had convinced herself he'd already

sacrificed too much on her behal f, when he had sacrificed naught. She had been

such a confort to himin the black days after Juliette's death, a beacon

| eading himfromthe depths of despair toward |ife again.

She had never asked, yet she had been so grateful for his every stingy touch .
a clasped hand, a fast enbrace, a chaste kiss.

Now, as he watched her, G ay understood he had denied her selfishly. To give

into his desire would nmean letting go of his cherished Juliette.

Hi s wants, his needs, his desires.

But cone bad chance, And we join to it our strength, And we teach it art and

length, Itself o'er us to advance.

Dam an |lay stretched out beside her, nolded so closely the bright cape of his

hair draped over them both. And his hands. . . his hands roved over her

possessively, nolded a
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round shoul der, gl anced spl ay-fingered over her chest, tweaked a rosy nipple
of a pal e breast.

Nina's voice faltered in its rhythm Indeed, Gray's heartbeat stalled apace as
Damian idly rolled that greedy peak between his thunb and forefinger

The nelting expression on Nna's face was al nost Gray's undoi ng. Lids
fluttered shut over anber eyes, her full nouth parted around a breath. Her
words trailed off to gentle silence as she gave herself over to pleasure, so
utterly captivating in her desire, the want on her face, the blushing gl ow
tinting her skin.

Gray cautioned hinself to back away, to | eave this courtyard and these |overs
to explore the joy that they'd found together. He had made his choices, would
abi de by them no matter how nuch he year ned.

He chi ded hinmself when he couldn't take even one step

Dam an watched Nina with a possessive gaze, a look that was all male pride,
and he swept aside the flowi ng drape of their hair, honeyed waves tw ning so
seductively around his fiery Scots' red, revealing her breasts in all their

gl ory.

Her chest rose and fell on a sharp breath as she arched her back, thrust
forward eagerly for Dam an's attention, those bl ushing peaks visibly gathering
and tightening as he caught the swelling fullness within his palnms, and Nina's
sigh caught on the edge of the breeze.

And in that instant, G ay doubted.

Katie erupted in bed, heart throbbing. She stared into the dark, keenly aware
of the sweat cooling on her skin,
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t he shadows of her bedroom that suddenly seened to be aching with a | onging
that felt so real

Her ears adjusted to the night quiet, strained to hear if either of the girls
had call ed out Nothing but the famliar sounds of the old apartment building
settling.

But she could still feel a gaze on her as she renenbered the dream a gaze

t hat made her wonder why such heartfelt longing felt so faniliar

CHAPTER SI X

NI NA stood in the open doorway, staring into the courtyard, unaware of his
arrival. He noved stealthily across the roomand canme up behind her, slipping
hi s hands over her shoul ders, enjoying her quiver of surprise, savoring the
feel of her beneath his touch

She sank back agai nst him body suddenly warm and cl ose. "Dam an."

He et his eyes fall shut, heedl ess of the beauty of the courtyard in bl oom
It had been so long since he'd held Nna. "Gray does not |eave us alone of a
purpose." She just rested her head back against his shoulder, until his every
breath carried the faniliar floral scent of her hair, fired his inmagination
with..the prom se of the silky tresses unbound. Too | ong.

"Hi s eyes foll ow you always. He covets you."

"You are m staken." Her voice filtered through the sounds of life in the
courtyard, nysterious scurryings in the foliage, gulls crying out sharply
over head, waves breaking rhythmcally on the shore. "I was Gray's. He
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could have had ne if he wished. He is not interested. He never was."

"You deceive yourself rather than feel guilt for wanting ne."

She si ghed, her slender body gathering with tension, attenpting to break away
fromhis, if he would but et her go.

He woul d not.

Gi ppi ng her shoulders to stay her novenent, he anchored her cl ose.

She tipped her head back until she could peer in his face, and asked dryly,
"Did you wish to argue or enjoy these hours al one?"

"We can do both, Nina sweet."

She hi ssed inpatiendy, and he chuckl ed. But the menory of Gray's brooding

gl ances withed inside himpoison that |aced the blood in his veins. Gay
coveted what Dami an had found with N na, and that would not be a trouble
easily reconcil ed.

Gray was too conflicted, too proud, too noble. Yet he ached for the woman in
Dam an's arns. Nina might deny the truth, but he could not share peaceful
denial. Not when Gray's dark gaze followed him too. Enviously.

"Argue. Is that truly what you want to do when we have so few nonents

t oget her ?"

There was truth. "I enjoy you in your anger, N na sweet. You are fiery and
demandi ng. "

"So you woul d provoke nme?"

"Only so you will pleasure me." Pressing a kiss to the top of her head, he

slid his fingers beneath the robe's collar and forced the gown to part. She
did not resist as the sash at her waist tugged | oose, and he peel ed the
sl eeves down her arns until the whole slipped to her feet in a murmur of silk.

She was naked, creany skin radiant in the blush of sunrise, slender curves
proud, wel com ng, as he ground his crotch against her backside, the ache that
had si mered there for too |l ong suddenly flaring to life.

"Ah, Nina sweet. | have nissed you so."

"And | you."

Rai sing her arns, she placed her hands around his neck, a posture that arched
her back against him thrust her breasts outWard enticingly. He dragged his
hands over her, conmtted each curve to nenory. . . the delicate sweep of her
throat, the handfuls of velvety breasts, the snooth expanse of her stomach,
the way she trenmbl ed as he reacquainted hinmself with the feel of her skin.
Confirmati on of her need fuel ed the heat inside him They night have the day
stretched before them blessedly,finally alone again, but Dam an's inpatience
for her would not be easily satisfied. He'd waited too | ong, fought a battle
to contain his desire too fiercely. Unleashing hinself fromthe prison of his
pants, he settled between her warm cheeks and exhal ed a sigh of contentnent.

' Twas an i nnocent stance, but he began to nove agai nst her, just enough to
ride the need that had been nounting for so |ong.

Pressi ng open-nout hed ki sses al ong her tenple, down her cheek, he braced his
| egs apart to support them when she began a sultry notion with her delicious
body, hi ps swayi ng back and forth to join his efforts, his erection
tantalizing her nost private places in a sheath of wet heat.

Their tongues sparred in greedy hal f-kisses when he couldn't quite reach her
mout h. He feasted on the feel of her body beneath his hands, her responses
wel com ng and eager, unabashedly and delightfully needy.

He slipped a hand down her stonmach toward the V at
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the juncture of her thighs. Seeking the pearl of her desire hidden wthin her
nmoi st folds, he started up a pace that soon had her arching against him had
himriding her as if they were truly joined as one.

They could be if only he pressed inside.

Her | ow noans carried on the bay breeze. They were both inpatient, eager. They
had been deni ed too | ong.

Their bodi es had grown hungry for each other. They had needs that mnust be
sated, and only once they satisfied this craving would they settle down enough
to enjoy the true beauty of spending their day together

He arched his hips, repositioning until he was poised at her entrance.

Ni na gave a throaty laugh. Rising up on tiptoes, she teased himas he pressed
inside only the slightest bit. She arched her bottom again, this tinme taking
hi m enough to feel her stretch around him make his whol e body jerk violently
as the pronise of the moment, the pleasure surged through him

She | aughed again, the sound rolling through the courtyard.

H s eyes shot open as the feeling gripped him nmnade standing an effort of
will, and then through the drape of w steria, he saw Gray wal ki ng al ong the
shore.

No sound coul d have carried the distance, yet in that nonent Gay |ooked up
and their gazes collided. Gay's tortured with want. Dam an's surely shocked.
He shoul d have stopped. He should have dragged N na inside to spare her from
prying eyes, froma situation that was spiraling out of control, but poised as
he was between her warmthi ghs, Dam an could only ease inside.

* k%

Steamrose fromthe press, searing Katie's skin, startling her to jerk away

the collar. Waving the shirt to cool it, she inspected the fabric, relieved

not to have caused any damage

Woul dn't her boss just |ove a good reason to go off all over her?

She' d been lucky that he hadn't already. She'd been edgy all day, distracted.
and what was going on inside her head? Voices yesterday. A dream | ast

ni ght .

And today this. . . Katie honestly didn't know what this had been

| mmges kept flashing in her head. Sexy inmages that nade her heart pound too

fast, nade sweat pour off her skin nore than the rising steamfromthe press

shoul d all ow. Even nore unexpected was the feeling, |ike when she'd awakened

fromthat dreamlast night. A longing, so intense it becane a physical ache,

an ache that felt so fanm liar when there was no reason why it shoul d.

* * %

Roman appeared in Systens Ops to find Magdal ene running his protocol s at
Station Siberia. "Got the station to yourself?"

"Greaves began a level two then left.”

Under Roman's rule, the operative would have been required to nonitor the
process. "But you're not having any trouble operating the equipnent, are
you?"

"I"mjust doing what you said, and it seenms to be working."

"Cood. Status."

"We're investigating the alleged connection between Nat hanial Rush and our
dead terrorist."”

He nodded. "What about maneuvering through the systens? Any firewalls or shut
downs?"
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"Nope. This is an inpressive program Roman. |I'msure glad | wasn't up to any
hanky panky when | was alive. You' d have been allover my ass.”

Roman sni | ed.

"You're lucky they didn't manually rebuild the systens and ditch this program
when Hood took over the directorship.”

"Al'l that work when |I'm dead? They'd | ose too nmuch data. Maybe it'll becone a
tradition. Dying is the only way to quit the job, so my subroutine becones a
virtual |egacy."

"What, you think a historian is going to unravel this nightmare one day to
write biographies on Sanctus directors?"

Roman knew Sanctus Command, with all its hidden safety paraneters, would

i mpl enent a sel f-destruct sequence before nedia exposure would be allowed to
happen. "I hope not. Although, | suppose our progranms would tell quite a
story."

Magdal ene | aughed. "Dammed straight. But |I've got to know... |Is this how you

nai | ed Kl onowski on hooking up with those Sunni rebels? Cone on, we're dead.
You can tell nme now "

Roman had never considered it good business practice to let his operatives
think he didn't trust them But he didn't. Sanctus operated wi thout direct
oversi ght, which meant all responsibility fell onto his shoul ders.

Power was a burden he'd chosen to respect And while he'd surrounded hinself
with the very best, people were only human. He was only human.

That was a truth that had wei ghed heavily in life.

When he thought about Katie and Luke, it was a truth that had foll owed him
into the afterlife. "Yes."

Magdal ene nodded and let the subject drop
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recogni zing he'd offered all he would on the subject.

Agai n, Roman was pl eased to have her on his team

And Janmes. They worked well together and were both adaptable enough to | earn
the new rules of this gane.

H s opi nion had al ready borne out when they'd faced their first training

obst acl e--teaching his operatives to shift. Roman had been unwilling to risk
hi s new ydead operatives until they'd mastered enough of the basics to stand a
chance at shifting between the real ns and naking it back again.

Magdal ene and Janes appeared to have been gifted with a few angelic abilities
of their own. If not as many as Ronan, at |east enough to cover the basics.
Wth Gray and Dami an's hel p, he'd taught Magdal ene and Janes the essentials
and gave themexplicit orders to avoid touching the living under any

ci rcunst ances.

Roman had barely withstood the tenptation of life. He didn't want his people
to face that test yet.

"So how s it going on your end?" Magdal ene asked.

"Proceeding, fromwhat | can tell. Gray and Dami an are taking turns blasting
Ms. de Lacy and her host with nenories. Gay has taken the night shift and
Dam an the day. |'ve been investigating opportunities to get Katie and Luke

t oget her."

"Come up with anything?"

He nodded. "A local church is hosting a carnivaltype fund-raiser this weekend,
and Fairw nds Wnen's Center is one of the benefiting charities.™

"Good call. Not so rmuch pressure when there are a | ot of people around. Think
you mi ght be able to convince Luke to ask Katie to dance this tine?"



"I"'mhoping to skip a few bases, actually."
"Bold man. Cood | uck."
"I"ll need it. I'mknee-deep in Katie's daughters'
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social lives at the nonent. Teenagers are a truly interesting species."
"Looking to get themout of the way, so Monis free to play ball?"

"You got it." Roman gl anced around. "Were's Janes?"

"Sent himto the Maryland safe house to help ne run all this stuff."”

"How are you covering his operations?"

"They' re conducting schedul ed mai ntenance this week. Just one operative, so
it's nice and quiet. The di agnhostics are covering James's tracks."

"Good work, but this whole arrangenent isn't optinmm"

"'Tell nme about it. G eaves al nost parked his butt right on top of nme before.
My new i nproved seet hrough body is good for sonething, though. | can nove
fast."

"I'I'l consider alternatives."

"You do that because Nathanial Rush is the nedia's darling, so trust me when
say the data pit is bottom ess. You' re lucky I don't get tired anynore, or
else 1'd need a nonth in Maui to recover." Leaning back in the chair,

Magdal ene hi ked her feet onto the comm station to enphasize her point.

Roman resisted a smle at the way he could see the illum nated display of the
air nobility and smart weapons command blinking through her transparent self.
"Cood work. "

"Well, we obviously can't share this | one ranger comm station, and since we're
fully loaded in all the safe houses, and on your jet, too, incidentally, I
thought it would be less risky if he stepped out for a while.

Didn't think you'd mind since travel time is no |onger
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an issue." She shrugged. "Besides, he was getting antsy. You know Janes."
Roman did i ndeed. Not only was James Atticus LaTortue a stellar tactica

of ficer, but one of the best field ops Roman had ever seen. "Cone up with
anything yet?" "Hate to burst your bubble, but I'mrunning into dead end after
dead end with this investigation. Janes, too, the last | heard. W' re running
everything on this guy, Roman. Today |I'mtrailing his global nmovenments during
the tine frame. James is covering involvenent with Fairwi nds. He's gone back
to the planning stages of the place and run board neetings, nedi a appearances,
ri bbon-cutting cerenonies. You nane it."

" Good. "

"Not if we don't conme up with anything, and |I'm not seeing even a possible
connection to our dead terrorist. Damm shanme the little murderer didn't hang
around in the passage for a while. |1've got a bunch of new questions to ask
him"

Fol di ng her arns across her chest, Mgdal ene met his gaze with a thoughtful
expression. "Do you really think this connection between Rush and our
terrorist is the reason we're all dead? | nean, if that's the case, we need to

be investigating both sides of life and death. | only have a clue how to work
one."

Leani ng back against the station, Roman nodded. "Wich is why we're bringing
in new team pl ayers who know how to work death. | Inight dislniss your hit and

run, but | can't come up with another explanation for why three Secret Service
agents woul d suddenly join forces in an assassination. O why Lakewood woul d
mur der James then turn the gun on hinself. And what happened to our terrorist

i s suspect, too. Know ng
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what 1 know now. . . Crowding these souls could explain everything."

"No argument there." She frowned. "But |'ve got so many questions, Roman. Wy
can't we brief?"

He considered, shook his head. He was just beginning to see the big picture,
gli npse how events were affecting both realnms. Witil he understood clearly,
he couldn't ascertain mission paraneters. "lI'mnewto the idea of spiritual
warfare. 1 don't have all the pieces yet or understand the rules. We'll brief
after we retrieve Ms. de Lacy. 1 can't risk a | eak because of my ignorance,
not with the stakes so high."

As al ways, Magdal ene proved herself the epitome of a team player. Sliding her
feet off the station, she sat up and said, "Then let's go over what we've got,
which isn't much. Fingers crossed James stunbles across nore than 1 have."

Just as Katie reached the Fairwi nds front entrance, the door swung wi de.
"Luke, 1 thought you might be off today. 1 missed you on ny way in."

And she'd been | ooking forward to seeing him So much, in fact, that she'd
reappli ed her makeup on the bus ride over

"I was nmaking nmy rounds." He escorted her outside, that dashing smile in
place, as if he was just as pleased tq see her. "G ad 1 nade it back before
you left. 1 wanted to tell you how nuch 1 enjoyed spending time with you and
the girls the other night. That was nice of you to let ne tag along."

"I enjoyed visiting." She shot for casual. "And dinner, too. |I'd been wanting
those egg rolls for a while."
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"Did you hear about the Spring Fling over at the Potomac Christian Church?"

"No. "
"They're hosting a carnival this weekend. A fundraiser for Fairw nds and sone
other charities. I'd like to invite you and the girls, if you' ve got sone free
tine."

"Ch, really." She sounded as breathless as she felt. "It's all weekend?"

"Friday night through Sunday. |I'm off. How about you?"

"I'"'moff on Sunday, so Saturday night would work. Ch, wait. The girls already
have plans for that night."

"How about you? I'd stilllike to take you, if you'd like to go." Luke's voice
dropped a sexy octave, and his warm eyes tw nkl ed.

Her breath hitched in her throat, and Katie-couldn't renenber the last tine
she had felt so excited, as if she'd felt as if she'd lived her whole life
wanting and waiting and yearning for sonething she couldn't have.

The feeling didn't make sense at all, but she liked the way she felt. As if

t he past was behind her and the future swelled with possibilities. She'd been
spending nore time laughing with the girls. She | ooked forward to awakeni ng
each morning, to reading on the bus ride to work. She hadn't even ni nded such
| ong days at the dry cleaners when her inmagination had been running wild with
fant asi es.

Her whole life felt like it was shiny and new, and she was determ ned to nake
t he nost of every nonent.

"I"'d like to go to the carnival, Luke."

"Roman, we got sonething," Magdal ene told hi mwhen he appeared inside Sanctus



Command. '' Not Nat hani al
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Rush, but his right-hand nman--or woman in this case

It's the only connection Janes could find."

Roman had |l eft Damian with Katie, whispering into her thoughts to make cont act
with Nina, while Gay had acconpani ed Roman to assist his teamin shifting
back to the passage.

Gray had cautioned against letting Magdal ene and Janes spend too nmuch tinme in
the living world. The newy dead still retained strong nmenories of physica
life and prolonged contact with the quasi-life they experienced when shifting
could becone a tenptation

So Roman had reconciled their problemby using a variation of Magdal ene's safe
house sol ution--the vault. Beneath Sanctus Conmmand, seven |evels of

subt erranean vaults housed archived data. Prograns constantly nonitored the
archives, and by accessing the main systens through these programs, they could
run searches in the relative isolation of any of the sublevels. They could
easily sanitize the system |eaving access the only vul nerable point in the
process.

James had resol ved that problem by suggesting they enter the system through
the security loop. Every four mnutes surveillance caneras rotated position to
sweep every level in a continuous live digital feed. Caneras didn't record
dead souls. The sweeps created continual access points, which mnimzed the

ri sk of having their systeminfiltration detected. Relocation to the vault
also mnilnized the risk of exposing his new ydead teamto unintentiona

physi cal contact.

"\What have you got?" he asked Janes.

"Lilith Archambault. She was in town during the tinme frame N na was shrouded.
She net with Katie and a few other Fairw nds' patients for a publicity shot
promoting Hurmanity United's Unity Day."
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"I"ve heard of that. It's sone sort of goodwi || noverment, isn't it?"

"Goodwi | | novenent or |atest promotional stunt, depending on your point of

vi ew, " Magdal ene said.

"Ri ght around the corner--May first," James continued. "Rush will be here in
D.C. to kick off a nedia circus. He's got supporters all over the gl obe
scheduled to join hands in a mass denonstration to synbolize how people of any
race, creed, and religion can join forces to nake our world a better place. He
wants to end racial and religious discrimnation. You won't believe the nedia
coverage this guy's got lined up. He's got the nmjor networks covering cities
from Anst erdam to New Zeal and. "

Magdal ene scrolled through i mages on the display. ''The nedia is soaking this
up. They call Nathanial Rush an angel, but if he's connected to what's been
happeni ng, he mght just be the fallen variety."

Gray nodded. "Lilith Archanbault. Sounds |ike she could be the fallen variety,
too."

Roman was gl ad to see anot her connection form ng between his people and those
he hoped to forminto a strong team

He turned to Janes. "Any information on why Lilith Archanbault chose Katie for
her poster child?"

"Looked fairly random" Janes replied. "Katie had a counseling session

schedul ed for that day. So did the others in the shot. I"'mstill working on
confirmng whether Lilith's trip was schedul ed before or after Katie's
appoi ntnent. Maybe that'll shed a little nore light."

""What do we know about this wonman?"



Magdal ene typed out a series of keystrokes and an i mage appeared on the
di splay and she read, "Lilith
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Archanbault. Thirty-four. Born in Mntreal, Canada. Enployed by Humanity
United since 1996, when she began her affiliation as an assistant to a
regional director. During her ten-year tenure, she has served the organization
in a variety of public relations capacities until becom ng Rush's genera
assistant two years ago."

The wonman on the screen was infinitely marketable, and Roman wasn't surprised
she'd earned her way to Nathanial Rush's attention. Lilith Archanbault was a
beautiful foil to the Angel's golden beauty, with jet black hair and a shrewd
intelligence in her dark eyes.

Magdal ene scrolled through the woman's bio, proving her roster within the
organi zati on was i npressive.

She' d coordi nated di saster relief, energency aid, fundraising projects,
promoti onal canpai gns, peace rallies, and a variety of other activities
turning goodwi I I into medi a-worthy news.

Just this nmonth alone, Lilith Archanbault had arranged and acconpani ed Rush to
a press conference addressing the first anniversary of a siege upon a Russian
school by Chechen rebels.

A peace rally in Israel

A regi on devastated by an earthquake in South Korea.

The rel ease of British hostages in Irag.

A tour of an area ravaged by land mines in Vietnam

Delivering aid to orphanages in Mbscow.

Nat hani al Rush maneuvered around the gl obe and anmong the world's rulers,
exenpt from confining political alliances that hindered other well-known
personages |like the president of the United States or the Queen of Engl and.
Free fromreligious affiliation as well, he had nore autonony than even the
Pope.

Roman renenbered his disturbing simulations based on an all eged connection
bet ween Hurmanity United and

a terrorist cell. Nathanial Rush had potential access to the sort of resources
it would take to armenough third world nations to create a shift in the

gl obal power base.

When he'd been alive, Roman couldn't credit any one man with pulling off such
a coup beneath the glare of the ever-present nedia. But dead, he knew this war
didn't have to be played out on a living battlefield. And that changed the
rul es of possible and inpossible conpletely.



CHAPTER SEVEN

VWHY couldn't Katie ever remenber feeling this way before?

Luke's grip was strong as they danced, his notion steady. He was the perfect
gent | eman, keeping all his parts fromtouching her except the ones that should
be touching. But it was there, an eagerness between themthat felt brand new
Resting her face on his shoul der, she gave into the sensation, wanting to
renenmber how good it felt to feel good. Wy did the feeling feel so new? Once
upon a time, she'd been a young girl who'd gotten giddy and silly when her

al nost - ex husband had charned her with smles and ki ssed away all her
reservations and good sense.

But for some reason that feeling mght have happened to another person in
anot her lifetine.

Katie rose up on her tiptoes so Luke would hear her whisper, "I wanted to
dance with you at the food festival."
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"Me, too," Luke adnmitted. "Could have kicked nyself for a fool. | had the
perfect chance and let it pass me by. Didn't want to seem pushy."

"'That's exactly why | didn't ask you."

He chuckl ed, and sensation filtered through her, slow and nomentous, a |azy
wave that brushed every nerve endi ng.

A voi ce inside her whispered, "Live." Luke held her a little closer, resting
his cheek on the top of her head and proving they fit neatly together

They wound up dancing all night, and only after the neon lights flickered to
darkness did they head to the car. They chatted and | aughed on the ride hone,
and when they made it to her door, Katie's heart raced, wondering if he m ght
ki ss her good night.

Li ve, that voice inside urged

"It's just me and the dog tonight." She wasn't sure what nmade the words pop
out, but an invitation seened a good next step. "Want to come in for sone

cof fee before you head home?"

He smiled that pleased smile. "I'd like that."
She brewed coffee and carried nugs into the living room
Luke dropped onto the couch with an appreciative sigh. "Man, I'mgoing to fee

all that dancing tonmorrow. Not as young as | used to be."

Having felt the effects of his toned body up close, Katie didn't think age was
havi ng such a bad effect, but she kept her opinion to herself. She eyed the
room s one and only other chair and heard that voice again.

Li ve.

Setting her nug beside his, she sat beside him Not too close, but not too far
either. A respectabl e distance.

"Toni ght was worth every sore mnuscle," she said.
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"I haven't had so nuch fun in forever. Thanks for inviting ne."

"' Thanks for coming." He reached out to take her hands in his, sounded so
earnest when he said, "Katie, 1 haven't been interested in any woman since
Annie died. 1 always figured I'd neet soneone if and when 1 was supposed to."

A soft smle touched his Iips and his gaze poured over her. "I have."
"Luke, I--"
"Listen, | know our circunstances are unusual. You're com ng out of a marriage

that didn't work out. But I'mjust glad you' re giving me the chance to get to
know you. And you seemto enjoy getting to know ne, too."

She smiled. "I am"

"I"mnot |ooking to rush anything, but |I wanted you to know how | felt."

Roman wanted to rush sonething, though. He had Nina to retrieve and eternities
to consider. Should he encourage Luke and Katie to explore their attraction?
Luke wanted Katie. No question. Wth one touch, Roman sensed how hard the man
was fighting his body's urges, heightened to a fevered pitch after a night on
the dance floor with a woman in his arnms that he found attractive.

The poor guy hadn't had sex since his wife had passed five years ago. And
whi | e Roman respected Luke's nmoral fiber and concern for Katie's recovery, the
sinmple fact was he needed to get through to the woman inside Katie.

N na.

That woul dn't happen with any respectabl e courtship,
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but was he willing to live with the consequences if the situation got out of
control ?

Tightening his grip on Luke's arm Roman felt a renewed surge of life,
crashing in on himlike a wave, so intense that Ronan sensed the denpns

whi spering to Luke, too.

"It's been so long since you had sex. You're attracted to Katie and she's
attracted to you. Wy shouldn't you seduce her?"

"You showed her a good time, you should be rewarded."

Dermons tried to rob Luke of the sinple pleasure of sitting beside Katie with
his arm around her. To Luke's credit, his will held steady under the assault,
and Rorman admired the man's strength, even though it didn't suit his own

pur poses right now

How easy it woul d have been to add his own voice to the chorus, to urge Luke
to give into the denons' rationale and speed this seduction along. But then
Roman woul d be no better than the denmons. He was already treading a fine |ine.
He needed to pronpt N na's nenory of pleasure, but he didn't want to push Luke
and Katie into a relationship they weren't ready for

Wth those denons hard at work, he didn't have nuch roomto nmaneuver. He
needed another solution that wouldn't plunge himinto operating on the sane

| evel as the eneny.

And from sonewhere in his menory, he heard Father Leo's voice, tossing hima
lifeline fromthe past.

The teacher pulled Roman aside as the class filed fromthe science |ab. He
handed Roman a bl ue sheet of paper that Roman i medi ately recognized as a hal
pass to
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Fat her Leo's office.

Roman nodded, wondering what in hell he'd done wong now, but he coul dn't
think of a thing as he traveled the famliar halls of the school, fromthe
third floor to the first.

He hadn't missed a football practice or even cut up with his friends. Al he'd
been doi ng was catching up on the nounds of missed work fromhis time off for
his parents' funeral

Si ster Annunci ata knocked on the door to Father Leo's office before ushering
hi minside w thout a word.

Not good

Fat her Leo rose fromhis chair and circled the desk. He extended his hand.
"Thanks for com ng, Roman."

As if he'd had a choice. "Good afternoon, Father."

"Cone on, have a seat." Father notioned to a chair in front of the desk, and
to Roman's surprise, Father Leo took the one next to him "[ wanted to find
out how things are going."

Dam, but he shoul d have seen this coming. An obligatory

how s- Roman- hol di ng-up-after-the-tragedy talk.

He cut Father Leo off at the pass. "Fine, thanks. |I'm catching up on the work
[ mssed when [ was away.

Turned in my last Latin assignnent yesterday. And football practice has been
keepi ng ne busy when I'mnot in the library."

Fat her Leo just watched with those eyes that always saw too nuch. "G ad to
hear it. Never crossed nmy mind you wouldn't catch up again."

If that was the case, then why was Roman mssing calculus for a visit to this
of fice?

"How about enotionally, Roman? How are you adjusting to being back after
everything that's gone on?"

"Everything that's gone on, Father?" Tal k about
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skirting the issue. . . "Do you nean ny parents dying? "

Sonet hing flickered inside that dark gaze. "Yes, that's what [ nean. Sone of
your teachers have shared some concern about the way you're handling the
situation.”

Roman bit back a defense. The way he'd been hindling the situation? He'd
returned to school right after the funeral, junped back on the field and had
been playing the gane ever since. What nore did these people want?

"I'mfine, sir."

To Roman's surprise, Father Leo smled "That was never a question."”

"Then what concern?"

"That you're too fine. That you're' not dealing with your grief but avoiding
how you feel under lots of har:d work and catching up. Not so difficult to do
when you're away from hone."

Roman had no rebuttal, nor any desire to explain hinself. Hs grief was his
own. The people at this school mght run his life-for another few nonths,
anywaybut they had no right whatsoever to pry into his personallife.
"I'mfine, sir."

"So you've said."

Fat her Leo | eaned back in his chair, steepling his hands in front of himas he
consi dered Roman. Finally he said, "Father Joseph said he saw you react quite
strongly between classes when Ti my Decker stunbled on the stairs in front of
you. He said you al nost knocked hi mdown again trying to get past."

"I was alnost late to European H story." No need to explain that Father Angelo
was a total nightmare
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whenever a student walked in late to class. Half the student body was afraid
to sneeze inside his classes. The other half did just to watch the old

priest's blood pressure rise until it |ooked |ike the top of his head woul d
bl ow of f.
"Just sounded out of character for you, that's all. So | thought |I'd nmention

it. Are you angry, Roman?"

Psychoanal ysis froma priest. This day was going to hell fast. "About what,
sir?"

"Your parents' accident cones to mind."

Yeah, it came to Roman's mind, too. But there was no way he was going there
with Father Leo. Did they even teach psychology in semnaries?

"It's natural to feel anger," Father Leo continued, clearly not getting the
hint. "What happened to your parents was tragic. But that's exactly when you
need to rely nost heavily on your faith to get you through--"

"CGet me through? This should never have happened." H s outburst seenmed to
resound off these hallowed old walls, echoing with the sort of pain that was
eating himfromthe inside out.

"W don't always understand--"

"No dam doubt," Roman shot back. "1'Il never understand why ny parents are
dead. "

Then to his conplete horror, tears sprang to his eyes, sudden, hot,
unexpected. He blinked them back fiercely.

But Fat her Leo just held his gaze, as if encouraging himto give in, as if
crying was natural under the circunstances. "You're allowed to feel anger. You
can even be angry with God. He understands and will help you understand. Just
don't let your anger take over. Don't let the evil one in."

The evil one? Roman couldn't believe with everything
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going on his life, the old man was starting down this road.

But wasn't that exactly what it felt like? a still voice inside himasked. As
if sonething evil had gotten inside and was slowy, firmy taking root.

Roman shot up fromthe chair so fast he knocked it over. The clatter of wood
agai nst wood echoed off those walls.

Father Leo only got up and calmy righted the chair again, not saying a word
when Roman backed away.

And those tears broke free, hot, undeniable.

Fat her Leo placed a hand on his back. "Come on, Roman. Just sit beside ne
while |I pray."”

Agai n, Roman didn't see that he had much choi ce, and he found hinmsel f back in
the chair, with a wad of tissues this time, as Father Leo clasped his hands,
bowed hi s head, and began to pray.

Roman hadn't thought about that incident in a long time but, |ooking back now,
he couldn't deny his neeting with Father Leo had been a turning point in

| earning to cope with the loss of his parents. Now renenbering tlle incident,
he had to wonder whether the priest had successfully rebuked sonme denons.

And wonder ed whet her or not he might do the sane.

I f he opened a door for Damian and Gray to blast Nina with nenories, could he
keep the denmons from rushing through that door, too?

Roman didn't know, but it was worth a shot.

Dam an mi ght have joked about crowding the living to get this job done, but



with his hand on Luke's arm feeling the life pulsing within, the onslaught of
evil impul ses, Roman knew t here was nothing to joke about.
He al so renmenbered what Gray had told hi mabout
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shifting. "You surrender your will. Wen you believe in your ability to bridge
the real ms, your faith noves you--"

Roman bel i eved. Placing both his hands on Luke, he enptied his mind of doubts
and will ed the denons to | eave.

For a nonent, he couldn't tell if anything had happened. He was too busy
struggling against the energy of the living world, the distance so narrow now,
hi s whol e being centered on the physical, the dull throb of a living heart,
the thready rush of bl ood through veins.

Then all went quiet. Turnmoil and conflict slipped away until the only thing

| eft was arousal, contentnent.

Peace.

"You don't have to rush into anything or go too far," Roman whi spered to Luke.
"You and Katie can take your tine to explore these feelings. You want to fee
good. You know Katie does, too. Don't deny yourself |ove. You have the power
to love, Luke. Take it and be happy."

Roman waited, the feeling of that pseudo-breath coming hard in his chest,

al nost real, physical, distracting, alnost drowning out the sound of Luke's
voi ce when he said, "I'd like to kiss you, Katie. If you' d like to kiss ne
back. "

Every needy little nerve ending inside urged Katie to say yes. She didn't
understand the urgency, when a voice of reason from sonewhere deep inside
countered with the rem nder that she wasn't divorced yet even if her marriage
had been effectively over for a long tine.

Suddenl 'y, she remenbered her Baltinore Catechism
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the primer she'd studied in preparation for her confirmation. Her grandnother
had been thrilled when Katie had been scheduled to interviewwth the

nmonsi gnor. But Katie had been terrified. Mnsignor Harper's spindly appearance
and stem manner had always intim dated her, and now she could practically hear
his voice reciting the part about 'til death do you part.

Li ve. Love.

Then again, it wasn't exactly her fault Shea had nade the choices he'd nade.
She'd married himin good faith. She'd spent their entire marriage trying to
hel p hi m make better choices. She'd suggested counseling to help himlearn to
manage his anger. She'd worked | onger hours to take off some of the financial
pressure. She'd done everything with the girls and had never asked anyt hing
from himexcept a roof above their heads and food on the table. On and on and
on.

Not hi ng had hel ped.

So why should she feel guilty now when a healthy relationship was finally
happening in her life? Sure, the tinmetable wasn't the best, but as long as she
didn't nove too fast and was reasonabl e about how she involved Luke in the
girls' lives, didn't she deserve a nice man to spend tine with for a change?
To kiss?

Li ve. Love.

"Katie," Luke exhaled her nane on a sigh that did nore to convince her of his
hunger than anything he night have said. "I know we have the brakes on, but 1
don't want to let you go. Howis it that you can feel so right?"



"I don't know, but 1 feel it, too." Lifting her head, she stared into his
face, such a handsone face that her heart gave a squeeze. "My divorce isn't
final yet."

"You're divorced," he said firmy, his frown revealing
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everything he felt about her husband. "You're only tal king about papers, and
they just make things |egal."

There was so much enotion behind his words. She understood what he wasn't

sayi ng, too. There could be no marriage if two people weren't committed.

Marri age nmeant |ove and respect and a good bit of work.

She only nodded, overwhel ned by the nonment, by the need coiling inside her, by
t he know edge that she could feel this way with Luke's arm around her

She felt like a teenager again, those |ong-ago forbi dden days when she'd sneak
hone after school to nake out on the sofa with Shea while her grandnother was
still at work.

And that was about the last tine Katie had felt this excited. O close to it.
God, she couldn't even remenber. She hadn't nade |ove to her husband in so

| ong, and even before that | ovemaki ng had beconme just one nore chore, another
sink filled with di shes, another |oad of |aundry.

But now ...

A long-forgotten flame kindled inside her, a heat that coiled fromher breasts
to her belly, nade her sway against Luke to feel his hard body against all her
soft places. He ground out a nmoan low in his throat, and suddenly his tongue
tangled with hers. Their breaths collided, proving that she wasn't the only
one being dragged into the magi c of the nonent.

And need becane a hunger that she'd never known.

They sat in bed. resisting the need to give into the explosive | overmaki ng that
al ways happened when they first got together. Nina read froma book of her
favorite poens as
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she sat tucked neady between his thighs, her beautiful body fol ded perfecdy
within the curve of his own. Her unbound hair cascaded over her shoul ders and
his bare chest, and he could feel her everywhere, his fading erection cradled
agai nst her warm bottom

Dam an couldn't stop touching her. Her body was a canvas of response, his
every caress a brushstroke that' inspired sone new reaction. It was al ways
this way. Fire and need raged unchecked when they cane together.

They could barely wait [ong enough to strip off their garnments.

But they'd | earned that resisting their need only made giving into it sweeter.
Then they could enjoy |long hours of lazy exploration, the beauty of

di scoveri ng what caresses nade N na nelt underneath him the challenge of
maki ng her swoon with pleasure.

The del i ght of teaching her to nake hi m swoon

She was such an eager pupil, so passionate and willing, boldly adventurous for
such a genteel young miss. But Dam an understood. N na appreciated touch and
sensation in a way he had no ken-no nan or woman coul d.

He just thanked God for the miracle that had made himthe man she could touch
One of them

Life woul d have been perfect if not for the other who held the distinction

t he brooding lord who haunted their lives with his torment, forcing themto
hi de their passion, to feel guilt when they should have gloried in such



ecstasy in a world so often bereft of joy. Nina was finally experiencing life.
Dam an was painting again, inspired by the love he'd found in her arnms, fueled
by new inspiration

He and Nina could do naught but continue coaxing Westbury into their lives.
But he seened determined to
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remai n the odd-man out even though he was growi ng nore withdrawn, nore sullen
openly envi ous.

And N na despaired.

She'd grown thinner of late, her sniles not so often breaking through her
worry. Damian was not surprised

The situation had been buil ding toward a breaking point for so long. He didn't
know how to nmake it better

So he listened to the nel odi ous sound of her voice, tried to forget
everything, to savor these few stolen hours before they were forced back into
their tense roles when Westbury arrived home again.

Resting his cheek on the top of her head, he inhaled her famliar gardenia
fragrance, kissed the downy hairs at her tenple. "Wat is it you like again
about this Donne character?"

"Hs wit. Hs wy viewon life."

Seeki ng her nipple, he caught it and squeezed hard, enough until he made her
shiver. "You know what | |ike about hin®"

"What ?"

"Hearing you recite him"

"Dami an, you're not even listening to this poem are you?"

"Only to the sound of your lovely voice."

She | aughed a silvery laugh that sparked. new life inside him

"Ah, N na sweet. You bring nme such joy. Do you feel how much | want you?" He
ground agai nst her, swelled with awareness.

She wi ggl ed around to earn another surge, and he retaliated by plucking her
ot her nipple. She heaved such a satisfied sigh that he rolled both greedy

ni ppl es, teasing until she could barely sit still.

Settling against his shoul der, she pressed | azy kisses
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along his throat, flicked her tongue over his pulse then blew tiny breaths
agai nst his danmp skin.

H s breath caught, and he felt her snmile against his neck. "Mnx."

"You love it."

"1 do."

Slithering a hand down the snooth terrain of her belly, he speared his fingers
into the hair at the apex between her legs. "Shall | prove,to you how nmuch?"
"Pl ease do."

He parted the wet folds of her sex, eased his finger inside, gratified when
her thighs parted eagerly.

"Ah, you are ny delight, N na sweet."

"I could say the same about you."

He chuckl ed, pressing his pal mdown until she Iifted her hips into his touch
seductively. "Feel good?"

"You know it does."

He arched his own hips until she was trapped between his body and his hand.
Her sex clenched in sultry bursts. H's erection grew hard agai nst her bottom
Her book dropped to her bed forgotten, as they were captured by the prom se of
the nonent, the sweep of raw sensation that nade concentration inpossible.
"Shall | make you cone |ike this?" he asked.

"Do you think you can?"

"I's that a chall enge?"

She chuckl ed silkily, stretching her long, long legs, twining themwth his,
all the while never stopping the seductive notion of her hips, riding his



finger and his hand w thout ceasing, proving he did indeed control the nonent.
Burying his face in her hair, Dam an closed his eyes and focused on caressing

her body, savoring the mounting tension in his own. They rocked together,
pl easure grow ng
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| anguor ously, an unhurried exploration of the senses. The gentle hush of their
breat hi ng. The silken caress of the bay breeze on their skin.

It wasn't until Dam an opened his eyes that he realized they weren't al one.
Agai n.

Dam Westbury for his cursed pride! N na would have wel comed himw th joy.

Dam an had already consented to be a part of their lives in whatever way he
coul d.

What was so wrong about knowi ng | ove, and sharing pl easure?

Three times this had occurred. Westbury would not remain, only torture hinself
with a glinmpse of seeing themtogether. Damian had not told N na, knew she
woul d be devastated to learn her lord struggl ed nuch harder than she knew. For
that noral, upstanding man to be drawn to them

Yet Dami an coul d harbor no resentnment, not when he was at the mercy of this
noble |l ord. Westbury was N na's guardian and one word could send Danian from
her life forever. N na would not |eave Wstbury, so running away together was
no option. Yet conpliance could be so bloody difficult.

West bury wat ched them t hrough heavy-1idded eyes, and the yearning on his face
tugged at Damian's heart, even as he cursed the lord' s foolishness. Al he had
to do was put aside his pride and his prosaic ideals and nove through the open
doors.

He woul d be wel coned.

But, nay, the lord would rather lurk in the shadows instead, tornented and
tornmenting, because his nood affected the entire househol d.

West bury' s stubbornness irked Dam an. Suddenly
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feeling mutinous to be at the nercy of such a selfish, stupid nman.

Slipping his finger fromNi na, Dam an nibbled the | ength of her throat when
she nmpbaned, freeing his hands to roam over her beautiful body, to spread those
sil ken waves of honeyed hair over their bodies, to arouse her with skilled
caresses, to show Westbury the pleasures that he'd declined to enjoy.

Let the brooding lord roast in his own private hell if that was his choice.

Ni na rai sed her hands to stroke Dami an's face, arching her body and

unwi ttingly presenting herself to generous display when she spread her thighs
wi de. Dam an toyed with her breasts until she arched into his hands, greedy
for nore. But he dragged his hands down the [ ength of her waist, braced her
rocki ng hi ps, anchoring her close so he could grind his cock against her
sof t ness.

H s own body began to ache as his need grew, and it was only when N na
suddenly went rigid in his arms that he was torn fromhis pleasured daze to
realize sonethi ng was wrong. .

The agony in Westbury's face nearly undid Dani anhe who didn't care for the
man. Not as Nina did. She stiffened in Danmian's arns, all pleasure vanqui shed
as she stared across the distance at her guardi an. Dani an wi shed he could
spare her this heartache, bolster her spirit with anger, save her fromtornent
because of the righteous path Westbury had chosen

Dani an coul d not.

Nor coul d he save hinself.

"Go, Nina sweet. Bring your lord to us." he said. "If you are persuasive, he
may yet overcome his objections and allow hinself to know love. 'Twill be a
start."
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She twi sted around to face Dam an, anber gaze disbelieving, alnost wary, as if
unsure whether to commit themall to such a course. A part of himwanted her
to declare her heart belonged only to him but he squel ched the feeling
cruelly. For once in his mserable life, he would place another's happi ness
before his own.

Ni na needed West bury.

West bury needed Ni na.

He nust help themfind each other. It was as noble as he knew how to be.
Urging her forward, he fought the wild tangle of rebellion and despair when
she slid fromhis arnms, all liquid notion and sl ender grace. She inhal ed
deeply, bracing herself, then strode proudly fromthe room |eaving himto
mark the grow ng di stance, each step that took her fromhim

Si nki ng back agai nst the pillows, Damian willed his heart to stop racing,
forced his gaze fromthe sight of Nina's bare body in nmotion to the stricken

| ook on Westbury's face.

The [ ord had been caught and woul d now pay the piper.

"Bel oved Gray;' was all N na said, her voice breaking softly.

West bury could not seemto neet Nina' s gaze as she cane to stand boldly before
him her del ectabl e naked beauty such a foil to the brooding |lord' s powerful
presence that Danian couldn't suppress a surge of guilty pleasure at the sight
they made when Nina rose on tiptoe, grasping the |apels of Westbury's
wai st coat and pressing her lips to his nouth.

West bury stood i mobil e, unyielding, unnmoved, and tine hung suspended as N na
ki ssed himagain, clearly trapped in the glare of her lord' s tornment. Danian's
heart hung in his chest, too, waiting, hoping Westbury woul d not deny her
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But surrender finally cane, fierce in intensity and awesonme to behold. It was
as if something snapped inside Westbury, for he snared Nina in his enbrace,
dragged her full against himso fast that she gasped.

Then his nputh was on hers in truth, and Ni na, beautiful, accommodati ng,
yearni ng Ni na, wapped her arms around Westbury's neck and abandoned hersel f
to this man she had yearned for since | ong before Dam an had known them

H s heart ached to watch Westbury claimwhat was his. As he watched Westbury
lift Nina into his arns, cradle her against himwith a caring so fiercely
tender, Damian knew the relationship he'd shared with Nina all these precious
nmont hs woul d change irrevocably.

But he woul d never yield her--never--even if forced to stand aside for the
nmonent with the sounds of Nina's excitement ringing in his ears.

Katie wasn't sure when she and Luke had worked their way into lying on the
sofa side by side, arnms wapped around each other, hands exploring. But
suddenly they were stretched out full |ength, passion claimng the noment.
She di dn't understand what was happeni ng. She barely knew this man, but she
felt as if she'd known himforever. He seened to know her every desire, as if
they'd been intimate before, as if some magi c connection |let himanticipate
her reactions.

And |l et her anticipate his.

Suddenly her body was on fire with need, and the hunger felt fanmiliar though
she coul dn't remenber from when. Wen Luke worked his | eg between hers,
catching her in just the right spot to make her squirm



127



128
JEANI E LONDON

Katie rode his nmuscled thigh and fed the ache growing within.

H's crotch swelled in his jeans, and she reached down to sink her fingers into
his butt, toride hima little harder, a little faster, to coax another of

t hose groans fromhis |ips.

There was such power in knowi ng how nuch Luke wanted her, feeling how he
reacted to her touch, how she gave and he gave nore back, a beautiful sharing
of pleasure.

It felt so new, so pronising, and Katie didn't want to stop, even though a
voi ce of reason deep inside screaned warnings that she could barely hear

t hrough the pl easure.

First date.

Rebound.

Luke hasn't made love in a long time, either

Al true, but arguments w thout any power to nmake her break their kiss or pul
out of his arms. Not when she was warm and noi st, and they were still safely
dr essed.

As Gray |lowered Nina to the bed, he accepted that he would yield to
tenptation, his yielding all the worse for knowi ng that he had failed. He
woul d make no excuses, nor attenpt to deceive hinself by rationalizing his
actions.

He had failed. It was sinple.

Nei t her could he sunmon any regret, or shame, as Nina rose to her knees before
himin all her glory, skin as pale silk, beckoning himto touch

He had yearned for so |ong, stood aside for so |ong.

But Dani an had gone now and Ni na was his.
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Her hands trenbled as she slid them around his neck. and her lips parted
around shall ow breaths. Gray could only take in her nmelting expression, the
tenderness in her gaze. She had yearned and waited for so | ong al so, mayhap
even | onger than he. She had stood aside while he had grieved, ever
respectful, ever understanding, ever patient, though he had been the only man
in her world.

Had he made Nina his own, he mght not now be forced to turn away fromhis
honor. But after Damian had entered their lives, this situation had becone a
test. He had believed he could step aside, but had failed dismallyhad envied
their joy, longed to share their |ove and | aughter, desired the unholy

pl easure they had found in each other's arns.

Ni na, who knew him so well, must have seen his grimthoughts, for she tipped
her lovely face to his and whi spered, "Al ways, ny beloved Gay." Her |onging
undid him and as he pulled. her onto the bed, Gray could hear the nenory of
her lilting voice fromsone shared verse

Call us what you will, we are made such by I ove
Call her one, nme another fly,

W' re tapers too, and at our own cost die,

And we in us find the eagle and the dove.

The Phoeni x riddle hath nore wt



By us; we two being one, are it

So to one neutral thing both sexes fit,
W die and rise the same, and prove
Mysterious by this |ove.

Now Nina was finally his. They would fulfill what so |l ong ago shoul d have been
theirs, but for his arrogance and pride. He would taste his nane on her lips,
drive out any nmenory of the man who had cone between t hem



130 JEAN E LONDON

He woul d be the one to touch her, to arouse her, to satisfy her.

Pressing her back into the pillows, Gay kneed his way between her thighs,

poi sed over top of her, and savored the sight of her naked beneath him

"Ch, mny dear. " He had no words for her beauty, for his excitement at being
able to touch her. Finally.

Need knotted his insides into a fist, until just reaching out nade him
trenble. He had coveted this monent. . .would savor it fully.

Tracing his fingertips over the famliar curves of her cheeks, he explored the
feel of her smooth skin, felt the warnth of her blush when he thunbed her
lower |ip. She grew shy beneath his gaze, and her response made himsnile. He
knew Nina in every other way save intinmately.

No doubt she woul d have preferred he kiss her, rather than watch her so
closely, but Gray had clained this nmoment by right. He would enjoy the sight
of her at his leisure, |earn what nade her respond.

To him

Easi ng his hands down the length of her throat, he found the pul se beating
softly there, paused as he silently marked the passage fromfamliar territory
to uncharted. He had adored outfitting her in stylish gows, so admred her
honeyed beauty, and how her beauty reflected upon him truth be told. How | ong
had he forbidden hinmself to wonder what |ay beneath those gowns?

Never In his wildest inaginings had he envisioned such perfection

H s breath caught hard, a solid lunp in his throat, as he dragged his hands
down her chest, over the rise of her breasts, crushing themgently within his
pal ns.

She arched slightly, her gaze lingering on his face, lips parting in a
breathless O He idly thunbed her nipples, felt

RETRI EVAL

the ripe buds pucker against his fingertips and watched as her gol d-fl ecked

| ashes fluttered over nolten eyes.

"'Tis froma dream ny beloved." Her whisper caressed his heart in ways he had
never thought to feel again. "I longed for you in the darkness of night then
tormented nmyself with guilt.”

Reachi ng for his hands, she slipped hers over his, uniting themin a sinple
touch. Yet touching Nina had never been sinple. Even a handcl asp was

nmonent ous, an occasi on to experience, a joining unique.

"Wwuld that | had spared us both the torture."” He brought her hands to his
lips, rained kisses over her slimfingers, held her gaze as her nolten eyes
grew msty. "But | could not. | battled my own denons and sacrificed you."
Such pain crossed her face, deep-felt and earneSt, as if heartache rose
visibly as a vapor inside her. Yet even in sorrow, N na remrained exquisitely

| ovely. Sorrow transformed her, but it did not mar. She wanted to deny him

yet both knew 'twas the truth of things.

They had al ways had truth between them

"Shh, nmy beloved." was all she said, her tone bittersweet.

"W have a second chance, ny dear." Such irony for a man who had never
believed in the need for second chances. "I would nake the most of it."
Pressing a kiss to her knuckles, he raised her clasped hands over her head and
| oomed above. She stretched to acconmodate him gifted himw th her

acqui escence. The sight fromthis vantage fair staggered him

He wanted to touch and sanple her everywhere. Yet as a starving man at a
feast, he could not decide where to begin. Her sweet mouth, caught between
sorrow and excitenent? Her throat where her pul se beat quickly in expectation?
O her breasts that rose and fell on each shallow breath, proving she



responded to hi m al one?
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Bowi ng | ow, Gray drew one rosy peak between his lips. N na inhaled sharply, a
whi sper that echoed over the rhythmof the surf upon the shore. Her slender
body arched like a bow, and he savored her taste, her response, one sinple
touch that seened a touchstone for her arousal

He wei ghed the soft fullness of her breasts within his palns, lifted each in
turn to draw the tight tips inside his mouth with slow, wet pulls. She made no
sound, only lifted into his touch, encouraging himto greater privilege.

Gray deni ed hinmsel f naught. H's soul was damed, for he could only repent and
beg mercy if he neant to resist tenptation

He did not.

"Twas no rebellion, but acceptance of a sinple truth.

I ndeed, when he dragged his open mobUth down the snooth expanse of her stonach,
he found hinself amazed that he had resisted this long. H's body ached in a
way he had long forgotten. Nina's every trenble |anced a spear of desire
through him H's nuscles grew taut with need, and he was soon grateful for the
clothing that held himin check, lest he lose his restraint and hasten this
exploration to satisfy the denmands of his flesh.

Gray preferred to savor their first joining. '"Twas a gift rightfully N na's.
She had awaited himso long, until she could wait no | onger. He could only
fault hinmself. He who knew her best had understood her struggle, how the

wei ght of her differences -had isolated her fromeveryone save him He had
known how desperately she yearned to be a nornal woman who knew | ove. Yet he
had deni ed her. He had placed his grief before his desire and left her, to the
whi m of tenptation, to. Danian.

Thi s nmoment bel onged to Nina by right, and he would
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hear her cry out his nanme in pleasure before surrendering to his own.

Draggi ng his hands al ong her hips, he dipped his fingers between her thighs,
followed the trail with opennoUt hed kisses. Nina came up off the bed with a
gasp, and Gray smiled against the satin skin of her parted thighs, held her
firmy beneath him Lowering his face, he dragged his tongue through her

sweet ness, satisfied when she shied as a startled colt, and hissed, "Gay."
"Shh." he whi spered agai nst her nost private pl aces.

He anchored her fast beneath himw th bold caresses of his nouth and tongue
and fingers. He pleasured her until her thighs quaked with excitenment, and she
speared her hands into. his hair to hold on. Her hips swayed be. neath him
and her breath canme shall ow and broken. Until she sobbed al oud his nane as he
brought her to fulfill nent.

Then Gray cradled her in his arnms and savored the satisfaction of making her
swoon. He nol ded her trenbling and pliant body agai nst him pressed tender

ki sses into her hair. From soneplace deep within, he recalled the joy of

| oving, of being loved in return, the intimcies and the sweetness. But he
buri ed those thoughts of the worman he'd | oved and | ost, |ocked his nenories
tight within his heart, as precious as treasure. And for the first time since
he'd Il ost his cherished Juliette, he allowed hinself to feel as if he wasn't
all alone in the world anynore.

Then, and only then, did he et Nina undress him to stroke his body wth that
breat hl ess junbl e of eager excitement and shy novelty. She respected touch in
a way no other could, and her hands wove over his skin al most reverently, such
a tantalizing harmony of innocence and bol dness.
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"You are nore beautiful than in my nost secret imaginings." she breathed the
words out on an awed sigh, and her pleasure hunbled him

"Nina, ny delight." He l|aughed, and 'twas such a wel come feeling that he gave
way to it, let hinmself feel a joy he had denied hinmself for so long. "I

t hought exactly the same of you."

"Did you now?" She sounded sultry, yet her gaze and shy smile betrayed her
eager ness.

"I did, my dear." Threading his hands into her hair, he tipped her face unti
their nouths came together, sonehow nore intimate than tangled | egs and bare
ski n.

The taste of her pleasure on his lips. The sweetest.

And it was her longing that finally undid him sabotaged all his careful plans
beneath the heat of desire. She was so eager to know himand he so eager to
know her that need soon pushed them beyond all restraint.

A inmbing atop her, Gray eased inside, and the feel of her wet heat unfolding
around himstole the breath fromhis Iungs. He knew not how | ong he lay there,
relishing the feel of their bodies joined, the way she aligned so perfectly
against him all snpboth curves and warm satin softness.

She clung to himas if she would never let go, and her sinple honesty
destroyed the last barriers between them He began to nove, at first pressing
into her deeply, allowing the fire between themto build until their hips met
intinme, each thrust so enticing. He struggled not to lose hinself in the
rhyt hm of their bodies straining together, of the tension nmounting, of the
soft sighs breaking on her |ips as he plunged deeper, harder, faster

She met him stroke for stroke, a demand of her own in each thrust, and he
clung to his tenuous grip on restraint
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when her body gathered. a tremor starting fromdeep within. But all her sleek
war m curves gat hered around him pushed himthat final bit. She went wild
beneath him a |l ow nmoan tunbling fromher |ips, her pleasure so consum ng that
she dragged hi mover the edge with her.

St andi ng behind the couch, Roman watched Luke and Katie, struggling with an
onsl aught of menory and physical sensation. Gray poured his nmenories into
Katie, starting up a chain of contact that filtered through Luke, and
ultimately to Roman.

Through that connection, he could feel another lifeforce inside Katie.

N na.

He recogni zed the intensity of her spirit, the strength.

Even through the distance of a chain of souls, she was a vibrant presence, and
he struggled to renenber his task. He needed to keep the denbns at bay, to
all ow these living souls to explore their passion yet not |ose thensel ves
conpl etely.

Ti ghtening his grip on Luke's shoul der, Roman whi spered, "You have all the
control. Renenber."

He hoped a soul whisper woul d be enough. He didn't want to be responsible for
causi ng Luke and Katie to rush into sex if he could help it. But he woul dn't
let this opportunity pass. Not when he could feel N na, could sense her
year ni ng



They needed to nmove this show al ong before Luke and Katie gave in to their
pl easure or the connection with N na was |ost.

"W need to touch Gray," he told Damian. "The three of us together can help
himget through to Nina."
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Dam an eyed Roman's extended hand |ike an expl osive. Roman understood the

t aboo about the dead touchi ng dead--or thought he did. But this couldn't be
about what each of them mi ght or mght not inadvertently |eak on each other
They nmust create a triunmvirate of touch that would span the real ns, conbine
their strong wills with Gray's living nenory to break. past the shroud keepi ng
Ni na from recogni zi ng them

He wasn't sure how he knew that, but he did.

Gray was al ready touching Katie, so when Roman stretched his hands between
Gray and Dami an, he made contact simultaneously. . . and was blasted with
sensati on.

This was neither life nor anything resenbling living menory. It was essence,
the very life force of a person-or two people in this instance. A sensation so
intense it becane oddly sonorous, hurtling through him harnoni ous and

di scordant all at once, exposing pieces of himto nerge with pieces of
them-their souls, their hopes and dreans. . . their nenories.

Ni na, naked, arching over Gray who |ay stretched out beneath her, |ong bl onde
hair tunbling down her back, breasts swaying provocatively as she set a
sensual pace, the drowning pleasure on her face when Dani an noved behi nd her
to sweep aside her hair and rain kisses al ong her neck

Roman forced hinself fromthe grip of the erotic inmge. He dragged his nental
gaze fromthe cascadi ng i mage ofl ong hair, honeyed waves twining with bright

red to spill in a shocking display over Gray's bare chest, the notion of
t hrusting hips.
By sheer will, he resisted the sweep of tenpting sensation and stared into the

face of the wonan before

him Katie's face, to see past the excited expression, the dark smling eyes.
into the clear anber gaze wthin.
Then he joined his voice in chorus with the others and called, "N na."

CHAPTER EI GHT

NINA felt as if she'd been shot froma cannon. The inprint of physical menory

still clung to her like sweat. Miscles that had been languid in pleasure

suddenly wrenched painfully as though she collided with a wall.

The jarring inpact told her where she was--the living world--but didn't

expl ai n what she was doing here. Blinking stupidly, she took in the unfamliar

surroundings. Aroomwith worn furniture, bare walls, dimlight, and people.
Then death settled firmy back in place, chasing away the remmant of life,

| etting physical nmenory fade.

Ni na didn't recognize the man who extended a hand as if to help her stand, a

tall, raven-haired man with crystal green eyes. The strongly cut lines of his

face made himbeautiful in a stark way. His fierce expressi on was both know ng

and curi ous.

It was the knowi ng that got her

Nina in the drowsy noments before slunber, eyes
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heavy, body | anguid, nolded confortably agai nst Dam an's back. His tight



bottomfitted neady into the curve of her lap. Their bare legs entWned. H s
hair tickled her nose as she nuzzled his shoulder sleepily, a smle touching
her 1ips as another warm body slid in behind her. Gay, nore heavily nuscl ed,
so perfect to snuggle with, his strong arns w apped around her protectively.
Gende lips pressed a kiss on her tenple.

The i mage exploded in Nina's nmenory, a backlash of physical nenory, an assault
that she didn't understand. Recoiling fromthe stranger's outstretched hand,
she willed herself to shift across the passage to a famliar place.

Away fromthis stranger.

She sliced across the realnms with reassuring speed, her will steady, her faith
firmy in place, though nothing el se seemed to be. The remmant of sensation
fell into nothingness, until she was quiet again, confortable, at peace.

Dead.

Who was the man who had brought her back? She had touched his soul. That nuch
she renenbered

Wth a possessive touch and conmandi ng voi ce, the stranger had been the one to
drag her to awareness.

But how? She didn't know. She couldn't renmenber where she'd been, couldn't
seemto collect her thoughts.

Who was the powerful stranger and what did he have to do with her?

The vista of Maryland' s Eastern Shore suddenly surrounded her, eclipsed of the
living, all drowsy shadow and dusk, a twilight realmthat anchored her back to
reality.

Gazing at the water, she watched the wi nd whip at
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the hair and cl othing of some passersby wal king in the surf.

St M chael's, Maryl and.

She' d been happy here once. N na remenbered that, too. On this very shore,
wher e Chesapeake Bay rippl ed beneath the ocean breezes. To that couple wal ki ng
inthe living world, the water sparkled |Iike di anobnds beneath the bright sun
To Nina, the calmof the gray water felt soothing as she tried to sort through
her fuzzy menory.

Only bits and pieces were com ng back, and she had to fight hard even for
those. She didn't understand what had just happened, did not like the little
she under st ood.

She'd been in the living world. Life had surged through her as if she'd been
alive again. That part was wong. Brushing a living soul only created an

i npression, hinted at |life. She shouldn't have felt alive--not unless she'd
been doi ng sonet hi ng she wasn't supposed to

Then Gray was there, like he always was, so solid and real. H's gaze shot to
her, searching, and the relief that collapsed his expression was so hunbling
that Nina called out his name. For one aching instant, she wanted to hurl
hersel f against himlike she had in life, feel his strong arnms around her, so
warm and reassuring, so bel oved.

They did not touch in death the way they had in life, though, a willing
sacrifice, a necessary one, a penance.

She renenbered that part, too.

"My dear." He was beside her, so close she could have so easily given into her
need. "Thank Cod."

""What's happening, Gay? |I've got clouds in nmy head. Nothing' s making sense."
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"I't's a shroud, my dear. A very powerful one. It will take time to clear away.
Have patience."

Pati ence appeared to be in short supply today. Sinking to the shore, she sat
and rubbed her tenples, feeling as weak as the newy dead. She wanted answers
and her fuzzy menory wasn't serving themup fast enough. She was even
struggling to think of what questions to ask.

"Tell me," she said.

Before Gray had the chance to fill in the blanks, Dam an arrived, and N na
drank in the famliar sight of him The relief that overtook himat the sight
of her nmade his broad shoulders sag slightly, his |ashes flutter over dark
dark eyes. Another piece of her world set to rights.

Then the stranger arrived.

Ni na was struck by how beautiful he was. How male. Tall and muscular in an
athletic way. Shiny hair and eyes so crystalline his gaze sliced right through
her. The man radiated authority, as if he had every right to see things she

m ght not share willingly.

But N na, too, could see things--things this stranger m ght not share. Wen
she | ooked at him she saw nuch nore than an attractive dead nman.

H s essence glowed inside him a glow she yearned to touch, to let the power
of this man pour through her.

She shook off the thought, shocked by the intensity of the connection she felt
with him forced herself to focus on what she could see, not what she wanted
to feel.

H s soul was |luminous, a force that was neither vapor nor l|iquid yet sonmehow
both, a gentle m asma marked by gossaner threads depicting the choices he'd



made over his life. They intensified in sone places, dimed in others. Good
choi ces. Bad choi ces. Mnunental choices. Subtle choices. Al |eading his soul

to . . . her.
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She coul d see that whatever else this stranger m ght be, he wasn't evil.

"Who are you?" No problemcoming up with that question
Bef ore the stranger could answer, Dam an pressed his fingers to his nouth and

bl ew her a kiss. "Wl conme back, Nina sweet. You were missed." "She's stil
feeling the effects,” Gay said.

Dam an's gaze travel ed over her, a caress. "lI'mnot surprised. It'll probably
take a while. O herw se, how do you feel ? Ckay?"

"Weak. "

"Better than alive | suppose.”

Once Nina nmight have smiled. Damian was nothing if not entertaining. A ray of
sunshi ne that nanaged to shine through the gl oomthat had cl ouded her world.
But nothing felt particularly funny as she sat here with the stranger watching
her as if everything was of interest.

"Roman Barrynore," he said.

VWhi ch told her nothing but his nane. Yet his essence revealed that in life
he'd been a man who wi el ded power. So many nonentous choices. He was powerful
in death, too. Powerful enough to break a shroud. She could still feel their
connection, though she willed it to fade, knew the feel of himwas distracting
her fromrecovering.

"What do you see when you | ook at ne, Ms. de Lacy?"

Ni na supposed the question shouldn't have surprised her. Maybe it was his
frankness that did. Lifting her face to his, she net that clear gaze steadily,
felt a trenmor that could be nothing but a clinging awareness of physical life.
"You're a riptide, M. Barrynore. You
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know you' re dead, but you don't seemto think it matters. Now answer a
qguestion for ne."

He inclined his head, his expression unreadable, and she couldn't tell if he'd
been satisfied by her answer.

"*Why were you in ny nenories?"

Dam an snorted. "Wat did | tell you?"

"1t would seemyou were right," Roman Barrynore said.

"About what?" N na asked.

"That you weren't going to be happy when we got you back," Danian offered.

That only enphasized the worry gnawing at the fringes of her thoughts.

"Listen, I"'mnot feeling ny best right now, so will someone please junp to the
punch line." Gray did the honors, explaining how she'd di sappeared one day and
not returned, how he and Dami an had been searching but unable to find her
bel i eving she had shifted into the living world, where they had no way to
track her.

Enter Roman Barrynore.

This man had appeared out of nowhere, possessing a lot nore information than
he should for a stranger. Wth know edge obtained in a Louisiana bayou, this
nmystery man had put together a plan to penetrate the shroud and retrieve her
She m ght have found his ability to probl em solve inpressive had nore urgent
matters not clainmed the barely functioning parts of her brain.

"How | ong was | crowdi ng that woman?" The words tasted as inpossible as they
sounded, and she tried to fight back a grow ng horror when Dani an said,
"Nearly two nonths."

Good thing Nina was sitting. If her blood had stil
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been fl owi ng, every drop woul d have just drained to her feet.

"How i s that possible? Who could shroud my nmenory? And why?" The questions
junbl ed in her head.

Al'l except one. She faced Roman Barrynore, flinched when his clear gaze raked
over her, a bold gaze as if he'd been waiting forever to see .her. "How did
you know where | was?"

"I was provided the information by an interested party."

That didn't really answer her question, and she tried not to sound inpatient.
"What interested party?"

"An angel, Nina." Dam an's tone reveal ed exactly where he stood on the issue.
"' An angel angel ?" Roman nodded, and there was sonethi ng about his expression
that gave her the inpression he couldn't quite nmake out why they were all so
surprised by the nention of angels.

"Why woul d an angel be interested in ne?"

"I"ll explain the situation as soon as you're feeling | uptoit, M. de Lacy.
W'l need to speak privately."

Ni na was getting the feeling that anything this man had to say wasn't
somet hi ng she wanted to hear. She was reacting to hi mwhen she shouldn't be.
"You can talk in front of ny friends. W have no secrets."

Roman Barrynore held her gaze until N na could clearly recall what bl ushing
felt like and how unconfortable it had been with hot prickling cheeks and

t houghts of feeling foolish. That in itself was no snall feat given how many
years had passed since she'd bl ushed

"No dice. Barrynore nade sure he doesn't have to talk in front of us," Dam an
explained. "He insisted it
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was a term of our arrangenent. He only agreed to help retrieve you if we
agreed to let himtalk to you al one."
"Now | 'mreally curious, M. Barrynore.'
better described how she felt.

Who was this man to nmake demands of her? And why could she still feel himas

i fhwere a presence inside her? "Shrouds and angels. Ww. Duck out of here for
a bit and the natives get restless.”

She gave a laugh that didn't feel renotely funny. Al she could think about
was the wonman she'd crowded.

Bits and pieces were com ng back, but not enough to paint the whole picture.

Ni na needed to know what she'd done to her host. Had she bled the woman's life
t he way denons di d?

WAs there any way to repair the damage if she had?

No need to ask Gray or Damian to know their thoughts were running in the sane
direction. She knew these nen. \Watever they'd all been to each other once,
they were still loyal, her chanpions in |life and death. They woul d never have
obligated her to this stranger unless they'd been desperate.

"I need to speak privately with Gray and Danmian. 1 have a | ot of questions
that need answering." Not the | east of which was why out of three centuries
brimming with menories, they had chosen sexual ones to share with Roman
Barrynore. Honestly. "So if you don't mind, 1'd like to get our talk out of

t he way."

"' At your conveni ence, of course, Ms. de Lacy," Roman Barrynore said.

"Nina." No sense worrying about propriety when the man had al ready had a front
row seat to her sins.

"Nina," he said in a throaty rich voice that made her name practically nelt on

Actual ly, the term freaked nmuch



hi s tongue. "Roman, please."
"Roman." Sonehow t he nane nanaged to nelt on
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hers, which wouldn't have been so odd had she been alive. But N na was dead,
and reacting to him

Hm
And Dami an woul d be the one to notice, of course.
He narrowed his gaze as if guessing she might still be suffering the effects

of remenbering their nore adventurous escapades in life.

He'd be right. She'd lived those events, and even the peace of being dead
couldn't erase the lingering inmprint of corporeal sensation, the nenories of
all the earthly pleasures they' d shared during their years alive together

She hoped Gray and Dam an had a good expl anati on. She woul dn't ask in present
conpany and cautioned herself to remenber when she got them al one.

Her menory wasn't functioning properly just yet.

For all intents and purposes, she could have been newy dead right now Wak
Mizzy- headed. The nenories of her physical life were still fresh and real. And
she wasn't even remenbering everyday things like food or activity. No, she was
being treated to tingles and shivers and orgasns that had made her toes curl.
And not only about the nmen she had been involved with in life, but a total

stranger.
Make that a really good expl anation
"Centlenen, if you'll excuse us," Roman said to Gray and Dami an, who each nade

eye contact with her in turn

She motioned themoff with a nod.

They actually left, which N na thought said a | ot about how seriously they
took their obligation to Roman Barrynore.

Gray and Dami an had remai ned by her side for centuries, even after they'd died
and the physical aspect of
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their relationship had ended. They'd stayed with her, even when both men had
wanted to nove on, because they cared. Desperate or not, they would never
abandon her to any man that hadn't proven hinself worthy of their trust.

Ni na knew that w thout question, an.d thought that said a | ot about Ronman
Barrynore. Hs soul |ooked pretty good, but the road to salvation didn't end

with death. Not if a soul ilidn't go on to eternity right away.

'*1'd like to walk," she said ''1 need to clear my head."

"Physical activity will help?"

"Ah, no. But | know this area. |I'mhoping that seeing famliar places wll
hel p clear the clouds away. | don't like struggling so hard to think. | fee
i neffective." "Understandable."

No doubt. Judgi ng by what she could see of this man, he was soneone used to

being effective, but she thought it very polite of himto agree. Perhaps it

was his way of facilitating an am able start to their conversation. Wich is
why she didn't ask how | ong he'd been dead.

One polite turn deserved another, N na thought, but she would have | oved to

know. He noved so physically.

Not at all like a soul who'd been lingering a while. Msculine and sensual
and she hadn't been aware of a man like that in forever
The shroud was making it difficult to clear away the nmenmory of physical life.

At | east she hoped so. Just the thought of bleeding too nuch life from her
host nade her faint--another thing she hadn't felt in forever.

Nina tried to focus on the nan hinself. Not the way he | ooked, but on what she
knew. There were inconsistencies. Fromwhat Gay had said, Ronan had
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shifted fromthe passage, had brushed |iving souls and whi spered. Yet he noved
al ong beside her in that same physical way, as if he really was strolling

al ong the beach, the sun beating down on his head and the surf breaking around
his feet Being so aware of this nman shoul dn't be possible.

But N na was, and didn't know why. Perhaps the remants of physical nmenory or

. anot her piece of the puzzle fell into place. "Did you nmerge with me and
Gray and Dam an?"
"' Merge?

kay. Enough was enough. "How | ong have you been dead?"

He arched a dark brow, and she got the inpre!!lsion that he'd have rather kept
the answer to hinself.

O maybe he just thought her rude for asking.

"Al nost a nmonth."

"Ch, please." The exclamation just popped out. Looked like her inpulse contro
had taken a hit fromthe shroud, too.

"Your companions can confirm if you'd like confirmation. they checked ne out
before we net."

Her conpani ons. Now there was a diplomatic way to phrase it. But Nina had no
doubt Gray and Dam an woul d have found out everything they could about Roman
Barrynore before involving thenselves for any reason. Especially a reason to
do with her.

"' Merge, Roman, as in touch us.'
ridicul ous enough to do.

He net her gaze, the expression in those unusual eyes so conpelling. He |liked
| ooki ng at her. Why? Because he'd managed to break through the shroud and
retrieve her. O because he'd been treated to a front row seat in her

nmenori es?

Sonet hing only a new y-dead soul would be
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"I did touch your conpanions as Gray made contact with you. It was necessary
to rel ease you fromthe shroud."

Her conpani ons? As in both of then?

When lingering souls touched, they shared remmants of their humanity. Exactly
what those remants woul d be was anyone's guess, which was one of the reasons
Ni na had refrained fromtouchi ng. She had enough quirks of her own without

pi cking up Gray's overprotectiveness or Dam an's sarcasm

But for some reason she found the thought of touching Roman intriguing. He

| ooked so confident and determ ned. What secrets did a man |ike him have?

The t hought shocked her. The shroud nust have warped her reasoning. Merging
wasn't somet hing any soul took lightly. If Roman had nmerged with G ay and
Damian to retrieve her, N na had no clue what night have passed between them
and stuck. The only thing that should intrigue her right now was understandi ng
why a soul that had been dead barely a nonth could do sone of the things this
one coul d.

"What's your deal ?" she asked. "Wy all the inconsistencies and secrecy? You
don't look newy dead and fromwhat |I'm hearing you don't act it, either. So
what's really going on? Wat do you need to say to ne that you can't say in
front of ny conpani ons?"

Roman hel d her gaze as though taking her neasure, but he didn't reply right
away. C asping his hands behind his back, he strolled beside her, as if

consi dering the best way to begin.

kay, so he was thoughtful, not inclined to be rushed into an answer just to
appease her or fill the quiet. N na could respect that.

She | apsed back into silence, taking his measure as
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well, valiantly trying to find himordinary--and finding it inmpossible. He'd

intruded in places in her nenory where he'd sinply had no business intruding,
and she was obligated to not only dismss his intrusion as necessary, but fee
grateful for his help in retrieving her

More inconsistency. It nmade her edgy. O perhaps the obligation was to bl ane.
Ei t her way, she kept her nouth shut and waited.

"'1 felt the secrecy was necessary," he said.

"I"'mlistening."

"'l wanted you to understand the situation in its entirety, so you could make
your choi ces based on the, facts, and not be influenced by your conpanions."”

Wl |, he got points for honesty. But his honesty was seriously spiking that
feeling she wasn't going to |ike what he had to say. Between the clinging
effects of the shroud and the menory of the physical life that wasn't fading

nearly fast enough, Nina felt too connected, too aware, too fascinated.
"I"'mstill listening." One sidelong glance assured Nina that Roman didn't
appreci ate her hunor.

"I"ll start fromthe beginning," he said.

He did, telling her about seeing her unfinished portrait in an antique gallery
and the i mge inside the magic painting. That nore than anything convinced her
Roman told the truth.

Those paintings had changed the course of her life, and her death. The fact
that Roman had cone across themso recently was a connection that she coul dn't
di spute.

Ni na wondered what Gray and Dam an had t hought
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about that painting showi ng up again and guessed it had probably gone a | ong
way toward convincing them-as Roman clainmed it had done for him-of their
connection. Dam an woul d have found the hunor in the situation. But Gay hated
any nention of that painting.

She wondered how nuch Roman knew about the events of her life, but she didn't
ask. Death was the only thing to concern her now, and she couldn't help but be
i npressed by Roman's delivery of his assassination

Most dead soul s got choked up when discussing their deaths. After three
hundred years, Nina could barely think about her own. . . O course, her death
hadn't exactly been her own. She'd been responsible for Gay and Dam an's,

too. Two nore people she |oved harmed by fallout fromher unique ability.

Al these years of death and she still hadn't nanaged to nake peace.

Roman, on the other hand, didn't seemto think death counted for nuch. As far
as she could tell, he seemed to be carrying on business as usual

"After 1 died, there was a battle for nmy soul,” Roman expl ai ned. "Wich |I'm
told is standard procedure. But afterward, 1 found nyself facing light so
bright 1 was blinded, but 1 could hear a voice--"

"Your angel."

He nodded. "My angel ."

"Forgive ne, Roman, but so far your death sounds pretty routine."

"I was given an unusual choice."

kay, he had her attention. "Wat other choice?"

"To fight a battle."

"A battle for what?"
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"Domi ni on of the passage."

Even knowi ng she wasn't going to like it didn't take the edge off of hearing
it.

Ni na woul d have liked to dismss Ronan as a nut job. She'd come across sone
real characters through the years. But she'd never cone across anyone nutty
enough to fabricate stories about angels in the very place angels could show
up, call the lie, and exact swift justice.

Al'l those paintings of angels as warm and fuzzy little cherubs didn't describe
the real angels. In the passage they were known as the Burning Ones, beings
not to be nessed with. They were ruthless, mysterious, nmore frightening than
t he denons because they had ri ghteousness on their side.

That know edge pronpted her to say, "If you want to fight a battle then good
for you, but 1 still don't understand why we're having this conversation
Where do 1 fit in? Besides that you saw ny portrait in an antique gallery on
the day you died."

A hint of a smile played around his mouth, a charning expression that softened
the lines of his face. "W're having this conversati on because you possess a
special ability that can help ne win this battle. Apparently the denons think
so, too."

"That's why 1 was cast back?"

Roman nodded, and she got the distinct inpression that he was enjoying her
surprise. She was gl ad he saw hunmor in the situation. N na wasn't sure which
part should anuse her. The part where her whol e exi stence was turned upside
down yet again because of this ability she possessed. O the part where this
man wanted to use her as a weapon to fight his battle.

"Since the passage is the only place where souls can
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shift between the realns, it's become a hot comobdity." He expl ai ned. "Sone
denons have been wat ching you work and decided you'd be an asset to their
side." "Geat."

"Now bear in mnd that some of this is guesswork:' he admitted. "I wasn't
given a lot of information, so |I've been piecing together connections as 1
go."

That, nore than anything el se he'd said, sounded as if he spoke the truth. "No
surprise there. Angels can be damed cryptic. They don't show up very often
but when they do, they drop hints and | eave us all scratching our heads trying
to figure out what to do."

"I heard they respect free will." His eyebrows rose in chall enge

Was he trying to be funny? ''Wat do you want from ne?"

"I told you--to help ne mobilize nmy forces to fight."

"Way would 1 do that?"

"Because an angel recomended you for the job."

"I only have your word on that."

He shrugged, clearly not feeling the need to convince her, and for sonme reason
she found his confidence appealing.

And to her surprise she found that she really didn't need convincing. She was

still suffering the effects of a shroud so powerful not her, or Gray and
Dam an, had been able to penetrate it. That al one assured her sonething big
was going on. "Tell nme why you're not |ike any other new y-dead soul [|'ve
met . "

"You want to know how I'mdifferent?" That hint of a smile suggested the
answer shoul d have been obvi ous.



Oh, please. Did he think she was a pushover? "Yes, | would."
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"I retrieved you, didn't 1?"

No argunment there. Nina sank: to the sand, suddenly too weak to keep novi ng.
Her head was still a junble of fragnented nenories and she wi shed she could
recl ai m enough clarity of thought. She felt connected to Roman and inclined to
trust him But could she trust herself right now?

She didn't think he was Iying. On the contrary.

Even if she hadn't been able to see his soul and know he was prone to good,

she woul d still entertain what he said as truth. H's unique abilities were
only a part of it.
That angel s and denmons woul d target her skill made sense. The nore N na

t hought about it, the nore surprised she was that sonething like this hadn't
happened sooner.

When Nina had been alive, she'd tried to hide fromlife. H ding wasn't al ways
possi bl e. But she had wasted the ability she'd been given. She'd thought only
of herself and the normal life she'd been deni ed.

She' d been so selfish, not only given to earthly desires, but draggi ng G ay
and Dami an al ong for the ride.

Li ke her parents, who'd been killed trying to protect her fromreligious

zeal ots, Gray and Dam an had both wound up dead because of her. No matter how
hard she'd tried to hide fromlife, her ability had drawn attention. So had
the relationship they'd all been involved in.

Ni na was still dragging themalong in death. Both nmen hadn't noved on to their
eternities to stay with her. Not because she'd asked themto. Not because they
wanted to linger. But Gray and Dam an understood that she needed a purpose for
her exi stence.
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They knew she needed to put her ability to some good use to nake amends for
her selfishness and finally feel as if she could acconplish somethi ng good.
And now Roman offered exactly that chance, to provide a perspective that only
she coul d.

Roman sat down besi de her, hooked his hands over his knees and managed to | ook
at one with the blustery backdrop of his surroundings despite the tailored
suit he wore

A man in command even in death.

"You thought Gray and Damian would talk me into moving on if you told them
about the battle?" she said.

"I didn't want to take the chance. They obviously care for your safety and
woul dn't want to see you in harms way."

She nodded. "So you retrieved me so they'd feel obligated to let you talk to
me and |'d feel obligated to listen. Stacked the deck, hnP"

Roman only nodded, his eyes sparkling wi th approval

"So you want me to use ny ability to see souls like. . . what?" she asked.
"Your secret weapon?"

Roman cocked his head to the side, and smiled. Not a hint of a smle this
tinme, but the real deal

The effect was, quite sinply, breathtaking.

Had N na had breath, of course. As it was, her gaze was | ocked on to the sight
of one smile that softened all the hard edges of his face and nelted away al
the sternness. The snile sparkled inside his clear eyes, transforned a very

i ntense and commandi ng man into a man. But not just any man.

A | eader.

"Yes, Nina. I'd like you to be ny secret weapon."
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Ni na woul d have liked not to feel this man's dusky voice in the pit of her
stomach. She was dead, for heaven's sake. She couldn't feel. So what was this
fluttery sensation deep inside making her renenber how it felt to be alive?
To renmenber desire

Remant s of physical nmenory of those dreanms and visions Gay and Dam an had
bonbar ded her wi th?

She sincerely hoped.

Because if this connection she felt with Ronan Barrynore was a pernmanent side
effect of his merge to retrieve her, Nina wasn't sure what to think. She'd
spent nost of her life yearning for a normal relationship with a man. She'd
gotten her wi sh-the relationship part, if not the normal part. The last thing
she needed was to throw another man into the nmx at this late date. Even if he
di d nmake her feel desired and necessary.

Especially since he made her feel desired, necessary.

Gray and Dami an had nmade her feel that way once, too. That feeling had been a
tenptation she'd been unable to resist.

"What do you say?" Roman asked. "I've got the start of a strong team | need
you on it."

"Tean?" She |iked the sound of that, much nore reassuring when one was talking
about battling denons.

"Did your angel happen to nention anything about giving help along the way?"
Roman shook his head. "But | think we've gotten sone already."

He tol d her about opportune timng in his efforts to retrieve her. An
attraction between Katie and Luke that had al ready been in nmotion before N na
had come on the scene. Luke showing up at the food festival to give
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Roman a chance to inplenent his plan. How Roman had known when to penetrate

t he shroud.

"Does any of this sound angelic?" he asked.

"Coul d be. Angels like that subtle, behind-the-scenes sort of stuff. Like
nmovi ng men around a chess board." She wi shed Gay and Dam an were here now.
They' d been together so long she could barely renmenber a time when they hadn't
been. True, they weren't togethertogether, but she'd grown so accustoned to
havi ng them cl ose at hand, to share her thoughts, to mark their opinions.

She was al one right now, with a stranger and a question. And nore interest in
a man than a dead worman had a right to.

"*Nina.'' He spoke her name in a throaty voice, a nman who still appreciated

t he physical inmpact of sound.

"Let me ask you a question."

"Shoot." Questions were good right now because they bought her tine to think
"You don't seem surprised about the battle. Wiy is that?"

It was an astute question because N na wasn't surprised. "Wen | ook at you,
| can see the choices you made during your lifetine. Good choices. Bad

choi ces.

Soneti mes noving you closer to salvation, sonetinmes farther away. It's an ebb
and flow over a life that's always in notion

"Life and death are like that, too. Together all our lives keep the living
worl d and the passage in constant notion. There's al ways good and evil
happeni ng. Sonetinmes good has domi nion. Gther tines evil takes the lead. It's
a bal anci ng act, but one never |ong outbal ances the other." She gave a shrug.
"At least it's not supposed to."
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"But. . ." Roman pronpted, intense in his zeal, attractive

"But before | disappeared the bal ance was off. Too many soul s have been
falling to tenptation in the living world and in the passage. There's been
concern about what m ght happen if the balance didn't sw ng back toward good
soon. "

"You think that's why I'mhere to lead this battle." There was zero question
in his voice.

"Can't really blame heaven for not sitting by while hell takes over."

He chuckl ed, a sound so rich and appealing that she was glad she'd nade him

[ augh. "So you didn't know about the battle, but you' re not surprised.”

"' There's been specul ati on going on now for a while."

"Has anyone di scussed how to swi ng the bal ance back?"

"Not that | know of." She had to give the guy credithe didn't waste tine. It
had never once occurred to her that she mi ght actually take action

"What's everyone waiting for?"

Good question. "You know how it is. Lots of talk but no one willing to step up
to the plate. Lots of speculation and. . ." She let her voice trail off, as
anot her thought occurred to her

She stared at Roman, who stared back, obviously intrigued.

"And what ?" he asked.

"Runor." She turned the idea over in her mind, trying to see if it fit. ''The
dead aren't so different fromthe living in that regard. Sonetines we're even
worse since we have nore time on our hands. Most runors
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are easily dismssed, but one in particular has gai ned nomentum "

"What ?"

Nina had first heard the tale from Muse, a kid who'd |lived on the streets of
New York City in life and in death had seenmed to find the conpani onship she'd
al ways wanted in Nina. Despite her best attenpts to get Muse to nove on to
eternity, Muse seenmed determ ned to hang around.

Gray and Damian found the situation entertaining.

Ni na had grown fond of the kid and found her useful

Mouse was a constant source of surprising information, which often nade N na's
j ob easi er when hel ping souls deal with death. Muse had been the one to first
reveal the runor currently making its way around the passage.

"' The Burning Ones promised to send sonmeone with a charism a special gift to
swi ng the bal ance back where it bel ongs.™

Sonet hi ng about that appeared to anmuse Roman, who smiled broadly. "Really. Any
i dea who?"

She shook her head. "{ haven't heard. | don't think anyone knows anything, not
even if this soul will be dead or alive."

"Not hi ng |i ke playing guessing ganes with the fate of eternity hanging in the
bal ance. "

Amusenent wasn't the reaction N na expected, and she watched him an idea
taking hold in her mnd. "According to a friend of mne, there are a bunch of
wild theories.”

"Real | y?"

"Yeah, and she hears themall. The latest involves a |living soul naned

Nat hani al Rush. He's sone sort of
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goodwi | | anmbassador who's been doing his bit to swing the bal ance of his realm
back toward good."

As Nina watched the play of enotions across Ronman's face, the amusenent fading
to surprise, she considered his recruitnment to fight this battle and unusua
abilities, and had to wonder if a dead soul with a special charismhadn't been
sent, after all.

CHAPTER NI NE

NATHANI AL Rush. Roman had been hearing that nane a lot |ately and shouldn't be
surprised to hear it again, but fromthis woman's lips. . . Nina was not what
he'd expected. He wasn't sure what a worman who'd existed for so | ong should be
i ke, sonmeone who possessed such a unique ability and an interesting story.
Maybe it was the three centuries that kept throwing him Rationally, three
centuries shoul d equal old.

There was not hi ng ol d about Ni na.

She nmanaged to breathe life into this shadow world of death. She wasn't the
cool beauty of the paintings, either, but ani mated and exquisite, all |ong
slimcurves and creany skin that glowed with inpossible life. The sight of

her, coupled with the menory of her honeycol ored hair and nolten eyes, and the
sound of her, aninmated and nore nodem than seenmed rational, were having a

di sturbing effect.



162
JEANI E LONDON

He noticed everything about her with an al nostobsession for detail. Her manner
bristled with inpatience. Her wit was both fast and irreverent. She had an
expressive face that shared enpti ons she didn't bother hiding--or else he just
found her particularly easy to read. He felt connected in a way he couldn't
expl ain. There was a beauty and sadness about her that nade him ache to fix
the world for her.

The British in her voice betrayed her origin, yet her speech patterns didn't
mark her as a woman born of a bygone era. And when Ronan thought about it, he
supposed that nade sense. She'd been around | ong enough to master her speech
She dressed nodern too, the one-piece outfit so dark and unremarkabl e that her
curves were rendered very renmarkabl e by conparison

Per haps Roman just hadn't been dead | ong enough to control his reaction, but
hi s awareness seened so extrene, as if his nmenory was still caught up in the
vi sions of her pleasure he'd shared in the living world.

He could practically see Nina in nenory, eyes heavy lidded with desire,
magni fi cent body swaying to the rhythm of sex.

You still retain an echo of your humanity, and I'd prefer not to nmerge any of
you with me, Gay had said.

Could a soul retain sensual nenories? If so, that night explain why he found
the recollections so distracting.

He didn't need distractions right now But his head felt cluttered with

t houghts of Nina and her past. The fallout from experiencing her nenories. She
was a passionate wonan. There were only two nmen who' d been able to touch her
inlife. Was it really such a surprise she'd becone involved with then? Had
she refused to
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choose between then? O had she been involved with one before the other?
Roman knew the answers didn't really matter. What did matter was whet her or
not they were invol ved now. .

Had enotional conmtments deepened through the centuries after the ability to
share a physical relationship had ended with death?

More questions. He was surprised by how many kept popping up in rapid-fire
succession. Distraction, indeed. The only thing that didn't surprise himwas
Gray and Dami an. Had they been faced with the choice of sharing N na or giving
her up?

"Are we al nost through here?" she asked in a clear, hint-of-Britain voice.
"W are.”

She inclined her head, a subtle move that conveyed so nmuch, and he noticed
that there was a bit of drama about her, too, as if she'd nmastered the
fundanmental s of death and had | ong since stopped thinking about them

He couldn't tear his gaze fromher, still awed by the sight of the inanimte
worman cone to life. So to speak, anyway. He wanted to see her through |iving
eyes, see the hues of her honey-colored hair, the flecks of gold in her eyes.
One question that didn't need answering was why Nina collected such devoted
men. Even he'd been grow ng obsessed before they'd ever net.

"Shall we go then, N na?" he suggested.

"Lead the way." She rose to her feet in a burst of that unnatural grace, then
foll owed Roman to Sanctus Conmand.

They shifted into the living world and convened inside sub-level four. Roman
knew Magdal ene and Janes woul d be awaiting themin the passage, |ikely

di spl eased
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when they found out they hadn't been invited to this get together

But Roman preferred not to tax their abilities without true cause. H s people
were stellar in the living world, but they would need time to naster the

rudi ments of death, and he could not afford to | ose them

"What is this place?" In a glance, Nina took in the towering ranks of gl ow ng
drawers of the sub-level archives and the el aborate retrieval stations
positioned at intervals along the seem ngly endl ess corridors.

"The vault at Sanctus Conmand," he said. "Subterranean |evels where we archive
data. "

"Secret agents keep the world within easy reach." Dam an appeared and trail ed
hi s gaze around their surroundings.

Roman saw the hint of anmusenent that Nina didn't bother to hide. "Black ops
woul d be the proper term M. Hart."

"Excuse me." Dam an folded his arms across his chest, and gave a curt nod.

"Bl ack opskeep the world within easy reach, N na. Even dead ones."

"Since I'"'msigning on." She forced a smle to face Dam an's growing frown. "I
suppose |I'1l find out why soon enough."

"'"What the hell--"

"Dami an," she said in a silken whisper that stopped Damian in his tracks.
Raising a finger to her lips, she gestured himto silence with a gentle "shh"
that managed to | ook and sound like a kiss. "Let ne explain what's been
happeni ng. "

Her action had the desired effect. Damian fell silent, which appeared to
require some effort.

Gray cane to stand beside them and Roman took the
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opportunity to seat hinmself before the commstation and begin waiting for his
access point into the system

Listening with half an ear as Nina relayed their conversation to her

conpani ons, he heard her explain the available details of the battle and
Roman's intention to pull together a teamto fight.

"To fight denons?" Dam an demanded i ncredul ously.

"I don't like your tactics." Gay noved to stand behind Roman, waiting until
he | ooked up to conti nue.

"We dealt with you in good faith and expected the same courtesy in return.”
"I was up front fromthe start. | told you | had information | could only
share with Nina."

"I see what you're doing. You were afraid we'd talk her out of this
nonsense. "

"This battle is all too real." Roman's |life had already been forfeit, along
with the lives of five operatives. Not to nmention various Secret Service
agents, and even a terrorist.

"You're mani pul ating her," Gay said. "You hoped she'd feel obligated to you
after you hel ped retrieve her."

Ni na narrowed her gaze at Gray, clearly not caring for the idea that she could
be so easily maneuvered.

"I need her help," Roman said sinmply. "Yours and M. Hart's, too, if you're so
inclined. I told you that, and | presented nmy needs in a way that would give
nme the best chance of having themnet."

"Be reasonabl e about this," Dam an appealed to Nina, his tone inpatient and
short. "You're tal ki ng about denons here. Powerful ones, too, as if you need
rem ndi ng. "

Nina didn't flinch, and Dami an's earlier words about her not being easily
pushed around cane to m nd. That
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seened to hold true when she was dealing with her nearest and dearest, too.
Roman |iked that about her, suspected that |life and death had dealt her enough
twists and turns that she'd | earned to stand up for what she believed in. He
found hinmsel f fascinated by the idea of how centuries of death might craft a
person's character. Especially a paSsionate wonan's.

"My dear," Gray said. "Wat have we been doing all this tine if we're going to
risk everything so late in the gane?"

"We aren't doing anything, Gray. | spoke only for nyself."

She was magni ficent with her chin high and her shoul ders back, determ ned

t hrough and through. Her

declaration chilled the dead air |like a sudden plunge in tenperature, |eaving
Roman amazed by the anount of enotion flying around sub-level four. Death

m ght rob souls of the nore corporeal aspects of the flesh, but enotions were
apparently alive and well. And Nina's conpani ons obviously didn't |ike being
left out of the | oop.

"' This doesn't have to be your fight."

She shook her head, and her expression softened just enough so Roman thought
she | ooked sad. "Anyone who lingers is obligated, G ay. The bal ance has been
swi nging the wong way for a while now. W're losing too many souls to
tenptation. We've all known that. We just haven't done anything to counter
it."

"I know why you're agreeing,
unnecessary."

Her tone was just as grave. "I'mthe only one who can help this way. You know
that."

Ah, there it was, Roman thought, the heart of the

Gray entreated gravely. "Don't. It's
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i ssue. Nina hadn't used her gift inlife, so she would use it in death. He'd
hoped she would feel that way. Honor was another quality Roman demanded from
his operatives, and fromthe people in his life, which is why there had been
so few

Again the silence swelled with the emotion of all the things" that weren't
bei ng said, rem nding Roman of the filmnoir his nmother had watched

voraci ously while he'd been growi ng up. Black and white novies that had seened
primtive to his nore technol ogi cal |l y-savvy senses, but a venue that forced
actors to denonstrate an extreme |evel of skill to convey enotion on sets
devoi d of special effects.

Ni na and her conpanions were fine actors, infusing living enption into the
colorless world of the dead.

"' Take a l ook, Nina." Roman's voi ce shocked the quiet, a segue fromthe
conflict back to the business at hand. "W' ve established a |ink between your
host and this woman. "

Lilith Archambault's pronotional photo appeared on the display, her deternined
expression and cool dark beauty airbrushed to |ikeable perfection

The ideal envoy of an angel.

"Who is she?" N na studied the inage.

"I take that to mean you haven't seen her before?"

"If I have, 1 don't remenber."

"'Lilith Archanmbault,"” Roman said. "She's one of Humanity United's
power s-t hat - be and Nat hani al Rush's general assistant."

'""We're back to Humanity United again,"” Dam an of fered.

"I hadn't realized Rush's popularity extended into the afterlife,” Roman



adm tted, wondering why neither man had nmenti oned hi m before. Roman didn't
ask, though.
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Nei t her Dami an nor Gray had signed on yet, despite Nina's declaration. But
they hadn't left yet either, which seened like a step in the right direction
"It's only speculation,"” Damian said. "But Rush seens as good a choice as any
to save the world."

"The living world,"” N na corrected.

"My dear," Gray began. "Surely you're not suggesting--"

"The living world isn't the only world that needs saving now, is it?"

Her declaration drew surprised glances fromboth nen, and Roman |l et his gaze
trail over her where she | eaned casually against the wall, so the gl ow
emtting fromthe archive drawers illuminated her in a distinctly unearthly,
alluring way that silhouetted her curves and made Ronan think he'd never seen
a nore attractive sight. He had to drag his gaze away when he realized that
Gray and Danmian had turned to stare at him

"No one knows who this person is or what their charismm ght be,"’
"Maybe it will be soneone in the living world. Maybe not."

"I's this why you've agreed to this madness?" Dam an demanded.

Ni na nodded. "One of the reasons."”

Gray was scowl i ng now, but Roman's instincts were alive. A lot nbre was going
on here than he understood.

Then it hit him

Soul s were expecting a special gift to be given to soneone who could nmake a
di fference. They'd targeted Nathanial Rush because he was a visible nman with
the resources to affect a change for the better in the world.

But when Ronan thought about it, the description could fit someone el se as
wel | .

N na sai d.
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He' d shown up, sharing know edge he shoul dn't have known, denonstrating
abilities he shouldn't have had, sent by an angel to assenble a teamto fight
a battle against evil.

Did Nina think he had the charisn?

VWhich left himwith a problem

True, he'd been given sonme abilities to help achi eve mnission objective, but he
wasn't the man they sought.

Nei t her was Nat hani al Rush

That nmuch Roman knew for certain, but he had to consider how the truth woul d
i npact the creation of his team He needed all the strong souls he could
rally. He needed Nina. Wuld she be less apt to fight if she knew he didn't
have the charisn?

Did he want to start their relationship by m sleading her?

But as he watched the interplay between N na and her compani ons, Roman knew
the tine to reveal the truth sinmply hadn't conme yet. He had a mission to
acconplish, and that m ssion must remain top priority, no matter how much he
didn't want to get off on the wong foot with N na.

A no-win situation, if ever Ronan saw one. Keying in the pass code, he

foll oned Magdal ene's trail into the system bullying his thoughts back on his
job. He needed to store data for faster access, but he couldn't risk any
traceable link in the system no nmatter how well buried inside Sanctus's vast
mai nframe. One small file would be so easy to hide, but on the off -chance it
was di scovered, the content contained therein would raise too nany
unanswer abl e questions for the folks in the living world--and answer too many
for his enemies in the afterlife.
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"As M. Hart pointed out," Roman said. "We're back to Humanity United again."
"*What's this Lilith Archanbault's connection to ny living host?" Nina asked.
"Fai rwi nds?"

"She's connected to Humanity United, and my only connection between the real nms
i s Nat hani al Rush. No coi nci dence."

Roman expl ai ned the circunstances of his death and the deaths of his
operatives, then the trailleadng back to a Maryl and safe house and a terrori st
cell.

"Sounds like sonething to worry about,"” N na said.

Dam an gave a short laugh. "The Saint's investigating the Angel. Should we be
anmused?"

Roman wasn't. Neither was Gray, apparently, who frowned. "M ght | point out
that the body count keeps rising with every piece of information you decide to
share with us."

"'"\Which doesn't bode well for us,'
W suffer forever.”

"'Yes, the stakes are high." Nina and Gray exchanged a | ook

"That's it, Barrynore?" Damian said. "That's all you' ve got to say?"

"'What else would you like me to say, M. Hart? We all seemclear on the
specifics.”

"How about telling us why Nathanial Rush would be involved with terrorists,"
Ni na suggested. "The man hel ps people. That's why souls think he has the
charism" Roman agai n expl ai ned the seem ngly inpossible connection to the
terrorist cell and the ensuing sinulations that pointed to a potential to arm
third world countries and create a shift in the gl obal power base.

"Wth the limted information I had while | was

Dam an pointed out. "The living only die.
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alive, | sinply couldn't credit the scenario,” Roman admtted. "It was too
far-fetched. There was no feasible way for a man who is watched as closely as
Rush is by the nmedia to stage a coup of this magnitude no matter what his
resources."”

"I hear a but in there," Dam an sai d.

"But if both realns are involved, he would have different resources. It could
expl ai n why he needs dom nion of the passage.”

"So souls can shift back and forth?" N na asked.

Roman nodded, Iiking how qui ckly Ni na caught on

She would be a strong ally. "A potential way to increase the size of his arny,
don't you think?"

Judgi ng by Dami an's | aughter, he wasn't buying into any of this. "So you think

Nat hani al Rush wants to . . . what, take over the world?"
"Sounds far-fetched even for our realm" Gay said.
Ni na eyed himdoubtfully. "Is dom nion of the passage even possi bl e?"

"I honestly don't know," Roman said. "This is so far beyond the scope of ny
experience that everything | cone up with sounds wldly inplausible.

di sm ssed the idea when | was alive."

"But you think it deserves a second |ook now," Nina said. It wasn't a
guesti on.

"1 do."

"How coul d Nat hani al Rush communi cate with the dead?" G ay stopped them al
short in m d-specul ation

"He couldn't, unless he was dead hinself."

"He's not dead if he's playing M. Save the Wirld," Dam an succinctly pointed
out the illogic of that theory.

"*What if he's being crowded?" N na asked.



Gray nodded. "Only a serious denon could have cast you back under such a
power ful shroud. | don't think
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any but a serious denon could pull off crowding soneone as fanmpbus as Nat hani a!
Rush while the whole world's watching."

"Al'l right, that at |east nakes sense." Danian sidled closer to Nina and
propped a hand on the conm station. "And we've got our girl back."

"You could tell if Rush is being crowded by seeing hin?" Roman asked.

She nodded.

Sounded si npl e enough. Too simple, in fact, which nade Roman nervous.

Wth Roman at the helm Sanctus Command's systens could easily target

Nat hani al Rush, who was in northern N geria where tal ks between two warring
tribes were currently takip.g place. Humanity United had been invited to send
a peace envoy as a thank you for the organization's aid to both sides in their
efforts to facilitate peace.

"That was easy enough." He cleared away the inprint of his. search. ''N na,
you can see what you need fromthis side?"

"I can. But you said Rush is in Nigeria. As in Africa?"

Roman gl anced up fromthe commstation to find her standing close by, arms

cl asped behind her back in a pose that invited his gaze to roamthe |ush
terrain of her body.

If his awareness of Nina was a side effect of spending time in the living
wor | d, he thought his physical reaction to her should be fading soon. He
couldn't think of any way to ask that wouldn't reveal he was struggling with
the problem Instinct warned that this news wouldn't be well received. Roman
was uncl ear on the current status
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of Nina's relationship with Gay and Dam an. He only knew what he saw -t hey
were still close, protective of each other. They clearly cared, which was al
Roman knew for certain. He shouldn't be interested, but he didn't lie to
hinsel f. He was very interested.

Wth effort, he lifted his gaze to her face, and to the frown there.

"' Probl enP’

"Not if you've ever been to Nigeria."

"This particular region?"

She nodded.

"'"No, 1 haven't."

"Me either. Or Gay and Dam an."

Roman still wasn't grasping the trouble.

"Dead people 101, Barrynore." Dam an eyed Nina, clearly amused. ''He doesn't
under stand how we travel."

Roman curtailed a reaction. At Sanctus, there'd been a clear chain of command
with himat the top, but as Danmi an had pointed out, death had new rul es. Roman
woul d have to earn his way back into power. That journey nust begin sonewhere.
He recogni zed a thene here--hunmility. Power had a way of grow ng confortable,
of breeding a desire for nore, and he could only guess he was bei ng rem nded
for a reason.

A rem nder he needed to accept.

"WIl you explain the process?" he asked Nina, fairly confident he'd get a
coherent answer without the sarcasm

"W can travel anywhere as |Qng as we've been there, or can foll ow soneone who
has been," she expl ai ned.

"But we've got to have an anchor, sonething famliar to hang on to, to steer
us."



"l understand."” Roman hadn't been too far off base, for what that was worth.
Scanni ng his own mnent al



174 JEANI E LONDON

archives, he reviewed the avail able resources. "l've got LaTortue and
Marstiller. Both have worked in this region. Marstiller's out for the tine

bei ng, so that |eaves Janes. Do we have everything we need from here?"

Nina tilted her head to the side, considering, sending waves of hair that
shone in light and shadow over her shoulder. "I do. Gay, Danian?"

Bot h nen nodded.

And Roman was relieved to enpty his mind in . preparation for the shift back

i nto the passage.

A few m nutes of blessed reprieve fromthe rel entl ess bonbardment of his
unexpect ed awar eness of Nina, thankfully.

He found Magdal ene and Janes on sub-Ilevel four, |ooking bored. "Status."

"Life is happening in Command." Magdal ene took in Nina with a glance. "Five
active missions. One mssion upgraded in priority. The Halo sat is being
power ed down for routine maintenance. And not a damm bit of this concerns

us."

"Your point?"

"This is getting tedious." Magdal ene sank back in her chair, fading out
slightly as she glared at him "I thought you wanted me to see what | could
find out about the car that ran me down, but we can't run the Systens fromthe
afterlife. I know you're feeling protective, Roman, but it's counterproductive
to | eave us here doi ng not hi ng because you' re worned about us shifting."
"Practice makes perfect,"” Janes said. "This vault is closing in. I'mstarting
to think we're really in hell."

Roman gl anced between his operatives to assess their condition, decided they'd
be all right. "Noted."

"These soul s haven't been dead | ong enough to hold
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their echoes together but you've taught themto shift?" N na' s eyes w dened.
"Isn't that a little. . . risky?"

'"'"We're Sanctus operatives." Magdal ene's tone dripped disdain, as if their
speci al i zed training had cornered the market on risk whether they were in life
or the afterlife.

Ni na, Gray, and Dam an | ooked unconvi nced.

Magdal ene and James | ooked confi dent.

Roman observed the exchange, wondering how to conbine the two factions--the

| ong dead and the newl y dead.

He nade the introductions, then briefed Magdal ene and Janes on the battle.
"Now that we're all current,” he said, ''we each bring necessary skills to the
tabl e. Magdal ene and Janmes, you each have specific expertise in black ops.
Gray and M. Hart--and this presupposes you sign on--you both have the skills
and resources to maneuver death. Nina, you're our secret weapon."

That won a quiet |augh from N na, who net his gaze with anusenment and
curiosity sparkling in her eyes.

Ti ppi ng her face upward, she peered out from beneath thick | ashes, eyes abl aze
with fire, heart-shaped face set in a tantalizing expression of anticipation
and suggestion as she pressed a finger to her lips.

"Shh." The sound slid out in a sultry breath.

Roman had to force hinmself to | ook away and say, "Gray, M. Hart, what do you
say? Are you in?"

A long noment passed as the men exchanged gl ances with N na, perhaps

eval uating their chances of yet tal king her out of this nonsense.

Ni na sinply clasped her hands behi nd her back, tipped her chin defiantly and
hel d their gazes.
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Dam an turned. "Wy don't you call me Dani an?"
A consenting nod from Gray and Roman said, "Wl cone, gentlenen."

Nina fell into quiet conversation with the newest official nenbers of the
team and Roman asked Magdal ene, "Wy are you still scowling? Don't you like
our newest addition?"

"COf course | don't like her, Roman. Look at her. She's tall, fair, and
gorgeous. |'mshort, dark; and seethrough.”

"Not see-through enough,” Janes added. "O else |'d be able to see sone
skin."

"Pervert."

"Just lusting after the hottest babe in the place.”

Roman i gnored the exchange. Not even death had changed Magdal ene and Janes's
dynam c, and he found that reassuring. H's new team was coni ng together
Magdal ene foll owed his gaze and gestured to the occupants of sub-Ievel four
"So what are we calling ourselves: Sanctus, the other side?"

Roman consi dered. He had operatives skilled in the rules of the living, and
those skilled in the rules of the dead. A worilan whose unique ability would
give himan edge. H's team all united toward one comopn purpose.

He gl anced around, neeting each gaze, assessing the conmtnent in each face,
sharing his own conviction when he snmled. "W'll be the Soul Retrieval Unit."

CHAPTER TEN

SOUL Retrieval Unit.

Nina liked it: focused, purposeful. And "unit" inplied a ot of souls, which
sounded reassuring given what they were getting involved in. She also |liked
Roman, the nman who'd suggested the name. She liked his sense of purpose, his
willingness to learn.

"You don't have to do this, ny dear," Gay said.

"Haven't you done enough al ready?" Enough? Was there such a' thing? N na
honestly didn't know.

But this was an old argunent. She loved G ay with all her heart and hated
hol di ng hi m back. He'd have gone to his eternity long ago to find his late
wife and infant son if not for N na.

He had been her guardian in life and took the role no | ess seriously in death.
No matter how hard she'd tried to convince him he wouldn't nmove on until she
did. Nina wasn't ready.

It wasn't until after she'd died that she understood
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how far she'd fallen into tenptation, how she'd hidden' fromher gift inlife,
blinding herself to any good she m ght have done. Her gift had the abilitY to
bring out the best in people, and the worst.

A bl essing and a curse.

So she'd hidden those teni ble feelings of unworthiness beneath sel fishness.
Deat h had shown her the truth with such painful clarityY, how far she'd gone
astray and wasted her precious gift.

Gray understood that better than anyone, even Damian. Gray had been the one to
support her through her life, to help her accept such a gift could be used for
good. He'd always tried to help her see past herself, to help her accept that
she woul d only find peace when she used her gift to serve others. She'd never
| earned the lesson in life, and had been trying to nake amends in death.

Even now Gray played the role of guardian and supporter. And as nuch as she
wanted himto nove on and find the woman who' d been taken fromhimin life, a
guilty part of her remained grateful that he stayed.

"Surely you understand what's happening here, Gay," she said. "Everyone has a
reason for their existence. Not ne. | wasted the chance to use ny uni que
abilitY when | was alive. Sure, since | died, |'ve been hel ping out however 1
can, but this is sonmething only I can do. How can 1 ignore that?"

"But the consequences, Nina--" Dam an broke off, and she felt hunbl ed by how
much he cared

"I'"ve spent enough tinme running fromthe consequences, don't you think?" As
they both knew full well.

They | ooked at her as only two nmen who'd known her intimately could, men who
even now, after so nmany

RETRI EVAL 179

centuries w thout the physical pleasures they'd once shared, could still see
her thoughts so easily.

"N na sweet, we made our choices,'
that still nade her think of sex.
And damm if she didn't blush. Really blush. The heat prickled her cheeks
unconfortably, a |long-forgotten reaction

Not all things in life were m ssed.

Gray, on the other hand, was positively scowing. "You shouldn't be able to do
that."

"I think it's an aftereffect of the shroud."”

"I think it's an aftereffect of the merge."

Whi ch woul d nean pernmanent. Perish the thought.

They all exchanged gl ances, but only Gray was bold enough to place that fear
on the table between them

"He's newWy dead," Gray said gravely. "H s physical nenories are fresh. Even |
can feel it, an awareness that wasn't there before.”

Ni na couldn't deny it. She was so aware of Roman standi ng nearby, deep in
conversation with his people.

She was aware of the way his gaze kept trailing to her, as if she was the
topic of his conversation.

O was he as aware of her as she was of hinP

"It's the shroud.” She refused to consider the alternative. "Wen we nerged,
we all felt it. Trust nme, it'll pass.” Neither man | ooked convinced

But Nina wasn't about to be distracted fromwhat she needed to be
doing--finally putting her ability to use.

Only she coul d.

And she was aware of sonething el se, too. The woman naned Magdal ene kept

Dam an said in that husky bedroom voice



shooting black | ooks Nina's way. "I don't think Roman's friend |Iikes nme."
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Gray and Damian both glanced to the friend in question.

"Magdal ene?" Dami an asked.

Ni na nodded.

Gray frowned. "Anything to worry about?" ''No. Her essence isn't that far off
from Roman and their friend. These are noble people. They face life and death
a lot. They usually make good choices."

"l suppose that's sonething." Dam an shrugged. "Maybe she's jeal ous. Here you
are | ooki ng good enough to eat, while she keeps fading in and out."

"Very good," Nina said with a smle. ''There's the denpbn of Vanity."

"Ch, you of little faith." Dam an shot a |look at Gray, |ong queue sw ngi ng
agai nst his back.

Suddenly, a |l anky teen appeared.

"Mouse!" N na |l aughed, surprised. Wth as many tines as this kid had sneaked

up on her, she should have been used to her by now. "I swear | need to put a
bel | around your neck."
"Bite nme."

"Tee hee." N na had been dead a long tine, fanmliar with the I ack of physica
presence in a way that had taken Gray and Damian far |onger to nmake peace
wi t h.

Per haps because she'd lived with physical limtations in life, too. But there
were times, |like now, when the urge to wap her arnms around soneone and give a
squeeze felt so real, the nmenory of yearning to touch al nost alive again
Instead, Nina drank in the sight of soneone she'd grown fond of. Not exactly a
friend, as Muse had never reveal ed enough about herself to allow nuch

cl oseness, but their long-tine conpani onship had made her a wel coned face.
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Today, Mouse wore a do-rag to hold back wi spy curls that could have been

bl onde, brown, red, or any shade in between. N na would have had to see
through living eyes to be sure because each tinme she'd asked, Muse had gi ven
her a different answer. It had becone sort of a game between them

She had a pretty face made nmenorable by multiple piercings and the thick
eyeliner that turned her eyes into narrow slits. Wde-Iegged jeans, sizes too
bi g, dwarfed her slight frane.

Ni na had no clue how the girl had come by the nomde plume, or what her rea
nane mght be. It didn't matter. Nina had lived her life as a | ost soul, and
recogni zed one in death.

"How d you find us?" she asked.

Mouse tipped her pointy chin toward Gray and Damian. "l've been stringing
along after these two while they've been trying to find you."

"Dam it, Mouse." There was no bite to Dami an's voice. "That's stalking.

could have you arrested.”

"Only if you can find a cop," she shot back

Dam an | aughed. Roman and his friends headed over, drawi ng Mouse's notice with
their new y-dead stride
"Shoul d have said hello,"’

Gray said. "W could have used your help finding

N na."

Mouse shrugged. "Didn't have any help to give. Not a word on the streets, man.
Not a peep. It was weird, like you just dissolved or sonething."

"Or something,” Nina said dryly. "But thanks for trying to find out. You been
okay?"

The attitude that was bigger than she was seened firlnly in place, but there
was sonething else. . . Nina waited, conscious of Roman wat chi ng the exchange



probably assessing anot her potential black op.
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"'Like | said, I've been follow ng these two." Muse shifted fromfoot to
foot, suddenly | ooking unconfortable. She cocked her head toward Roman. "He
okay?"

He was sonething. "Yeah, he's okay."

Ni na made the introductions.

"I can talk in front of thenP" Muse asked, and when N na nodded, she said,
"*Well, you know that chick you guys been going to visit lately, the one with
the kids?" "Katie McGQuire," Gay said.

Mouse nodded.

"' What about her?" N na asked.

"I dropped by trying to find you guys to see if you'd found N na yet You

weren't there, but some guy was. | think your friend mght be in sone trouble.
The guy had a gun."

"' The ex-bum 1'1l bet," Damian said. "But wasn't he supposed to be in jail
for a while?"

Roman nodded.

"I need to see what's going on.
It's good to see you again."
'"'No nore di sappearing acts, okay?"

"Ckay. "

Wth a thought, N na appeared inside Katie's apartnment to find everyone had
acconpani ed her, including Muse.

Kati e was seated at the dining roomtable, straightbacked and clearly nervous,
while a wiry, broad-shoul dered man paced the path separating the dining and
living areas.

The man m ght have been good | ooking, but anger tw sted features that could
have been rogui shly charning, and qui ckened his noves until he seened manic.

Ni na turned to Mouse. "Thanks for finding ne.
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He thrust unsteady fingers through his short hair, barely disturbing the
bristly spikes.

Shea McGuire, who should be in jail.

Nina didn't need to see this man's essence, riddled with shadow and vei ned
with threads |ike congeal ed bl ood, to know his choices had been | eadi ng him
farther from sal vation

Yet she did see, and noticed that nearly hidden beneath the gl oomof this
man's soul were soft places where light still shone. He hadn't al ways been on
t he wrong pat h.

Once, the love he had for the woman at the table had been pure, a beacon in
tough circunstances and earthly trials, before the denmons of Unwort hiness,
Jeal ousy and Bitterness had sunk talons deep into his spirit.

That light didn't appear to have shone through in quite sonme tine, definitely
wasn't enough to stave off the denmpbns, dark maggots writhing around him

si nki ng poi soned talons inside him |ike corruption squirmng through rotted
neat .

The gun he hl!d tucked into the wai stband of his jeans was all too real
"You're nmy famly, Katie," Shea raged. ''This is such bullshit, do you hear
me? Bullshit! I'mnot putting up with this crap fromyou. Start packing your
things. W're | eaving town."

Katie made no reply, only sat rigid and staring, an odd expression of shock
and resignation on her face.

Until a knock sounded at the door

She startled, shooting a gaze to her al nostex-husband as he scow ed at the
door.



"I's that the guy you're screw ng behind nmy back?" From what N na had heard,
Katie hadn't screwed
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anyone, but she clearly knew better than to argue w th her al nost-ex.

"I don't know. " Katie was forcing a calmthat wasn't translating to her
expression, and N na ached for the woman. "Just ignore the door. Woever it is
will go away." Shea obviously wasn't willing to accept her answer and peered

t hrough the peep hole in the door, his face twi sting in anger

In two strides he was on her, catching a fistful of |ong hair and yanking
Katie's head back until she w nced.

"You want to try again? What's he doi ng here?"

"We had pl ans," she hissed through a constricted airway.

Shea hoisted her up fromthe chair with a wiry strength nmade potent with rage,
propelling her toward the door so roughly that she stunbled. "Cancel them"
"Luke, listen," Katie called through the closed door. "Now s not a good tine.
I'm . . I'"'mnot feeling well. I'"msorry you made the trip."

Silence, then, "No problem Katie, but is there anything 1 can do? You need ne
torun to the store for something? I1'd like to help if 1 can.”

Tears suddenly glistened in Katie's eyes, and she swall owed hard when Shea

j erked her head back even harder

"Cet rid of him" he hissed.

"' No, thanks." Her voice broke, fromenotion or the rough handling, N na
didn't know "I1'Il call you, okay?"

No, this wasn't okay.

Nina shifted into the living realm appearing inside the Iiving room close
enough to the couple to feel the clawing evil of the swarm ng denons as Shea
haul ed Kati e back fromthe door
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Rai si ng her hands over Shea, she conmanded in a strong, ringing voice, "Leave,
Dermon of Anger."

Gray and Dani an were suddenly beside her, lending their strength of will to
her command. Roman cane, too, but he only watched them for an instant before
di sappearing through the doorway.

"Leave this man in peace, Denon of Anger."

The denons raised their voices in chorus, a hideous shriek of noise, swarmng
around Shea frenetically as they resisted, as they fought to keep their grip
on his spirit.

Ni na prayed harder. "Leave this man in peace.
The denons shrieks grew frenzied in an earsplitting crescendo before they
burst in an expl osion of coiling darkness and scattered like irritated

vul tures chased off their carrion. But Gray and Damian foll owed, driving them
fromthe apartnent.

Shea seemed to recover hinself, if only tenporarily. He thrust Katie away so
hard that she went down on a knee before catching herself on the coffee table.
He strode back to the door, and peered through again.

'"'"He's still there, dam it."

"Shea, please," Katie entreated. "He'll hear you."

There was a beat of silence, and then Luke called through the door, "Al

right, Katie. Just give ne a call when you're feeling better."

"I will." Her tears began to flow in earnest as her only hope of rescue seened
prepared to | eave, and she sWped at her face, as if fearful of further
provoki ng her al nost-ex.

Ni na stood there, unsure whether whispering would have any inmpact on a man so
out of his head. Should she have a nei ghbor call the police?

Luke. He wanted to hel p.
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Anot her | ayer of the shroud evaporated inside her.

Ni na could recall the warnth of Luke's gaze when he'd | ooked at Katie, the

pl easure in his laughter, the desire in his kisses.

Ni na shot fromthe apartment, to catch himbefore he left.

She found Ronman already there, his hand on Luke's shoul der, and she coul d hear
himsaying, "Call 9-1-1 and report the trouble, Luke. Tell the dispatcher that
Shea McCGuire is arnmed. But you're not going to wait. Katie's girls are hiding
in the bedroom They're scared. You're going to circle the building and get
them out through the fire escape. You want to avoid a stand-off. If Shea knows
his whole famly is in that apartment, he mght resist the police. W can only
get to Katie if the girls are out of reach."

Roman lifted his hand away, and Luke's expression transformed, fiercely

determ ned. Spinning on his heels, he headed toward the stairs, yanking the
cell phone fromhis belt.

"How di d you know about Katie's daughters?" she asked, surprised and relieved
that he'd protected her children.

"I assessed the apartnent." Black op, indeed.

"WIl Luke be able to get themout w thout that nut job in there hearing?" She
noti oned back to the apartnent.

"I'f we help."”

Ni na streaked back inside the apartnent behind Roman. Muse had shown up in
the I'iving room and nmade herself confortable on the sofa, seemingly oblivious
to a tense Katie seated beside her as she inspected the
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nails on one hand that had been painted a dark col or that m ght have been

bl ack.

"Keep your eyes peeled out here, please,"” N na asked. "Come and get nme if
there's any nore trouble, will you?"

Mouse shrugged, either unconvinced any of this qualified as trouble or that it
could get nuch worse. "Sure."

Ni na found Roman inside a bedroom Well, she found half of him He was | eaning
inside a closet, the top part of him hidden beyond the wooden door. His
bottom however, was displayed as if he'd bent over for a portrait, an
exceptionally attractive portrait that nade her notice the nice curve of his
backsi de and how | ong and strong his | egs were--damm that clinging shroud,
anyway. It was the middle of an energency, and she was still noticing the nman
and his tight butt.

Pl ungi ng into the darkness, she joined himinside the closet, finding herself
suddenly so close that she could see his nostrils flare, new y-dead soul that
he was. For a split second, she felt snared by the sight until the two young
girls comering on the floor erased all disturbing thoughts of him daire and
Violet, Katie's daughters.

Roman's hand rested on top of the older girl's head, as he whispered to get
her sister out through the fire escape where help woul d be waiting.

Nina waited to see the result of his soul whisper, couldn't help but be

i mpressed when the girl nudged her younger sister and said gnietly, "Come on
W' ve got to get out."

The younger one shook her head. "No. Mom told us to stay here.”

"Listen. Hear the window? It's Luke. He's here to help us."
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"But Mom-"

Claire gave her sister a hard shake. '''This is like a fire, idiot Momsays to
get out and not worry about her. She'll take care of herself."

Still unconvinced, Violet wedged tighter inside the comer of that closet,

shying fromthe rough hands her sister tried to force her wth.

Ni na touched the younger girl's head. "Don't be afraid, Violet. Your sister

| oves you. Usten to her. She'll take care of you."

Violet didn't resist as Claire eased open the door and peered out just as Luke
appeared at the window. He put a hand to his lips to gesture for silence, but
Claire was al ready ahead of him d anping a hand over her sister's nouth, she
glared a warning that translated into, "Keep your nouth shut."

Ni na headed to the bedroom door, prepared to run interference if necessary,
whi l e Ronman assisted the girls. Trained black op that he was, he placed his
hand on the wi ndow to keep the old casing from maki ng noi se. .Ni na was
surprised he'd known he could nute the sound by touch. Death did have sone
advant ages and Roman seemed to have a bead on them

"I"ll go see what | can do to get Katie out," N na said as the older girl
clinmbed through the wi ndow behind her sister, and their escape seened assured.

Movi ng back inside the living room she found Katie still on the sofa beside
Mouse.
"Everyone's still alive out here," Muse said. ''Except us, of course. Loon

like you've got things in hand. dad | could help. Have fun."
She di sappear ed.
"' Thanks, Mouse," Nina called after her
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"We've got to get out of here." Shea was back to pacing that path between the
living and di ning roons, effectively bl ocking off any bids for freedom

Ni na wanted to know how he'd gotten fromthe jail to this apartment. Surely he
hadn't been rel eased.

Movi ng behind the sofa, she touched Katie's shoul der

"It"'s time to |l eave now. The police are on the way. Luke got your girls out
safely. They're with himoutside. Tell Shea you need to use the bathroom"
"Shea, | need to go to the bathroom'? Katie rose to her feet unsteadily, but
didn't nove until Shea grabbed her arm and acconpani ed her fromthe room

Ni na rested a hand over his. "Gve her a few mnutes to pull herself

t oget her."

They arrived at the bathroom and he shoved open the door and peered inside as
if | ooking for escape routes. Finding not so nuch as a snmall w ndow, he said,
"Don't try anything stupid.”

Kati e nodded and slipped past him but he grabbed the knob before she could
shut the door.

"And don't lock the door," he said.

If Nina still breathed, she would have exhaled a sigh of relief when Katie
pul | ed the door shut behind her.

"Now get inside the shower stall. Don't cone out until the police cone to get
you," Nina whispered, giving Katie's hand a reassuring squeeze.

Katie did as directed and only then did N na head back out into the hallway to
find Shea. She debated where to send him but a knock sounded at the front
door.

"God damm it" He growl ed and headed back into the Iiving room where he peered
t hrough the peephol e.

"Claire?"
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"'Is that you, Dad?" Claire called through the door. "Open up, 1 forgot ny
key. "

Ni na watched as he reached for the chain lock and slid it home. He twi sted the
dead bolt aM no sooner did he reach for the knob did the door explode open

and he staggered backward. The nman had incredible instincts, though, and had
the gun in his hand instantly.

But not soon enough, as an officer knocked it fromhis grip as another subdued
himwith a fiercely barked, "Freeze."

The automatic pistol ainmed at Shea's tenple was enough to convince himto
obey.

Nina left the apartnent and found Cl aire safely ensconced inside the energency
stairwell with a female uniforned officer, Violet, and Luke, protected from
the grimreality of watching Shea McGQuire handcuffed and read his rights

bef ore being escorted to the main stairs by four officers.

Two nore headed inside the apartment, |ooking for Katie.

"He escaped when they were nmoving himfromthe |local lock-up to the jail,"
Roman sai d, appearing besi de her

Ni na had no reply, was just staggered by his cal mhandling of the situation

by his skill at knowi ng how best to avert nore trouble. Had Roman been
responsi ble for the police officers using Claire to get her father to open the
door ? Somet hi ng about that seemed too risky, too unorthodox. And after

wat chi ng hi m whi sper wi thout hesitation to naneuver the situation to

advant age, she had to wonder.

"For the record,"” he said, a thoughtful expression easing his features. "I'd
say you did Katie McQuire a favor by hel ping her get away from her husband."
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Then he vani shed, leaving N na staring after him feeling as if something good
had come out of crowding, after all.

* k%

After stopping by Sanctus Command to pick up Janes to act as guide into the
regi on of N geria where Nathanial Rush was, N na was ready to put her unique
skills to use

The di ocese headquarters where the Ni gerian peace tal ks were taking place were
as grand as the tribal villages were rustic. The headquarters symnbolized hope
to the people of Africa's npst popul ous country. But N na wouldn't say the
people sitting inside the |avish roomshared that hope for the negotiations.
There were seven people, several wearing beautiful tribal garb, seated around
a conference-style table.

"Ch, | like this." Magdal ene | eaned close to the conference roomw ndow. "I
can understand what they're saying and 1 don't even speak this dialect.”

Dam an smiled. "An angelic perk."

"Works all over the world?"

He nodded, and Magdal ene smil ed back

Niila wasn't sniling. She sensed Ronan's gaze on her as she peered through the
wi ndow at the man of the hour.

Nat hani al Rush

He was an angel of a man. Tall, gol den-haired, tan

Ni na had no troubl e imgi ning why people in the living world were speeding him
al ong the path to canonization with his any-race-creed-or-religion-goes revolt
against immorality. The dead, too, could be as easily influenced. Quite

si mply, Nathani al Rush | ooked the part.

In her mind, Nina could envision the angels of so
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many artist masters, tall, fair, and najestic winged creatures. She could see
why a special charismmnight be given to a man who not only seened detenni ned
to change the course of history with goodwi ||, but |ooked as if he'd nodel ed

for those artists.

Which only left the question about why, out of seven people seated at the
negoti ation table, essences gently glowing in nyriad fusings of shadow and
light, gossamer threads tw ning, Nathanial Rush's essence was the only one she
couldn't see.

""Well?"' Roman surveyed the scene, every inch the analytical strategist when
he had to be burning up with curiosity.

"I can't see him" Her words fell heavily in the quiet, a nonentous adm ssion
t hat qui ckly brought Gray and Dami an's surprised gazes.

They just stared at her, both understanding the significance. Up until this
very nonment, only Gray and Dam an had held the distinction of being souls that
Nina couldn't see

"You don't know if he's being crowded?” Ronman asked.

"'*Don't have a clue. | can see everyone el se. That one tribal chief has been
maki ng stellar choices, probably does want peace between the tribes. But
whoever that one is over there--the one that looks like a politician or a

di pl omat - - he' s headed for trouble unl ess he shapes up. There are denons al
over the table, but I can't see a thing around your guy."

Her whole life, and death, had been influenced by her ability to see souls.
Wuldn't it just figure that after all this tinme, when she actually needed to
see one, she couldn't?
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Roman stood there, staring at the table with an intensely thoughtfu

expr essi on.

""Are you sure you're working okay?" Dam an asked. "I mean, after the shroud."
"No, I'mnot sure." If she'd been working properly, she wouldn't be standing
here noticing the tiny indentation in Roman's cheek when he flexed his jaw.
She woul dn't be imagining that one tiny step would bring her so close that she
woul d feel his body warnmth if they' d been alive. She was done with tenptation
had been for a long tinme. "lI'mdefinitely not right. | can't be sure if that's
affecting ny ability to see. It's not like |I've ever been under a shroud
before. ™

"Wait a second," Magdal ene said. "Maybe | don't understand all this, but you
crowded a living person for two months. Wouldn't you have sucked up sone
life?"

"You have a good bead," Dam an said.

"Ckay, then doesn't that technically nmean she should be nore alive than

bef ore?"

Ni na frowned, unsure why Magdal ene was referring to her as if she, wasn't

here. "Regardl ess, the effect wouldn't be pernmanent. |I'mnot sure what you're
getting at." "Neither am|," Magdal ene admitted. "But it should nean
somet hi ng, don't you think?"

"It neans |'in stronger." For all the good it did her when she was stil

struggling to think clearly. But N na explained anyway, choosing not to |et
this woman's rudeness bother her. "When | shift into the living world ny
senses are sharper. | have nore control of ny echo. O course, since |'ve been
around a while, the difference isn't as noticeable as it would be on soneone
new y dead."



194 JEANI E LONDON

She did not | ook at Magdal ene who wasn't hol di ng her echo together enough to
even be uniformy transparent. "But remenber, 1 wasn't intentionally sucking
the life fromny host. Souls gone bad can do a | ot of damage."

"In nearly three hundred years of lingering in the passage, you' ve seen the
essence of every soul you' ve seen?" Roman asked.

"Except for Gray, Damian, and that man in there."

James gave a low whistle. "Wo, that's a |lot of souls."

"Yes, it is," she agreed. "And you're | ooking pretty ship-shape there, too,

Fyl."
He howl ed with laughter, earning a smle fromeveryone except Roman, who
asked, ''What do you see when you | ook at a denon?"

"I see a denon." When his brow furrowed, she added, "I see denmpbns as exactly
what they are-squirny black maggots. Nothing but evil. They're usually so dark
they | ook solid."

"Have you seen an angel ?" he asked.

She nodded. "Like denons, only the light is so white it's blinding. Denons
trying to | ook Iike angels never get it quite right. Not in the passage,
anyway. Dead souls are in between, and we're all different because of the
choi ces we make. Dark and light."

"The ultimte conbo platter," Magdal ene said.

Roman | ooked distracted. "I need reasons why you might not be able to see
Nat hani al Rush."

Ni na | ooked at the nan in question. Intelligent. Beautiful. Determ ned.
Unusual . "I think we can safely rule out that 1'll die with him"

James chuckl ed. But Magdal ene only narrowed her gaze, |ooking about as

i npressed as Roman did. O didn't.
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Nina tried to push past her frustration and remain professionally detached as
the three of them began to bounce around ideas, nost of which sinply weren't
possible in this realm But this was an exercise they had clearly conducted
before, tossing out ideas randomy, only pausing when Roman flagged themto
stop with a raised hand.

She found detachment difficult. This had been her chance to contribute, to
hel p. Li ke her, Gay and Dam an watched rather than participated, until Dam an
finally asked, ''Wat if the charismis sonmething that |ets Rush hide his
soul ? To protect it fromthe denons?"

That got Roman's attention. "Very good, Dami an. Let's explore that reasoning
and see where it |eads. Wiat are sonme reasons a soul might need to be hidden?"
Ni na saw a few problems with this theory, the first that she wasn't convi nced
Nat hani a! Rush had the charism

The second. . . "If a soul can manage to hide itself, it mght be able to
deceive me into believing it's working toward good when it's not."

And if that was the case, then so rmuch for detachnment, or contributing with
her ability.

So much for the Soul Retrieval Unit's secret weapon.
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CHAPTER ELEVEN

ROVAN was bot hered by nore than the obvi ous probl em of being unable to

est abl i sh whether or not Nathanial Rush was good or evil. For the first tine
in nearly three hundred years, Nina couldn't see a soul. There was no

expl anation, only disturbing possibilities. He'd gotten a |lock on his
eneny--and tracked that |ead straight to a dead end.

He observed Humanity United' s | eader, seated inside the conference room a
fam liar figure, voice wellknown fromsound bites and news flashes. The nedi a
loved to play Rush's coments, snippets that were always succinct and desi gned
to have an inpact. Roman hi msel f remenbered thinking the President would do
well to find out who wote Rush's speeches and offer the witer whatever it
took to make hima part of the Wite House staff.

Rush sat at ease anong the diversity represented in that intimte group around
the table: politicians from
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Nigeria's civilian state, tribal |eaders, religious representatives from each
warring faction.

H s deneanor was the perfect blend of contenplative and resolute. He appeared
to follow the di scourse, asked questions or interjected comments periodically,
made constructive points that seenmed wel |l -received by the group

Al in all, Nathanial Rush put on a good show.

Roman wasn't sure why he always got the feeling Rush was playing to an

audi ence- - but he knew from experience that his instinct didn't lie. And
instinct told him Rush was involved now. He was the only thread Iinking too
many deaths. He had a strong foothold in the living world and was whi spered
about in the afterlife.

Roman needed to know what was inside this man's soul

"'Let's go," he told his team

Visualizing the softly-glowing interior of sub-level four, he appeared there,
his team surrounding him all looking to himfor direction

He had none to give.

Roman needed to clear his head, to reevaluate the | eads and reassess the plan
whi ch was part of his problem-he didn't have one. At least, not in a
conventional sense.

Most inportantly, he needed a reprieve from N na, the onslaught of her on his
senses, constant, unrelenting.

She sat perched on the four-Jay data retrieval station, |ong | egs crossed,
dangl i ng foot swaying to some unheard rhythm Wth her el bows propped on her
knees and | ong hair tunbling around her shoul ders, she managed to | ook both
restless and bored as she awaited sonme instruction fromhim
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Wthout a word, Roman |left the vault, appearing on the nmain |evel then
striding through the secured maze of corridors that nade up Sanctus Comand.
He could have sinply visualized his destination and arrived there, but he
needed the fanmliar activity of noving through these halls to snmooth away the
edges of his mood, the pressure and anxi ety that had al ways been a part of his
life, growm so magnified in his death.

O perhaps the distractions were troubling him

Making his way to the director's office, he found it unoccupi ed by the man who
now hel d the post. He'd always been able to think clearly here, a function
nore enptional than anything el se. This office marked the place where he
confronted the demands of national security. Security breaches. Terrorist
threats. Political coups. Arns dealing. The |ist had been endl ess.

He'd confronted the probl ems here, but Roman had often | eft Sanctus Conmand
entirely to cipher through potential resolutions to those problens. The city's
many parks. The National Gallery. Washington National Cathedral. The Eastern
Shore. He had an endless list of favored pl aces.

Standing in front of the desk, he gazed around a vantage as familiar as that
from behi nd the desk, even now when his vision was obscured by death,
transform ng what had once been a rich thenme of deep neutrals and conputerized
wal | displays into a black and white phot ograph

VWhile the office felt the sane, things had changed. H's personal itens were
gone, likely packed and put into storage while his attorneys untangled the web
of probate to see his last wi shes carried out.

Roman had no living fanmily. His art collection would be distributed between
his two favorite nuseuns, his
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est at e best owed upon the Jesuit school where he'd spent so rmuch of his youth
and where his father and grandfather had spent theirs.

Only the furnishings were left-functional desk, w ngback chairs, ornanental
coat rack his secretary had insisted made his operatives feel welconmed in the
i ntimdating inner sanctum

That menmory made Roman smile. Al he saw was a room Four walls, with one
conputeri zed to connect himto the world, now displaying the sweepi ng panorama
of the Nation's Capital, blanketed in the nonochrone shades of death. The
Whi te House. The Treasury. Lafayette Park.

Once this had been his city, his room

He had been able to see the cherry bl ossons, a pinkish-white profusion that
steeped the majestic buildings, the breathtaki ng nonuments, the hub of a
superpower, with the whinmsy of nature, mracul ous and fragile anong the
strong, invincible.

The United States of America.

Now Roman was .changed too. Hi s vantage had gro\Yll, his scope w dened. The
living world had becone only one part of a larger place. In his nonochrone
sight, he suddenly saw the age of the historic buildings, the frailty of the
cherry bl ossonms and | ush foliage that woul d soon scorch beneath the summer
sun.

A city | oom ng beneath an unknown threat.

"Let's hope you're working better now " Damian grinned. ''This trip will be a
waste if you can't see souls anynore."
"Heaven forbid," Nina said, glad someone was in the nmood to joke.
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Nei t her he nor Gray had suggested they nmove on, though she knew both had
considered it. They wouldn't move on until N na was ready. She wondered when
that m ght happen, wondered if it ever would. Such a nove woul d separate them
permanently, alter their eternities forever, and after so many years of
sharing life and death, the very thought of separation had becone daunting.

I nevi tabl e, perhaps, yet still daunting.

So as usual, she kept working, and they supported her--not because they

beli eved in her cause, but because they cared, and were convi nced she coul dn't
manage w t hout them

Good- hearted Dami an, who cared enough to make her smile even when he woul d
rather not be heading to Fairw nds Whnen's Center to foll ow up anot her of
Roman' s | eads.

And she was gl ad for Dam an's goodness, so carefully hidden behind a

devil -may-care attitude. He claimed to be selfish, yet N na had never seen it
as such-nmore as desperate to hang on to whatever joys he could grasp

As the youngest of three sons, and a gifted artist in a famly of shipwights,
Dam an had never wal ked an easy path.

She worried for him Gay wuld seek out his beloved I ate wife once they noved
on, but Danian had only ever had Nina in life, and he hadn't even possessed
her' whol e heart because she'd |l oved Gray for years before they' d ever net.
But her sweet Dam an had deserved someone special, someone to call his own.
And now they were all dead.

She supposed everyone wal ked a tough path in Iife, and death. The rea
differences lay in how a soul handled the path, how well one put aside cares
and selfish needs to care for another. She hadn't understood that

RETRI EVAL
201

inlife, and wondered how nuch she'd really grasped in all the years since.
The choi ce she'd nade to hel p Roman was as rmuch about wanting to feel as if
she had a purpose as it was about offering a skill only she could to benefit
others. O was it a desire to join with himin the only way open to a dead
wonman?

"Ready?" Roman appeared and gazed down at her with stern eyes, no hint of
enotion that she could see.

No reassurance to nake her feel better

Ni na wondered why she wanted himto make the attenpt, why she cared. He m ght
have gone through a good bit of trouble to retrieve her, but that didn't
obligate her in any way. She shouldn't be thinking about disappointing

hi m -whet her or not she'd had anything valuable to offer yet. She was trying
to help, not inpress the man

At | east she shouldn't be.

"Fairwi nds Wmen's Center, here we come." She didn't wait, but noved through
t he passage and then was surrounded by the busy daytime activity in the
reception area.

The rest.of the team appeared, with Roman in the mddle, the master of the
nmonent, issuing clear conmands in that rich voice that she still could fee
low in her belly.

"I need information on the pronotional photo shoot involving Lilith
Archanbault and Katie McGQuire. Dates.Times. Particularly when the shoot was
originally schedul ed and whether or not either of their schedul es was
rearranged to acconmmodate that shoot. Unless we luck out, | expect we'll need
to shift into their world to find anything." He turned to Magdal ene and Janes.



"You up to it?"
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"Don't sweat it," Magdal ene said, while Janmes hel ped hinself to the desk the
receptioni st had just vacated to escort a patient out of reception and down a
corridor.

"Make a right at the end of the hall,"” she said. "It'll be the third door on
your left."

James gl anced at the desk then at the conputer display. He backed away just as
the receptionist slid into her seat again. "The person who handl es the
promotion for this center is on site.”

"That's the place to start, then," Ronan said.

"Come on." James |led everyQne into a spacious suite of offices on an
upper-story. "Here we go. Mrketing departnent. Dude we're looking for is
naned Davi d Sanper."

"N na, Gray, and Dami an, you go at your conveni ence. Magdal ene and Janes, |'lI
follow after you. Al set?"

Roman woul d wait until after his black ops shifted, and N na guessed he
entertai ned some hope that if either Magdal ene or Janes ran into trouble
shifting fromdeath to life he'd be able to swoop al ong behind them and hel p
out .

She didn't have the heart to tell himit didn't work that way. He was
protective of his people, and she |liked that, another quality that made her
admre and respect him But all the protective instincts in the world couldn't
hel p Roman's people if they ran into trouble shifting.

"Wait." She raised a hand to halt the team "Don't shift."

A man had entered the room David Samper presunably, judging by the nane plate
on the desk. He was crawling with denons, and not just the garden-variety,
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| ead-us-not-into-tenptation kind. The last thing Nina wanted was for all these
newly dead to pop in on what appeared to be a heated argumnent.

Many of the denobns she i medi ately recogni zed- - Deception, G eed, Envy,
Pride--but two she didn't.

They were bigger than the others, the scales of their thick, shapel ess bodies
sooty and slimy. One had strands of hair clinging to its skull-Ilike head. The
other a jaw that |ooked like it had been broken more than once.

"He screwed up royally," the one with the hair said. "He let her get away."
"It's not ny fault, Ueland. He had his orders."

"It is your fault, because you gave those orders. Make no nistake about that,
Gde. It'lIl all come to rest on your pointy head. 1'll nake sure of it."
Uh-oh. Things got ugly when denmons had nanmes. That neant they were smart
enough and nasty enough to break the ranks of the tenptation-brokers and earn
themselves a little renown.

O a lot of renown,.as was the case with some of the nore powerful denons.
Whoever had cast her into Katie McQ@iire's body nust have been on the fast
track to becomnmi ng one of Satan's private stock.

""We won't be shifting here today," N na said.

"Denmons?" Gay asked.

"Wth nanes.”

Dam an scow ed at Roman. "Are you a trouble magnet, or what?"

Roman opened his mouth to reply, but Nina cut himoff.

"All newy dead need to | eave now. You won't want to be here if these two
decide to pop into the passage. Trust nme." She turned to Gray and Dam an.
"WIIl you
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pl ease explain to them what names nean while you' re on your way?"

"What about you?" Roman asked.

Nina smled, trying not to read too much into his concern. "I'Il be al ong.
want to hear what these denons are arguing about. They | ook pretty at home on
this guy." "If you can, find out about the appointnments, too." Roman watched
Davi d Sanper sift through his faxes.

Her fellow teanmat es di sappeared, and Nina noved in close to eavesdrop

"Don't try to pin this on ne to cover your ass:' the denon naned G de said
"It was a stupid idea fromthe start."

Uel and gave a watery laugh. "Tell that to Italo. It was his idea."

"*Why didn't he just kill her if he was so worried about her interfering?"

Uel and sl anmed a tal oned hand agai nst the back of qide's skull, hard enough to
make the other's fangs clunk |oudly. "Maybe because she's already dead, you

t hi nk?"

G de snarl ed one of those guttural snarls that still had the power to make

Ni na wi nce even though this was obviously not a denon of the top water. David
Sanper just noved around his office unaware.

"He didn't have to cast her back into the living world where she could
escape," G de said. "He should have thrown her into the abyss. Any of the big
boys woul d have had some fun naking her shriek until the coup is over."

"No, this one can do things no other soul can. They're trying to find a way to
recruit her to our side.
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Ital o's an overachi ever, you know that. Wants to nake hinmsel f | ook good."
Physi cal menory left Nina with an icy chill.

Cast back. Escape. Can do things no other can

They were tal ki ng about her.

What coup?

For a monment, that wave of cold clainmed her, distracted her fromthe denons,
fromthe questions racing through her mnd, a physical reaction she hadn't
felt in so long. The feeling was al nost as reassuring as the news was
frightening

Mastering the sensation, she forced her focus back onto the job at hand.
Maki ng sense of what she'd heard, and worrying about it, would have to wait.
She had a chance to acconplish something here, and she intended to.

She foll owed the two denbns as they continued after David Sanmper, who noved
fromthe copy nmachi ne back to the fax. Tenptation denons withed all over him
He didn't seemto notice, which came as no great surprise--his essence
revealed his world to be a very dark pl ace.

"Il find her," Gde said. "I pronmise. Just give ne sone tine until you go to
Italo."

Uel and made a bar ki ng sound that N na thought might be a chuckle. "You want mne
to risk nyself to buy you tine?"

"Has Italo figured out howto recruit her, anyway?" G de clearly recogni zed
hi s demon buddy wasn't going to cut himany slack and started fishing for
information. "I heard this one's a do-good."

"Italo's always got a plan. He wanted her to suck the life fromher host to
make her strong, and give her a taste for the real world again, the physica
tenmptations.”
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"' Fatteni ng her up?"

Uel and licked a rope of spittle fromwet lips. "She's a do-good now, but when
she was alive, this one liked her pleasures. Italo wanted to make her remenber
being alive so he'd have sonething to mani pul ate her with."

"Pl easur es?"

"Sex: the kinky kind."

G de chortled, a phlegny rolling laugh that shoul dn't have been | oud enough to
al nost split Nina's head in twd. But as she struggled against a feeling she
hadn't felt in so long, a feeling she honestly hadn't renenbered, she thought
that's exactly what m ght happen

Nausea was anot her condition she coul d have done wi thout.

Inlife, she, Gay, and Dami an had been three needy souls who' d been there for
each other. The situation had been unconventional, but that had been

ci rcunstance, not depravity.

And there'd been such beauty in accepting each other unconditionally, in

| earning to recogni ze and neet each other's needs, in helping to overcone
heartache and | oss and fear

The need for touch had been hers al one.

In death they still |oved each other and shared a cl oseness she cherished, but
t he physical abandon they'd once known was | eft unspoken between them They'd
never merged in all these years, though the tenptati on had been great in the
begi nni ng.

Her death was as barren of touch as nuch of her life had been--but she was
grateful for the love of the two wonderful nmen she shared |ife and death with,
and the opportunity to finally use her gift to help others.

But now, hearing her past sumred up in such a freakish way, as though she were
shanel ess, wanton, kinky,
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depraved... Was that what Ronan thought about her, too? She nearly shivered,
could feel the faintest trace of a vibration deep inside.

"I just need a little time, Ueland. 1 know many pl aces where souls with
special interests get together. If she's developed a taste for the physica
again, 1 can track her down."

"I can't keep this information secret for even a day or it'll be mnmy hide
I[talo can't leave this one around to | earn about the coup. Esherick told him
to take care of her." G de |let out a choking wheeze at the sound of that nane.
No doubt whoever Esherick was, he was a big bad denon, sonmewhere up in the
chain of conmand.

"Then it'll be Italo's hide if this whole stupid idea fails,” Gde said
hopefully. "Not mne."

Uel and sank a vicious talon into G de's chest, nicking the hide with a sliny
sound as he pushed hard to make a point. "Yours:You assigned Sanper to watch
over the host."

"He's a greedy little bastard. He does what he's told."

Uel and poked his talon harder. "He's obviously not too smart if the woman got
away. "

"But 1've been patrolling, watching for nonths now-"

"You were told to assign someone in the living world, too. You both let your
guards down. Both your hides. Both."

"Shoul d have thrown her into the abyss," G de grunbl ed.



"Maybe Italo still will. If he can find her." Ueland gave a gravelly chuckl e.
"I'f you want to disappear, I'Il tell Italo you ran away before | got to you."
"He'll think I'ma coward."
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"'Fine, then. Tell himwhat happened yourself."

G de vani shed so fast Nina thought she saw a shi mer between the real ns where
he' d been.

"Coward," Uel and shouted after him then placed a taloned claw on his

shapel ess belly and guffawed heartily.

Nina didn't |leave the office like G de, even though she'd gotten nore

i nformati on than she'd bargained for. Alot nore.

No, she stood there watching David Sanper circle his desk and sit, take a swig
froma coffee nug that, judging by the stains on the blotter, pernmanently

resi ded near his left el bow She was stunned to think straight. She wanted to
talk to Roman. They worked well together, and she wanted his take on what to
do, had cone to value his opinion

Ni na t hought he val ued hers, too.

Once he'd been certain she could handl e herself around these denons, he'd |et
her do her thing. He respected her, and she liked the feeling. Not that G ay
and Dami an didn't respect her, of course, but they'd played her protectors for
far too long to change their roles now

And they already knew all the sordid details of her life. She didn't think
Roman woul d appreci ate having her past used as a weapon to thwart the Soul
Retrieval Unit's efforts.

And she wouldn't blame him So she stood there, watching the denons of
Deception, Greed, Envy, and Pride infuse David Sanper with their poison

"That coffee is stone cold," Geed said silkily. ''Looks like it's tine for a
trip to Starbucks. Go on, you' ve earned a latte. Wth extra shots. No one w ||
notice if you slip away for a few mnutes."
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"You deserve it," Envy piped up. "Look at that bitch C ndy. She makes a trip
every day at three o' clock for an espresso fudge brownie, and they still gave
her your pronotion."

"Yes, please go," Nina whispered into the quiet, though fromthis real mno one
woul d hear.

But she needed to | ook through his desk and file cabinet, and she couldn't do
that with these denons around.

Denmons who wanted to find her

Nor could she face the Soul Retrieval Unit w thout the information Roman
requested. Not when she'd have to reveal what she'd just overheard, explain
how her darkest sins were being used as a weapon agai nst her. Not so
differently than Roman had convinced Gray and Damian to use her sins to
retrieve her.

The past was rearing its ugly head to haunt themall sinply because she hadn't
resi gned herself to her fate and graciously accepted a life w thout touch

And how | ong had that |ife been anyway?

Twenty-five years. A silly drop in the bucket conpared to eternity.

She'd made so many mistakes in life. In death, too

If she hadn't decided to linger, she wouldn't be standing here feeling guilty
for all she'd cost the men she | oved, and angsting about what another man mnust
t hi nk about her--a man she definitely shoul dn't be angsting about But she
really did Iike working with Roman, wanted to play her part with the Soul
Retrieval Unit.

And she was back to facing tenptation again, the tenptations of guilt, of
pride, of desire.

One nore swig of cold coffee and a tag-team assault by G eed and Envy were
enough to convince David Sanper to make his way to the nearest Starbucks.



Ni na waited until he disappeared inside the elevator,
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all his denons in tow, before she shifted into the living world. But before
she coul d pass fromdeath to life, she had to stop and nentally cl ear her

t houghts. Her ability to shift, an action that had becone as natural as
breathing was to the living, was suddenly inpaired by the lingering sound of
Uel and' s | aughter.

* k%

Roman knew the instant N na appeared inside sublevel four that sonething
wasn't right. Instinct? O was he sinmply so in tune with this woman he coul d
sense her enotions?

She appeared in the mdst of them her beautiful features set, her expression
resol ute. There was nothing about her outwardly to suggest she might be

rattl ed, yet Roman sensed she was. It was a singular feeling, one he hadn't
experienced on a personal |evel before.

Gray and Dami an seened to be inspecting her for sone damage, too, and as N na
wasn't a wonan who rattled easily, his concern escal at ed.

"Status?" he asked.

"Davi d Sanper reschedul ed Katie's appointment so she was at Fairw nds when
Lilith Archanmbault came to town. He was the one to suggest her for the photo
shoot . "

"We have confirmation. Good work. What about the denons?"

Ni na nmet his gaze. Her wi de eyes only reveal ed what she wanted himto see. And
perhaps it was that utter stillness about her, as if she'd sonehow

di sconnected from her enotions, that assured hi m something significant had
happened.

A very real need to touch her struck him the need to smpboth away the tight
lines fromher nouth, coax a
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smle, reassure her, although he didn't know why she m ght need reassurance.
Physi cal nenory?

Did it matter when she was a distraction on so many |l evels that he could only
feel relief when she finally stepped away?

Rel i ef proved short-lived as Nina outlined a situation that fitted pieces
neatly in place and reveal ed a scenari o nade even nore disturbing as he
identified the inplications.

She was a target.

Gray and Dami an nmust have drawn a simlar conclusion because they drew in,
flanking her as they had in the painting Roman had seen inside a St. M chaels
antique shop. It appeared so instinctive from Roman's vantage that he felt
jeal ous by the bond between them

If Nina noticed, she gave no sign. She only delivered the facts of her
encounter with the denons in that sane steady voice, the voice of a woman with
so much enotion she'd battened the hatches tight.

Roman shoul dn't feel conpassion, shouldn't feel anything at all. But Nina's
vul nerabilities were being mani pul ated, her past used agai nst her. He knew she
woul d hate the lack of control, the hel pl essness. He had pl ayed upon those
reactions hinself to retrieve her

And hadn't considered the cost.

Now he saw what his efforts had wought, felt responsible for stealing the
sparkle fromher eyes. He'd cast hinself into a role no different than his
enemny, mani pul ati ng her to achi eve m ssion objective.

H s only saving grace--he felt bad.



Did that make any difference when Roman knew he woul d nake the sanme choice
again to retrieve her? No,
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Roman deci ded, not when he couldn't say anything to soothe away her hurt, or
do anything to nake any di fference. Not when all he had to offer was returning
some control to N na through action

He couldn't deny that he cared, too nuch.

"W had a connection to a terrorist.” He met her gaze, silently willed her to
resist letting past m stakes choke her spirit, not to |let himor anyone else
guestion the magni fi cent woman she was. "Now we have intel on a coup

Nat hani al Rush is our only comon denominator. It would seemthat we weren't
as far off as we thought."

Ni na shifted her weight against the archival wall, and seened to relax a
little. Roman scanned his team took in the grave expressions, drew
encour agenent fromthe sheer conviction and skill anong them by the loyalty

of his people, and of Nina's. "Now we begin investigating in earnest until we
unravel the details. Nina. you' ve confirmed that both realns are involved. Do
you have any idea how they m ght be conmuni cati ng?"

"What about Ni na?" Danian ignored her when she waved hi m of f.

"Il bring in Marstiller to cover her," Roman said.

Magdal ene nodded. "That's a good idea."

Ni na pushed away fromthe wall, a nove that broke her free of her conpanions.
"Who's Marstiller?"

"A protection op, trained to provide security."

"In the living world, maybe, but it's not good enough here.'
head. "My dear, we should go."

Ni na | ooked startled. "Where?"

"Any place but where they'll expect you to be."

"He's right, Nina." Damian said. "You're at risk here. If denons are stil

| ooking for you then you need to hide."

Gray shook his
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Ni na considered them and Roman resented the sway these nmen held over her
life. She was such a beautiful, independent woman, using her unique gift to
hel p others in the centuries since her death, boldly signing onto his teamto
fight a risky battle. Yet now, in a nonent of uncertainty, when she seened
vul nerabl e and unsure, she turned to the men who had stood beside her through
life and death.

Their opinions would carry so nuch nore wei ght than his own. Roman had known
that fromthe start.

He resented having so little to conpete with, nothing to offer except a

rem nder to do what was right: use her ability to fight for the passage.

"I need her here,” Roman said sinmply. It was all he had to of fer against these
nen.

Gray's expression clouded. "You would risk her safety?"

"Your new team nenbers aren't grasping the whole concept of black ops."

Magdal ene gave a short, unanused | augh. "Maybe you shoul d rethink the training
program You m ssed sonething."

"Like the training itself," James added. "Mags, why don't you wite up a new
programin your spare tine? W don't have training personal, but we could
cover Covert Ops 101 and they could cover Dead Guys 101. | have lots of
guestions.”

"Then you should ask them as they cone up." Roman brought an end to the
exchange, al though he appreciated his operatives' efforts to dispel the
tension, to buy Nina some tine to think. '"Nina's intel suggests we're on a
time limt. We need to know what it is. |'m assigning you two back into the
living world to find out everything you can about Humanity United's



schedul e. ™
Roman felt the weight of the battle ahead and the
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eternities hanging in the balance. Not those of the people both lingering and
living who were a mass of nanel ess, facel ess souls, but of the people in front
of him, operatives so loyal, they'd followed himfromlife to death, a wonan
who risked her eternity to help others with her special ability, the
conpani ons who wanted to protect her.

Roman knew this feeling, the frustration of one man trying to police the

gl obe, the feeling that nothing he could possibly do woul d ever be enough. And
the determ nation to keep doi ng what he could anyway. "If N na's agreeable,
"Il take over her protection around the clock."

H s suggestion appeared to surprise Nina. She tilted her head to stare up at
him and Roman wondered what she thought in that nonent, what she saw when she
| ooked at his soul

Coul d she see how nuch he wanted her to agree?

He wondered if the Divine beings that had recruited himto this post had
foreseen the connection that would bind himto Ni na, wondered how t hey had
expected himto resist.

Was Nina his test?

Wul d she be one of those choices that would nove himcloser to salvation--or
woul d he backslide? Wuld the consequences be steeper now that he'd been asked
to do battle for the good side? Wuld the price of his failure be nore far
reachi ng than he could even conprehend?

"Not your protection op, and not you," Gay said with a grow. "I know who

Ni na thinks you are, Roman. You haven't convinced me. Not by a |long shot. Not
when you're willing to sacrifice her to win your fight."

"I amnot willing to sacrifice her." The truth.
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"You m ght not be willing, but you would."

"What do you think you can do agai nst denons?" Dam an demanded. "Do you have
any idea of what happens if she's thrown into the abyss?"

Paul CGustave Dore had been a French painter who illustrated many literary
mast er pi eces, including Dante's Divine Comedy which Roman had seen di spl ayed
in an exhibit. Now those fierce images of a hell filled with striking agony
cane to mind, eternity a concept no soul, dead or alive, could ever grasp

He recalled that glaring Iight and shattering voice, so beautiful, so

ruthl ess, offering hima chance.

"I do," was all he could say.

"Yet you would risk her?"

Roman net both nmen's gazes, the weight of his reply heavy, yet the know edge
that he was not alone in this fight, gave himthe strength to say, ''There is
no way to win any battle without risk, gentlenen. Particularly a battle

agai nst denons. But it is Nina's choice.”



CHAPTER TWELVE

NI NA stood in the middle of dozens, no, hundreds of glow ng drawers in
Sanctus's archive. Each | ooked the same on the outside. A rectangle that was
three feet wide and two feet high. An iridescent glow from sonme technol ogy she
didn't understand outlined the edges in what woul d have been an eerie green if
she shifted out of this realm

She didn't know what stored the data inside, but each drawer contained

i nformati on as vastly individual as there were souls in the passage, people in
the living world.

The souls in this underground maze were the sane.

The Soul Retrieval Unit. Her teammates. Al lingering souls united in one

pur pose, but each bringing such conpletely different abilities to the team
different loyalties, different beliefs.

Those drawers nocked Ni na.

The sum of her life and death came down to hundreds

RETRI EVAL 217

of drawers where she tucked things away that she couldn't deal with, nenories
that were too painful to relive, problens she needed to solve, feelings she
didn't want to feel

Nearly three hundred years of existence had stuffed her internal drawers
filled to brimm ng, yet she still felt Iike the same young girl fromthose few
short years of life, always trying to outrun her troubles.

From Ki rkby after her parents had died protecting her fromreligious zeal ots
who wanted to end her cursed exi stence.

From London after her desperate aunt brought the Anglican Church down upon
Nina's head to exorcise her denons.

From St. M chael's when fear of being discovered had isolated her fromlife
until each dawn becanme a burden

Fromthe threshold when death reveal ed how grievously she'd wasted her gift
and she'd scranbled for tinme to nake amends.

Runni ng, al ways runni ng.

Ni na could have run again. But her physical awareness of Ronman made year ni ng
to touch a tenptation she nust face again.

Nina refused to run this tine.

Even though it nmeant facing Gray and Dami an, so bel oved and dear, and standi ng
tall beneath the crushing know edge that they would remain beside her even
now, even though they would view her decision as a betrayal of sorts--and they
woul d, she knew -yet they would still risk the cost.

She woul d stand and fight for what she believed in, for what she wanted. Even
if it meant trusting for the
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first time in all the long years of her existence that being true to herself
woul d work out best for all those she cared for

Her bel oved Gray and Dami an. And Roman.

"I must." Small words that changed everything.

A stormwaged in Gay's eyes, his inability to protect her from herself

wei ghed as heavy as Nina's burdens ever had.

Dam an, dear Dani an, would save her by making the world right again with his
gift for laughter.

H s dashing grin lit the shadows. "Personally, |'ve been bored for a while."
And now Roman, new to the equation, watching her with eyes that saw t hrough
her, a trick unique to him

He inclined his head in a nod of approval that nmeant so nuch nore than she
could explain, so nmuch nore than was reasonabl e, but one that filled sone of
the enpty places in her soul

She cared what he thought, and she shouldn't.

"Then 1 will assune your protection.” H s grave tone assured her that no
matter what el se he might be, he would protect her eternity to the limts of
his ability.

She woul d not question what those limts would be. She would sinply have
faith.

Then the nonent was over with no fanfare to mark the occasion, the facing of a
difficult decision. Only silence. And the quiet of know ng she'd nmade the
right choice, no matter what the cost mght prove to be.

"'This intel gives us new leads to follow up,” Roman .

said. "We've got a lot to do, no clue how much tine we have, and not nearly
enough people to handle the job."

James | aughed. "Sounds just |ike your thing."
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Ni na agreed. Roman assumed command as naturally as she opened and cl osed her

eyes.
"Magdal ene and Janes, you'll shift into sub-level four. Find a safe place for
James to gain systemaccess then both of you can find out about Humanity
United' s upcom ng events. |I'mparticularly interested in Unity Day."

"You thinking that mght be a good tinme to stage a coup?" Mgdal ene asked.
"Rush is coordinating an event in a specific tine frame invol ving people al
over the globe. | can't conceive of the particulars--1 sinply don't have a
frame of reference--but | don't buy into coincidences."

"'That's all you need, then," James said. ''That instinct of yours has saved
my butt in the field during nore mssions than 1 care to recall.”

A |l ook of understandi ng passed between the nen before Roman turned to Gray and
Dam an.

"I need you both to use your resources to | earn what you can about Italo and
Esherick. They seemto be in positions of authority, and we need to know who
we're dealing with, so we can assess the threat against N na."

"What we're dealing with," Dam an corrected, always eager to point out the
pitfalls. '"There's no who to these denbns. Trust ne."

"I need to pick up Marstiller." Roman addressed Gray, ever-stalwart protector
"I don't see a way to avoid splitting up. W' ve got too nmuch to acconplish.
The best 1 can offer is to catch up with you as soon as | pick up nmy man."
Gray obviously didn't have an alternative and wasn't happy in the |east. He
met Nina's gaze, and she could only force a slnile she hoped would reassure
him It
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didn't reassure her. Qite sinmply, she was |eaving her confort zone to trust
her eternity to a man she didn't entirely trust.

She believed in Roman's ability to |l ead the team but Gray was right. Roman
had proven he would do whatever it took to acconplish a goal. He made
split-second decisions. He whi spered and nani pul ated soul s. She believed he
tried to play fair, but she'd al so seen himplace souls in harmis way |ike he
had with Katie's daughter. He risked hinself and his people by crossing the
real ms.

God hel p her, but she was willing to hel p hi manyway. She was on his side
because he'd won her over.

He needed her to see the things he couldn't. He might not be willing to
sacrifice her, but he had to do whatever it took to win. She understood that.
No one had ever said doing what was right would be easy.

"It'"ll be fine, Gray." She forced steel into her voice.

"Have faith and don't worry." She'd worry enough for the both of them

* k%

Roman wasn't sure what he'd expected Marstiller to be doing during his

sel f-inposed | eave. Dropping out of sight after death wasn't exactly like
taki ng a vacation. But Roman found his operative sitting on the kitchen
counter in his parents' hone, doing precisely what he'd said--visiting his
famly

Apparently the elder Marstillers had retired to a townhouse in south Florida,
and the decor of the place reflected a breezy tropical look with lots of

wi ndows and pl antation shutters to let in the sun.

Ni ght had fallen in Florida now Marstiller sat in the glow of the overhead
fluorescent |ight, quietly watching
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his parents, both well into their eighties, if Roman were to guess, who worked
at the dining roomtable at some sort of project with scissors, tape, and

Wr appi hg paper.

''We've got denons," Nina whispered.

Roman gl anced around the room could see only shadows beyond the |ighted
fixtures on the ceiling.

"'What do we do?"

"Nothing, | think. That elderly couple has a ot of faith. They' re keeping the
denons on the fringes. But Despair's looking for a way in. Gief and Sorrow,
too. Your man's vulnerable. If he | eaves here, those denpns will be all over
him"

Physically, Marstiller |ooked none the worse for the wear after taking a cold
shot to the heart. Had muscle had the ability to deflect a bullet, he'd have
survived the sniper's site on the Wite House | awn. He was a protection op
that | ooked the part with his broad shoul ders and obsessivel y-toned bul k.
Despite the transparency of the new y-dead, he still managed to look fit and
i mpressi ve.

"Marstiller,” Roman greeted him

"Ch, hey, Roman. How s it goi ng?"

"Good, thanks. And you?"

"Yeah, fine. Sure."”

"I want you to neet Nina de Lacy." Roman notioned to Nina who appeared in
front of the refrigerator. "She and sone friends of hers just signed onto our



team"
"A pleasure,” Marstiller said absently, gaze trailing back to his parents. "Do
you know what they're doing right now?"

Roman foll owed Marstiller's gaze to the elderly couple at the table. "No. |
don't."

"' They got that sweatshirt enbroidered with ny son's nane. It's fromny alma
mater."
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"That was nice of them" he said.

"Yeah, they've been doing lots of stuff like that since | died. Hel ping ny
ex-wife out. Talking to my son on the phone. Sending himletters. Not just ny
parents, but ny sister, too." He smled. "She's a little nore with the tines.
She hooked up with himon the computer and has been telling stories about what
a maniac | was as a kid. Scanning pictures and stuff." He gave a | augh. "She
was the mani ac."

Roman's instincts went |ive. Something was off with Marstiller. He wasn't sure
what, so he held back the news that Magdal ene and James had made the trip to
the afterlife, too, and settled for a harnl ess, "Sounds |ike you have a great
famly.'

Marstiller seened to consider that. "My parents have been lighting candles for
me. Their church has the small votives that only last a few hours, so they
found a parish across town with candles that last all week. It's in the damm
hood, but they don't seemto m nd. My dad has been driving ny nother there
every week. And trust me when | say he shouldn't be on the road. | don't think
he ever breaks twenty-five. But they light a candle and say a rosary. | didn't
even know ny father prayed.”

Roman couldn't think of a reply. But Marstiller seened to need to talk, so
Roman woul d make tine to listen, even though the clock was ticking.

But a hard silence fell between them and Marstiller dropped his face into his
hands. Roman coul dn't be sure, but he thought his operative m ght be crying.
Had he been at Sanctus, Roman woul d have called in Westnorel and, his team

i nterrogati ons expert and a woman with an extensive background in psychol ogy.
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As it was, he debated his response. Wuld some platitude about grief help or
upset Marstiller even nore?

O should Roman not touch the subject of death at all, which seenmed a little
tough to avoid given the circunmstances?

The only thing he knew for sure was that he was down a man. Marstiller wasn't
in any condition to work.

Ni na | eaned cl ose and whi spered, ''Wat's his nane?"

"Gregory."

"Your son doesn't live close to your parents, does he, Gegory?" she asked.
"Sounds like there's a little distance.”

Marstiller raised his head. He hadn't been crying, but close. Dam close. "M
ex re-married about a year ago and took my son to the West Coast. The new
husband's military. Not a bad guy."

"How old is your son?"

"He'll be eight next week. Already bought his gift" Marstiller gave a broken
laugh. "Didn't get to mail it."

"Ww. | bet he's a great kid. You nust have gone to see him since you've been
here, right?"

Ni na was pushing Marstiller, but Roman kept his nmouth shut, trusting that she
had a reason, even though his operative's gaze trailed back to the table,
where his nmother was putting the final touches on the package.

"I've seen him" Marstiller said.

"He must miss his dad a lot."

That did it. Al that emptional intensity radiating off Marstiller seemed to
gat her until Ronan's operative was sobbing in earnest.

Roman had seen nmen cry before, during interrogations in containment, during
difficult de briefings, and
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he was surprised to feel a certain cringe factor to watching Marstiller now.
He frowned at Nina and wondered what she was trying to do. It didn't seemto
be hel ping, yet he trusted her instincts.

"I haven't seen them since the divorce," Marstiller said. "I thought they
blamed nme for screwing up ny famly just like | screwed up everything else. |
never |lived up, nman. Not once."

"Correct me if I'"'mwong, Gegory," Nna said kindly, "but fromwhere |I'm
standing it | ooks like your parents love you a lot. Sounds like your sister
does, too. Am | nissing somnething?"

Marstiller shook his head.

"It sucks, doesn't it?" she asked.

"What ?"

"' That understandi ng we get when we die," she said.

"When we can suddenly see the choices we made in our lives for what they
really were. It's actually an angelic ability, did you know?"

Marstiller shook his head. Roman hadn't known either.

"Sure is." She nodded, sending her hair tunbling around her face. "Angelic
abilities can be used for good or evil--no surprises there. Big difference
bet ween angel s and denons. But understanding is supposed to be a good ability.
It lets us know what we need to so we can nove on. But | never thought it felt
very good. \Wat about you?"

"I was so off base." H's voice ached. "I was the only one who ever felt like |
didn't live up. Neither of nmy parents was di sappoi nted. Not even ny father
and | could have sworn. . . | blew off their calls, never went to see them |

kept pushing them away." He dropped his face in his hands again.
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Roman notioned Nina toward him lured her far enough away to ask, "Is this
constructive?"

"He needs hel p."

"'W don't have tinme--"

"Make time. Otherw se, those denons will be all over him They' |l play on his
enotions and turn himto despair and sorrow. " Her expression tightened, the
soft lines of her face sharpening in a form dable | ook he found lovely for its
strength. A side of Nina he hadn't yet seen. Here was a woman who just wanted
to help.

"I'f you |l ose your nman to the darkness, you won't get hi m back."

Roman wat ched Marstiller, broad shoul ders shaking as he fought off his
turmoil. "Can you hel p?"

"Yes."

He nodded, and her eyes sparkl ed, making himfeel good that he'd won her
approval, even if he didn't think anyone so sad coul d recover that quickly.
She returned to Marstiller, leaving Roman feeling as if his response was
exactly what she'd hoped for. She was good at w nning what she wanted from
men, fromhim. He adnmired that about her

"Gregory, what would you tell your parents if you could send them a nessage?"
she asked.

He shrugged, didn't | ook up. "Does it really matter now?"

"I'f it can help them understand how you feel and confort themin their grief,
I'd say it matters, wouldn't you?"

Marstiller | ooked up, hopeful. "That's not possible."

"Trust ne, Gregory. |'ve been around here a long tinme. |'ve learned to do lots
of things. Delivering nmessages is only one of them I|'d be happy to deliver
one if you'd like."
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Roman foll owed Marstiller's glassy gaze to his parents, two frail old people
doi ng what they could to help keep their son alive in a young boy's nenory. To
care for himwhen his father wasn't around to do it anynore

"Does everyone go through this?" Marstiller asked.

"' No, not everyone," N na replied. "There are as many different reactions to
death as there are people. That's why some of us linger and others don't. Like
you, somne find they have unfini shed business they left behind. Maybe they want
to confort someone or nake anends. Some have control issues. If they didn't

| eave behi nd nmany people who cared for them they m ght be afraid of noving
on. | hear it can help a | ot when people pny for you, |like your parents are
doi ng. "

She smled softly, a smle that chased away the shadows of death and softened
her expression again, a |ook that rem nded Ronan of the unfinished portrait.
"Sometines people feel guilty. They can't seemto accept they've already been
forgiven and they only need to forgive thenselves."

Roman t hought she might be referring to herself, and despite the roomfilled
wi th people on both sides of life, the noment felt intimate. A glinpse inside
Nina, a glinpse that let himsee that guilt wasn't the only reason she'd

I i nger ed.

Nina cared. It was in the thoughtful snmile on her face, the soft sound of her
voi ce, the gentle gaze she rested on Marstiller, who | ooked Iike she'd 'tossed
hima lifeline when he was drowni ng.

"' There are other not-so-good reasons people linger," she continued. "But the
point is that God | oves each of us, so He gives us a chance to sort it all out
bef ore we nove on."
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And here was yet another reason why N na had chosen to join his team-she
under st ood that not everyone was ready to give up life right away, she
understood i n ways nost never coul d.

Silence fell again, only nore peaceful this tine.

Ni na fol ded her arms across her chest, her gaze on Marstiller as he watched
his father address the box and say, ''W can take this to the post office
first thing in the norning."

"Tormy should have it by the end of the week, don't you think?" his nother
asked.

"I think so." Marstiller's father sounded reassuring as he settled the box on
the desk with caring hands.

"I"'msure he'll tell us when we call on Sunday."

Nina snmiled. "G egory, how about 1 deliver a nmessage to your parents while
they're sleeping. They'll wake up thinking they've had dreans about you."
Roman suspected that Nina didn't want to risk frightening the elderly coliple
by whispering to themwhile they were awake, and as he watched Marstiller's
father help his nmother from her seat at the table, Roman thought the idea a
good one.

Marstiller didn't take' his eyes off his parents, but said, "Yeah, that'l
wor k. "

Roman smiled as N na helped his opentive find the words to confort his
parents, and find peace for hinmself. He hadn't ever realized how much strength
there was in giving.

* k%

The night had been well spent as far as N na was concerned. She wasn't sure
Roman felt the same, given they were | eaving without the opentive they'd cone



to
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collect. Gegory had a strong essence, had made his fair share of good choices
inlife, and would no doubt be an asset to the team but delivering his
nmessages had been a necessary step to hel p himaccept death.

H s parents had strong faith, so upon awakening from Ni na's whispers, they'd
attributed their son's nessages as bl essings. They hadn't even waited unti
dawn to call their daughter and share how nuch G egory appreciated her efforts
with his son, to tell her where to find the birthday gift and to give his
opi ni on about who'd been the real naniac of their chil dhood.

Whi | e Roman ni ght not yet have his operative in tow, Nina felt confident
Gregory would soon be ready to face the decision between noving onto his
eternity or signing onto the Soul Retrieval Unit. First, he needed to reassure
hinsel f that his son was adjusting okay apd his nother woul d continue allow ng
himto stay in contact with the Marstiller famly.

Roman had consented to let Gregory stay behind with his parents, and N na had
prom sed to return soon, to see how he was feeling and deliver nore nessages
shoul d anything el se need to be said.

She hoped she coul d keep that prom se.

But whatever uncertainty |aid ahead, N na thought hel pi ng peopl e who nour ned
wel conme dawn with joyous tears was a great way to start her day.

Heal ing, for all of them

She hadn't realized how badly she'd needed a renmi nder that things could stil
turn out well until Roman cornered her in the Marstillers' foyer and said,
"Good job."

"I think he'll be fine."

"Thanks to you." Roman's voice was throaty and low, filled wth approval.
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He stared into her face as if he was studying what he saw there, making her
notice the close quarters. Not that they were bound by anything but the need
to avoid touching, but suddenly N na couldn't mss how cl ose they were
actual Iy standing.

"I need to touch base with Magdal ene and Janmes to see what they turned up
before we track down Gay."

"Could we pop in on Katie McGuire first? Just a quick visit since we're out

al ready. "
Her words tumbled out in a rush, and she had the striking i nage of |eaning
i nto Roman, of pressing her body close. What would he feel |ike beneath the

suit that draped the hard Iines of his body so neatly?

The ook in his eyes assured her that he was noticing their closeness, too.
Tenpt ati on.

Nina didn't wait for his reply. She just whispered Katie MCGuire' s nane,
soundi ng too breathless, too affected. Then she sliced across the passage, her
awareness yielding to the fam liar sense of nothi ngness.

She arrived in a workroom of sorts with conveyor poles lining the walls and
machi nes draped with plastic sheeting. Katie worked in front of a station
where she hung garments on hangars, |ooking no worse for the wear with her
upswept hair curling around her face fromthe steamin the place.

"She | ooks fine," Ronman said, and Nina turned to find him standing too cl ose
agai n.

She nodded, refused to back away and | et himknow he was getting to her

An ol der wonman popped her head through the open doorway and said to Katie,
"Aren't you going to take your break yet?"

Katie paused in her efforts: arranging a dress on a
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hanger and gl anced at a wall clock. ''Luke will be by in another fifteen
mnutes. May | wait until then?"

The ol der woman | aughed a know ng | augh. "Sure you can, honey. The |onger we
wait, the shorter the rest of the day is."

"Amen." Katie snmiled, not |ooking any worse for having harbored an uninvited
soul for so |ong.

Nina smiled, too, grateful. Katie MQuire deserved some happiness in her life.
"See everything you needed to?" Ronman asked.

"For now," she said and followed himback to Sanctus.

"' About tinme you showed up for the party,"” Magdal ene's voice jarred Nina from
her thoughts when they arrived.

"'Party--'" was'the only word Roman got out of ,his nouth before discovering
hi s headquarters | ooked |ike a norning traffic jam

Every square inch of the place was packed with souls. Long-dead soul s who

| ooked nearly alive conmpared to the array of newy dead in all stages of
transparency. They filled the vault, and wound down the halls and around both
coners |ike a parade.

Ni na | aughed, recognizing many of the faces. C ose to Magdal ene stood Muse.
""What's goi ng on?" N na asked.

Wth any luck the answer would be a good one because Roman stood besi de her

| ooking as if he'd been shot again. N na suspected that night be because the
| ocation of his top-secret headquarters wasn't so secret anynore

Magdal ene met Ronan's gaze wyly. "W have a few volunteers for the Soul
Retrieval Unit."
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Roman just stood there, so still he m ght have been frozen, the only

i ndi cation he'd even heard was the way he blinked as if unable to believe what
he was seeing, or hearing.

Ni na gl anced around the outer ranks, recognized famliar faces. She nmet gazes
of those she'd known a long time and those newly acquai nted. She shared sniles
wi th many whom she'd been hel ping to find peace with the lives they'd |eft
behi nd.

Al she could say was, "Woa."

"Yeah, whoa," James agreed. "I'mthinking Mags better get on that training
program"

"Wrd's out on the streets that soneone's after you, Nina," Muse said. and a
few nearby soul s nodded in agreemnent.

Roman | evel ed that clear stare at Muse. "You have information ?"

She rocked back on her heels. "Mght."

Ni na recogni zed non-conmittal when she heard it and knew Mouse woul dn't say
anot her word until she got sonething in return. \Wat?

To join the Soul Retrieval Unit and risk her eternity, along with everyone

el se' s? None of them even had a clue what they were really up agai nst. Not
even Nina.

""I"'mwilling to deal, Muse. Let's talk ternms,” Roman said with a pointed

gl ance at the crowd around them "Magdal ene, you and Nina are with ne. Janes,
you stay and find out who can do what around here."

James scow ed. but before he had a chance to protest, Roman took off. N na
followed and they arrived in front of an identical work station on sub-Ievel

t hree.
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Magdal ene hel ped herself to the conmputer station, which appeared to be her
designated throne no matter what their |evel

Roman got straight to business. "Wat can you offer, Muse? And what do you
want in return?”

This was just the sort of negotiation Mouse appreciated, and N na coul dn't
hel p but be inpressed-not only because Roman recogni zed how to handl e her
friend but because so nany had rallied behind Muse to | et her act as
spokesperson. That was a social circle that would certainly explain all the
hel pful hints Muse had provided through the years.

Mouse gl anced over her shoulder at Nina. "She'll tell you, 1 know howto find
out things."

Ni na nodded. "She's got it down to a science. You' d be amazed at the things
this one comes up with."

""Aw, I'mgetting all warmand fuzzy." Muse rolled her eyes. ''And 1 know
peopl e, too. 1 brought some of them along. At |east the ones who want to fight
the evil that's been taking over. W heard about your team and figured that
since you did such a good job retrieving Nina we'd help out, too."

"How d you hear all this?" Ronman wanted to know

"Told you, |I've been following Nina's friends. And they've been out strong for
t he past day asking all kinds of questions about denons."

""Roman, 1 don't think 1'd let those two out of your sight again wthout a
shadow, " snapped Magdal ene. '' They don't seemto understand the neani ng of
covert."

Ni na bit back a smle, suspecting the problemwasn't all Gay and Dam an's.
"Mouse isn't kidding when she says she gets around. She's got that down to a
science, too."
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Roman agreed. "That's a fast pipeline for information. |I'minpressed.”

Mouse accepted the praise with a nod.

"But offering your services. . . this is a serious business. 1 know you mnust
have investigated,” Roman continued. ''Wat have you heard about nme and ny

tean?" "That an angel sent you to get N na back. Heard you can do things no
new y dead should be able to do, and that you're getting a teamtogether to
fight a battle."” "That was enough to nmake you want to get your friends

t oget her and sign up?"

Mouse scoffed, "Not hardly. But a few of us have been watching pretty cl ose,
and when we heard that Nina signed on because she thinks you have the charism
wel |, that was good enough for us."

Ni na turned to Roman and found hi mwatching her. They exchanged a | ong | ook
but she didn't allow herself a reaction, not when she was getting a really
unconfortabl e feeling about - all this. Surely all these souls wouldn't risk
t hensel ves just because she was.

The t hought al one was ridiculous. Nina didn't even know them al |

Roman sliced his gaze her way as if he was wondering what she thought about
all this, too. "I didn't think everyone was buying into the runors."
"They're not."

"What about Nat hani al Rush?" Magdal ene asked. "Lots of folks think he's the
one with the charism"

"Sone do."

"But you don't?"

"Dude's alive," Muse said, as if that explained it. "Now you answer sone
questions for nme. Did an angel really send you?"
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Roman nodded.

"That mean you got the charisnP"

Ni na wat ched Roman cl osely, and she wasn't the only one. Magdal ene had | eaned
back in the chair, |ooking just as interested, which nmade N na suspect

Magdal ene had heard the runor but didn't know the truth, either

Roman frowned. "I can't say right now, Muse."
"Why's t hat ?"
"It"'s not tine. I"'mafraid that's all | can tell you."

She narrowed her thickly-lined eyes shrewdly. "So you're saying the charism
isn't a runor. Sonmeone does have it. You just can't tell me who it is?"

Had this been the living world, all three of them N na, Muse, and Magdal ene,
woul d have been breathless fromhanging on to Roman's every word. It was

hum liating, really.

He didn't seemto notice. "No, it's not a runor."

"' The angel tell you that? A good angel ?"

He nodded.
Mouse raised a hand, a halting gesture. "All right. Fair enough. If Nina's
willing to accept that, then so am1. But just for now "

"Just for now," Ronan agreed.

Ni na debated the best way to address the issue that seemed even nore pressing
than finding out if the rumor was real --according to Ronan Barrynore.

She settled on the truth. "Muse, | don't think you all should be signing on
based on what | think. What if |'m w ong?"

Mouse shook her head, unconvinced. "WIlling to take the chance."

Roman, thankfully, backed her up. "I understand
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you want to help, Muse, but Nina's right. There's a lot of risk involved, and
t he consequences of failure are heavy."

Mouse pulled a face that showed just how uni npressed she was with Roman's
logic. "I didn't die yesterday, M. Director Man. 1 know bad juju when 1 see
it.

It's all over this place. Evil is kicking good' s ass. Denons are freaking
everywhere turning souls to their side left and right, and now they're nessing
with Nina. 1 think we got a good enough bead on what's happening."

Roman inclined his head, but a smle played around his mouth. "I see."

"Then what are you saying? That you got things under control and don't need
any hel p."

"On the contrary.” Al trace of that smile vanished, so quickly. "I need al
the help I can get."

"Well then, you want our help or not?"

Roman drilled her with that penetrating stare. "I've got two questions'for
you. "

" Shoot . "

"Do you know what a chain of command is-and are you willing to work under
one?"

Mouse bristled. "I amso not big on authority.”

Ni na t hought that much was obvi ous. Magdal ene chuckl ed, but Ronman didn't
flinch.
"Non-negoti abl e,
peopl e. "

"'1f he's going to trust us then we've got to trust him' Magdal ene said with
agrin. "lI"ve worked for this man a | ot of years, Muse. He never once nade ne

he said. "I can't do ny job unless | know | can count on ny



regret it.
There's a reason people called him'the Saint.'
Roman's stoic stare nelted into a frown, but Mgdal ene didn't seemto notice,

or care.
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Ni na didn't point out that people called Nathanial Rush "the Angel" when the
Soul Retrieval Unit was currently trying to find out if the man was one of
Satan' s m ni ons.

"Can we win this battle?" Muse asked. "Can we keep the passage away from

t hen®?"

"I was told we stand a fighting chance. No guarantees, just a fair shot."
That seemed to be good enough for Muse, who nodded. "All right then. You got
a deal ."

Ni na wasn't quite sure she'd have believed that Myuse was capabl e of handling
aut hority, but as no one asked for her opinion, she didn't offer it. In fact,
everyone seened quite content to fornulate their own opinions around here.
And their own interpretations of her actions.

Even Roman seened willing enough to take the plunge. "Wl cone aboard then
Mouse. | appreciate the help."

No, Nina didn't say another word. She had no words, just a really bad feeling
at how many people were rallying behind Roman just because she had. \Wat if
she was wong about hin? Was her attraction to himaltering her good sense?
Leadi ng Gray and Dam an down the garden path was one thing, but Muse and the
rest of these souls were another entirely.

Pl acing herself at risk was her prerogative. It was her eternity. She could
deal with knowi ng Gray and Dam an woul d stand besi de her, respected and
understood their choices and would handl e the guilt should this prove a bad
choi ce.

But what of the others?

Roman ! ni ght be working for good, leading this battle with the right

i ntentions. He !'night even have the
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chari sm-whether or not he chose to reveal it-but he was still. a nman who took

ri sks, who used people, a man who could fall to tenptation
A man who tenpted her.



CHAPTER THI RTEEN

IN the span of a night, Roman junped from concern about |osing Marstiller to

believing his teamwas still in the game. The Soul Retrieval Unit had grown
fromhis personal teamto a true unit with specialized teams to carry out a
variety of functions. Wat those functions were still remained to be seen. But

wi th James on point, and Magdal ene and Mouse to support him they continued to
conpil e what was proving to be an inpressive list of raw talent.

Most souls had careers in life, and, to Ronman's satisfaction, he'd | earned
many had been in various areas of |aw enforcenent, both civilian and
mlitarydetectives, beat cops, representatives of the FBI and the Marshal's

of fice, ranking officers fromthe Marines, Air Force, and Navy.

O course, he also had a new y-dead granny from Paducah, who didn't trust her
grandkids to take care of her fourteen cats. She'd hung around after death
just to
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make sure. But Roman woul d eventually find a use for everyone. He didn't think
even denons woul d suspect an elderly lady in a housecoat and slippers of
conducti ng surveill ance.

He' d posted Nina on reception detail to greet the fan club she obviously
hadn't realized she'd had, and unl ess Ronman mi ssed his guess, wasn't
confortable with. He sensed her disquiet, a turbulence that filtered through
hi mwi t hout hesitation or reserve. It was that connection between them again.
After a while of nmeet and greet, he'd pulled her down to sub-level three to
give her a break while he spoke privately with a forner instructor from Mari ne
special forces training at Quantico. Roman wouldn't [ et Nina out of his sight.
Mer concluding his interview, he went to her, where she'd been pacing in front
of the three-Kay retrieval station, clearly tense.

"What's up?" he asked.

"W were supposed to touch base with Gray and Damian a |long tinme ago.

haven't heard fromthem"

"Worried?

"They're tracking denons. Wat if they ran into trouble?"

Roman wanted to point out that Gray and Dani an were grown men who'd been
around a long time and were capabl e of caring for thenmselves. He wasn't sure
whet her he neant to reassure her or stop her fromdwelling on her absent
conpanions. His notivation was suspect, so he settled on, "Things are al npost
in check here. Gve nme sone time to brief with Magdal ene and James and we can
go find out. WII that work?"
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"It will.” Nina smled her thanks, a smile that seemed to brighten' the
shadows of their real mand catch himhard in his gut when he shouldn't have
been able to feel anything.

Then her nouth was drawn into a tight line, worry for Gray and Dam an etched
on her exquisite face, a face that seened so alive beneath the hint of color
in her cheeks.

Her bl ush deepened, and Roman realized with surprise that he'd been staring.
"You feel it, too." She breathed the words out, and they weren't a question

"1 do."

Awar eness flared in her wi de gaze, a connection between themthat felt so rea
in the unnatural quiet. The silence should have been filled with the enduring
resonance of their words, the whisper of their breathing, shallow affected by
their nearness. He could imagi ne the sound, renenber it, the hush of each

i nhal ation, the sigh of exhalation

Had Roman been thinking, he would have resisted the urge to lift his band, to
reach out . . . But he wasn't thinking of anything but snopothing away those
lines fromher nmouth, of w ping away thoughts of any nman except the one
standing in front of her. She had such a beautiful mouth, |ush, expressive,
made for kissing, not frowning.

Her eyes wi dened in the | ast possible second, just as his fingers came to rest
agai nst her 1lips.

Her skin was warm yet not quite. Real, yet not. For the span of an instant,
the contact alnost felt natural, fingers against full |ips, skin against skin.
Then Roman coul d feel her essence, her life force, her soul. That odd,
resonant humfiltered though him
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swelled inside, bringing to Iife sensations that should only be nmenory.
Intense. Staggering. A rush of enotion that coiled inside him reached out to

her. . . a blending of feelings, of need and yearning, of an ache so deep it
pul sed through his whole body as though it could start his dead heart beating
agai n.

A sharing of images, each flashing in fast progression: two bodies tw ned

cl ose, hips swaying, skin slick with sweat, fingers threading inside golden
hair, forcing her head back until he could drag his nmouth over hers, breaths
col liding, tongues tangling.

A mer gi ng

She gl anced back over her shoul der, amber eyes cal m beneath hal f-closed |ids.
Her gol den hair had been plied high on her head, |eaving the graceful |ines of
her chin and neck exposed, the creany expanse of a bare shoul der and a
tantalizing sweep of her back beneath the Iinen she held wapped | oosely
around her. Tendrils had escaped to frane her beautiful face, curling in the
st eam

Her skin glowed with fresh dew of a bath.

A snile played around her mouth, the snile of a woman who knew she was bei ng
wat ched, admired.

The smile of a woman who want ed.

Then a sharp sob that tore himfromthe i nage they shared. N na broke away,

| eavi ng Roman standing there with his arm outstretched.

Just a finger on her Iips.

He net her gaze, her wld eyes.

"I can't be here with you." Her words came hard, broken, as if she fought with
her breath to get them out.



He struggled to restrain the need flaring through him potent, alnost
uncontrol l able, the inpulse to pull her
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against him lower his nouth to hers, make her his.

"I need to go."

"Gray and Dami an?"

She nodded, and behind his need cane a fury so white hot it scorched him Not
even in life had he ever felt such intensity, such power. Jeal ousy. For this
worman, a wonan he had no claimon in a place where he shouldn't be thinking
about romance, or anything but saving his soul and everyone el se's.

"'Why are you runni ng?"

"Il be safe.”

"Not fromthe denons."

"You're tenptation.”

Her words staggered him a blow that shouldn't have felt physical, yet in the

wake of those vul nerable nmonents since touching. . . Roman realized he wasn't
the only one struggling. He fought for his control degree by degree, so hard
won, sensation fading slowy. ''That scares you?"

"I''m " her voice trailed off as if renmenbering. Then her expression
transformed, suddenly resolved, resigned. She gave a wy snile. "I'mnot good
at resisting tenptation. Touch seens to be a weakness for ne."

Then she di sappeared, |eaving himstunned and still feeling the receding ache
of their nmerge. Such a small touch. Yet the fallout was far fromsmall, and in

those fierce, forsaken nmonents, Roman only knew he couldn't |et her get away.
Not for safe harbor fromhim Not with other nen.

Gray and Damian had been the only nen in her life she could touch w thout an
overl oad of sonmeone's death. Was it any wonder she'd given into tenptation?
But what if she chose a man of her own will? Then who woul d she choose?

* k%
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"Gray." N na left Sanctus Command, as if she coul d escape the crush of
sensation inside her, the desire so famliar, so forbidden

But living sensation still coiled within, just as it had when she was newy
dead. She should have been able to control her reactions by now Physica
sensati on shoul d have been nothing nmore than a nenory, but to her horror and
hum liation, Nina could no | onger claimher connection with Roman was an
after-effect of the shroud.

There was no nore denying that Ronan's newl ydead senses hadn't inprinted

t hensel ves on her |ongdead self. She'd felt the man's desire, so eager, so
intense. He'd slipped inside her menories with alnost no effort, had sought
answers to questions no soul should be thinking about.

She was being tenpted. Again. Now that she finally had a chance to use her
gift to help, to make anends by acconplishing sonething real

Ni na hurtled through the void of the passage toward Gray, propelled by a panic
she hadn't experienced in so |ong.

Then she was beside him standing in sonme upscale office wi th w ndows

overl ooking the famliar cityscape of a post-Katrina New Ol eans. She'd never
seen this city when she was alive--only Damian had. It was one of his
favorites, and with his artist's gift for detail, he'd described the |azy
stretch of river beyond the rise, dotted by water traffic Iike she'd seen in
Maryl and, a working river. A busy city.

She had al ways easily inagined the vibrant colors of bloonms spilling over

bal coni es, the sheen of rain-soaked
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streets, the haze swelling in courtyards and narrow all eys beneath burdened
cl ouds, all sonehow fresher in her menory.

Ni na could al so see devastation, the shadows lingering in the fringes of the
city, darting through the streets, lingering outside doorways and w ndows,
swar m ng around souls that hurned through the city trying to reclaimtheir
l'ives.

So many. Too many.

New Ol eans had beconme a feasting place for denons of Despair, Futility, and
Hopel essness. The realization jolted Nina back to the reality outside her
body, drew her fromthe feelings that were still so tantalizing, seductive.
Dam an was with Gray, but before she rallied the sense to ask whose office
this was or whether or not they'd intruded on a denon convention, both sensed
her presence and turned .

""What's wong?" Gay asked.

Dam an hopped off the desk. "Are you all right?"

Nina tried to switch gears, but found her thoughts still caught in the thral
of sensation, so alike the remants of the shroud that had nmade mental clarity
a struggl e.

Then Roman arrived.

For a man who normally seemed conposed to the point of sonber, he | ooked
exactly as she felt-frayed around the edges, assaulted by sensations that
neit her of them had any business feeling.

Gray and Dami an obviously drew their own concl usi ons about what m ght be
wrong, and one glinpse of their expressions warned Nina to get a grip.

As nmuch as she needed Gray's calmrationality right
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now, and Dami an's uplifting hunmor, she would acconplish nothing by revealing
they'd been right about the nerge all along. She would only raise their
protective instincts, concern over what ill effects Roman's touch m ght nean.
The last thing she needed was three dead nen squaring off in the mddle of
this office.

Not when they had nore inportant things to worry about.

"Where are we?" She fought to keep her voice level and calm not to betray
hersel f.

But these nen knew her too well.

Their concerned expressions night have undone her, for sonething was w ong,

t hey knew, but Nina braced herself to calmtheir worries and sidestep

guesti ons.

In that noment, she understood this was her battle to fight, one she nust face
wi t hout the support and confort of these men, though they'd always been such a
part of her.

This battle she nust face al one.

Gray must have seen sonet hing of her struggle and, rather than hunble her nore
on a day she'd already been |l evel ed, he raised a hand to halt Damian's

i nterrogation.

He woul d I et her keep her secrets. For now, anyway.

"Lilith Archanmbault,"” he said. "She set up an office for the Hurncane Katrina
recovery efforts. Humanity United supports several nministries in tow, and
there was | ot of damage in the storm A shelter in the Ninth Ward was
conpletely wi ped out, so she's been overseeing support to the area."

"We | eft you tracking denons." Roman sounded much nore together than she felt.
That shoul dn't bother her, but it did.
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"' Took some work, but we tracked Italo here."” Damian canme to stand beside
Ni na. She met his gaze to reassure him and his hard | ook softened. ''He's
been busy, from what we've heard. W're trying to figure out why."

"' Good work, gentlenen," Roman said. "You' ve established a hard connection

bet ween Davi d Sanper at Fairw nds and Nat hani al Rush's general assistant. Any
word on Esherick?"

Gray shook his head. "W're trying to find out why Italo is interested in
Lilith Archanmbaul t."

"Somet hing's going on. That's for sure.” N na forced a casual expression when
Roman sliced his gaze her way, refused to let the man think she still suffered
any effect of his touch.

He might be able to shrug off the physical so quickly, newy dead that he was,
but she wasn't so |lucky. Even now those cl ear eyes | ooked deep inside her

into places she hadn't given himperm ssion to | ook, hadn't known would fee

so vul nerabl e.

Turning to the window, Nina stared at the busy city, found the sight of the

denons | ess unsettling than his dianond gaze. "I hate to be the one to break
the news, but this place is craming with denons. |'ve never seen so many."
""We'll leave Gray and Damian to continue their work then," Roman said. "You

don't need to be here.”

"Agreed," G ay added.

Dam an turned, too, and stared into the city, a quiet, solid presence beside
her. She m ght have found solace in his closeness, but now everything seened
changed.

Yet perhaps nothing nore than too nuch tinme had passed. Her relationship with
Dam an had grown through the years fromthe wild | ove and abandon of life to
an abiding friendship in death.
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It had only taken one new y-dead man who coul dn't keep his hands to hinself to
prove how far from passion they' d actually travel ed. She thought she'd | ost
the ability to experience such intensity over the years.

How wrong she'd been

"Let's go," Roman told her, his voice a quiet denand.

It obviously hadn't occurred to himthat she m ght question his authority. Not
with Gray readily junmping to his side and making the whole situation feel |ike
mut i ny.

"Weren't you the one who said we couldn't do battle wi thout risk?" She sounded
like she felt: irritable.

Roman arched a dark eyebrow. "Exposing our secret weapon wouldn't be risky, it
woul d be foolish."”

Ni na was spared having to reply when the door opened and a worman wal ked into
the room

Lilith Archanbault.

Nat hani al Rush's general assistant | ooked as polished and inpeccable as her
promoti onal photos, with long dark hair pulled neatly back from her face, and
a stylish suit that had been fitted to her trimfigure.

"Call it risky or foolish,” Nina said matter-of-factly. "But it's good timng
ei ther way."

"Why's that?" Ronman asked.

"Because that woman's like Nathanial Rush. | can't see her. Not a spark of
life. Not a hovering denon. Not a bl oody thing."

Her words fell heavily between them and her conpanions--all three--darted



gazes between her and the wonman in question. None seenmed to know what to say,
and some part of her, an absurdly human part that three centuries of death had
not snuffed out-enjoyed their surprise, enjoyed knowi ng that they needed her,
whet her they'd rather tuck her safely away or not.

Her monent of pride was short-lived, forgotten
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when Lilith Archambault came to an abrupt stop in the nmiddle of her office
turned and marched right back out the door again.

The wonman had no sooner vani shed into an adjoi ni ng room when the door expl oded
back against the wall, and denons poured through, withing, shadowy shapes
that streaked across the office. .. toward them

A shriek pierced the silence as the first denmons burst through the real ns,
creating a rupture between life and the afterlife w de enough to accommodat e
the twi sting columm of evil they nade, so swift,.noving and vile in contrast
to the glinpses of living color through narrow breaches in the tear

For the few stunned seconds it took to react, Nina recognized Ueland with his
i ncongruous wi sps of sliny hair among the indistinct shapes surging toward

t hem

Denmons wi th nanes.

"Dam." Dami an | unged for Nina.

Roman was ahead of himthough, al nbst brushing against her in his haste to
shield her with his body.

"Go!" Gray shot headl ong across the room forcing the demons to split ranks to
avoid himas he started to glowwith a lumnous intensity, to burn as the
angels did, a fire frominside that radiated all the good that evil couldn't
touch--righteousness, virtue, and justice.

But while three centuries of death had given Gray a chance to hone his angelic
abilities, he was no angel, and N na knew he woul dn't hold so many denons off
for |ong.

Dam an knew it, too, and joined him but his faith had never been as strong as
Gray's, and he only nmanaged enough of a glare to force another opening in the
ranks, an openi ng wi de enough for Roman to thrust her through
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The contact of his hands nade all those fadi ng physical sensations flare to

life again as Nina shot into the void, and the whining shriek of the rupture
started to fade.

"No!" She tw sted around to go back, but found Roman bl ocki ng her

She avoi ded the contact. "I can't |eave them"

"They're creating a diversion so you can get away." Hi s cal mvoice was a

bl anket over her panic. Gray and Dami an woul d be furious if she went back,

Ni na knew, but in that instant before acceptance, before resignation, every

new y- awakened feeling inside rebelled.

"They'l| be able to escape wi thout you." Roman's deep voi ce was an anchor to
cling to in the stormof her turmoil, his logic a beacon | eading her back to
reason.

He was right. Gay and Dami an were safer w thout her, and in that nonent. She
had a sinple choice to nmake: the past or the future. Roman had been sent to
lead this battle. Keeping himsafe was priority.

"Where can we hide so the denons won't firid us?" he asked

Ni na faced him recognized only cool professionalismin his eyes, although she
felt poised on the edge of the panic, her eternity stretching out before her
as dark and uncertain as life had once felt. There was oilly one place they
could go where denons couldn't follow.

The threshold. And as angels were already interested enough in the happenings
around here to send Ronman to do battle.

The dark of the passage yielded to an unearthly radiance as Nina | ed Ronan to
t he plain wooden doors that only opened one way. They gl owed around the edges,
much |ike the archives in the Sanctus vaults, and N na
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found the sight conforting. She'd never been this close before, didn't know of
any soul who had.

Roman appeared beside her. "Are we going to knock?"

"1 don't think we should get that close. 1 don't know the details of noving on
and we don't want to be sucked inside w thout a chance to explain why we're
here."

He stared at the doors with a furrowed brow, and that small show of enotion
unnerved her further. She could hear the shriek of the denons renewits
intensity.

Ni na opened her nouth to call out for help, but just then the light gl ow ng
around the doors magnified, a seam of grow ng radi ance as the door began to

open.
She froze in place, Roman beside her, unable to do anything but shield her
face as the light swelled so bright it scalded. An otherworldly illum nation

that seared the soul in a way that burned far hotter than any flanes on flesh.
The fire of virtue. Before Nina could avert her gaze, she caught sight of
flam ng eyes and a huge sword. There was no ni staking that sword.

The captain who |l ed the host of warrior angels.

For a blind nmonent, she could only cover her face, fearing the situation had
progressed far beyond her control

"W don't want to nove on yet," she called out over the snapping and crackling
of angelic fire. "W only canme for help."

The heat was so intense that she could no | onger sense Roman beside her, only
t he angel's scal ding glory.

'"'This way is shut to you." The voice was deep and potent, riding over the
fire, and unexpectedly famliar.

Ni na knew the voice, but couldn't place it, and for a nonent, shock nuddl ed
her thoughts, made it an effort of will to grasp the angel's deni al
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"You won't hel p us?"

"Only the one who is free nay seek our help."

Free of what? Sin? Sel fishness? N na wanted an answer, couldn't even open her
eyes beneath the glare, couldn't face the angel that had denied her so

conpl etely.

Urgency spurred her to ask, "What about Roman?"

"He has a task yet."

Whi ch was precisely why he needed help, but Nina didn't get a chance to point
that out. The light dimed, and the blaze of angelic fire faded alnpbst to
silence before the frenzied beating of wings filled the void.

""Alternate plan B," Ronman suggest ed.

She turned to face him the junble of enotions inside sham ng her, anger at
such curt rejection, fear because she didn't have an alternate plan. But Roman
only watched her as if he wasn't surprised. He | ooked so damm cal m

"I'f you've got a charism" she snapped. "Now would be a good tine to see what
you can do."

He only shrugged. "Lead the way."

"Some protection you are." The words were out before she could stop them and
Ni na had the thought that she m ght have gotten sonme hel p had she been free of
frustration.

WI1ling herself across the passage, she left Roman to follow. She could only
t hi nk of one place where she m ght not be refused help.

Suddenly, the gloomof the void lifted. Nina stood on a marshy shore. In the
living world, ducks paddl ed the nuddy depths of this bayou. Live oaks
stretched branches draped in noss to block the sun. It was a | azy pl ace that



cane alive in her imagination only because of the stories she'd heard fromthe
man who |ived here.
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"Swanp Man," she called out, pointedly ignoring Ronman and taking off toward
the cottage nestled confortably in the scrub

Swanp Man's place wasn't exactly a cottage in the sense that N na had known
cottages in life, nore a small frame house nmade of |ogs and a tin roof. But

| arge wi ndows on all sides had been designed to create cross ventilation for
scent ed bayou breezes, and a broad porch bl ocked the sun

Candl es set in dishes of sand had been placed on the railing, the w ndow
sills, even on the porch steps, and Swanp Man had once told her they'd been
used to attract and burn noths so those in residence could enjoy sitting
outdoors to watch a gl ori ous bayou sunset. As Swanp Man was as dead as she,
Ni na assumed he'd died |ike she had--1ong ago, before the days of spraypunp
i nsect repellent.

She hadn't asked. Swanp Man offered snippets about a variety of topics on
whim H's own.

He appeared on the porch. There was no other way to describe himexcept that
he was a big black man. He had to stand close to seven feet tall; but he was
not |ong-boned or |anky. Every inch of himwas hulking, as if God had deci ded
to dole out extra-large hel pings the day Swanp Man had been born. H's skin was
so dark his teeth flashed a burning, alnost angelic white on the rare

occasi ons she'd seen hinsrnile.

But there was sonething rough, alnmost hard-bitten about his face. N na

suspected nost souls, living or dead, would think twi ce about crossing him
Dermons, too, she hoped.
"I"'msorry 1 cane," she said. "I had no other choice. W need to hide."

Swanp Man's tiny black eyes cut across Roman
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curiously. Nina didn't usually bring conpany when she came to the bayou, not
even Gray or Dam an, although Swanp Man had met bot h.

"' This here your friend?" H s voice booned up fromdeep inside his barre
chest like the runmble of far-off thunder

Ni na nodded. The term worked better than any she night use to descri be Roman
at the nonent, while her body still humed with the fading echoes of too much
contact. "Roman Barrynore."

Roman only acknow edged Swanp Man with a nod, seemingly content to |et her
arrange their protection despite her failure at the threshold.

"Denons?" Swanp Man asked

"A whol e damm herd." A beat of silence stretched between them Tine noved to
the lazy rhytm of the bayou here, no matter how nuch Nina wanted to hurry it

al ong.
"*All right,"” Swanp Man said in his distinctive draw. "You and your friend
cone with ne. | got a place to go.

I f your herd can't stanpede you, maybe they'll get bored and head hone."

"' Thanks.'' She sighed. "One you."

Those beady eyes tw nkl ed.

And Nina felt better. She and Roman mi ght actually stand a chance of dodgi ng
t hose denons with Swanp Man's hel p.

Fol | owi ng Swanp Man, they headed to an idyllic bayou nook, where trees towered
about deeper-running waters, an airy place where the sun adorned the world in
a glow that nearly blinded her death-dulled vision. She knew they weren't in
the living world, as the colors weren't alive, yet the sun managed to shine
through the realnms to cast the world in a glittering gold haze.

Fl eecy clouds rode low in the sky, silhouettes as brilliant
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as marbl e agai nst the sun-drenched sky, and as her sight adjusted, N na could
make out a ranshackle fishing boat riding at anchor near a dock, a | owslung
shack nestled in the palnettos, close to shore.

"What is this place?" Ronman asked.

"Ch ny," Nina said. "How did you--"

"You'll be safe here." Swanp Man gave Nina the only answer she was likely to
get right now "Rest and refresh yourselves. Those denbns m ght pass, but
they' Il be back. Don't you knowit."

That statement inplied all sorts of things Swanp Man wasn't sayi ng. Roman mnust
have t hought so, too, because he asked, "Wat do you know about the denmons?"
Swanp Man shrugged. "You just rest up. You're going to need to be strong. That
much | can tell you. | heard all about your Soul Retrieval Unit. You're in for
a fight." Then he di sappeared, |eaving N na alone with Roman.

Dropping to the sandy bank, she folded her arnms over her knees and hid her
face, willing that bright sun to warmthe dead pl aces inside her

Strong? Right.

Sone bl ack op she was, safe and sound while G ay and Dam an were fighting off
a legion of denmons. Had they escaped, or were they being dragged off into the
abyss right now?

This nust be a test of her faith. In her mnd, N na knew she wasn't
responsi ble for the choices other souls nmade. Not Gray and Dam an for

remai ning with her, not Muse and the others who'd signed onto the Soul
Retrieval Unit. Not even Roman, who seened content to |let her do the
protecting at the nonent.
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Free will--a blessing and a curse.

But the weight of responsibility sat heavily. The sting of rejection stil
sharp. Free, the angel had said. O what? Fear? Guilt? She knew things didn't
al ways work out as planned. If she felt guilty every tine a soul went |eft
when she'd steered one right, she would never have attenpted to hel p anyone
nove on.

But she was obviously m ssing something inportant.

"Tell me what this place is.” Roman intruded on her pity party uninvited. "I
didn't think we shifted into the living world, but | can feel the sun."

"We didn't shift," she said. "We're under a veil."

"Aveil?"

"Thi nk shroud. Sane prenise, but instead, of using negative enptions to mask
reality, a veil uses positive." She squinted into the glittering gold sky. "I
really can't believe Swanp Man can do this. | knew he'd been around a while,
but he nust have been around even | onger than | thought. Do you know how | ong
|'ve been trying to master this ability?"

Roman shook his head and sat beside her, a | ean unfolding of strong nuscles
that she had to close her eyes to bl ock out.

"Bl oody forever. You have no idea how a little positive reality would help
some soul s make peace with their deaths.™

"Wuld it?"

She nodded. "Wen | was cast back, a denon--ltalo, it sounds I|ike--shrouded ny
menory by using the hurtful things fromny life. Yearning. Despair.

Katie McGQuire was the perfect host because I could live the normal life

al ways wanted. | was confortable inside her. It was clever, really. Wl

t hought out. Had it not been for you, Gay, and Damian, |'d probably
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still be bleeding away Katie's life bit by bit until the denons got around to
dealing with me. But you broke through the shroud with positive menories. See
how it works?"

Roman propped a chin on his hand, considering. "I understand that part. But
why can 1 feel ?"
"'That's the veil, too. A shroud obscures reality. A veil heals reality. But

both affect reality. The denbns can't see through Swanp Man's veil because
it's nmade up of all good stuff--pleasant feelings, happy menories, conforting
touches, thoughtful acts, those sorts of things. But for us, the veil alters
the di stance between life and death. That's why you can feel nore life through
it. Just like you do when you shift, only now we're on the other side."

He appeared to consider that, but didn't coment.

Ni na was gl ad. The veil affected nore than the di stance between life and
death, too. It affected her. She was so aware of this man beside her, nore
aware than she'd been of Gray and Dam an since those early days of death.

She guessed that Roman had been athletic in life. He was agile, confortable in
his skin though he was a big nan--as tall as Dam an. He sat beside her, one

| eg crooked, hand dangling easily over his knee, clearlyenjoying the serenity
of the bayou, the warnth of the sun

She could practically feel the air shimqmmer in the nere inches where his el bow
al nost touched her arm She sat with both knees drawn up and her arnms w apped
around themto create a place where she might rest her face and hide fromthe
wor | d.

But she couldn't hide fromthis awareness, fromthe effects of their |atest
merging in Lilith Archanbault's office, such brief contact, yet so potent.
He'd nmeant to
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touch her then, to protect her in his physical way, but she knew he hadn't
nmeant to touch her in the vaults of Sanctus Conmand.

He hadn't been able to resist.

Touch, so forbidden, so tenpting.

Now the veil only hei ghtened her awareness of him already nade potent by the
ner ge

She wondered if he could feel it, too.

He nust, but then Roman's menory of physical sensation hadn't had tinme to
fade. She'd been around so | ong that her hei ghtened senses were striking,
extraordinary. To himsitting next to her was probably just another day at the
bayou.

He proved it when he asked, "How did Lilith Archanbault know we were there? 1
t hought you were the only one who could see souls between the real ns."

"To ny knowl edge 1 am 1 haven't heard of anyone else, and certainly not a
[iving soul. Way do you think she coul d?"

"She knew we were there." That sonber expression cast his face in hard |ines,
so striking, so touchable.

"She wal ked in, saw or sensed us then turned around and sent those denons in.
There was no coinci dence. "

He seened so certain that Nina didn't question himfurther. H s reasoning nmade
sense.

"We're missing sonething," he said. "How could a |iving woman communi cate with
denons?" "If she was being crowded-" "But we can't confirmthat because you
can't see her. There's a connection.”

"I see everyone. The only reason 1 can't see Gray or Dami an is because 1 died
with them | can't die twice."

""Wuld an eternity in the abyss be considered dyi ng?"



The t hought nade N na shiver, a reaction rmade even
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nore intense by the veil, an icy feeling of fear. "Of a sort, | suppose. Do
you think I'Il wind up in the abyss with Nathanial Rush and Lilith

Ar chanbaul t ?"

"I don't know. It seems too convenient, but given the available information,
can't think of another reason why you wouldn't be able to see them™

At | east he was honest. Nina had to give himcredit for that. But what
surprised her was how nmuch she needed reassurance just then, how nuch she
wanted to hear himsay he wouldn't |let the denmons get her and steal away her

eternity
Roman had al so been honest about why he needed her-as his secret weapon. He'd
proven hinmself ruthless, willing to risk hinmself and others to achieve his

goal. Gray and Dami an might very well be headed into the abyss right now -why
shoul d she want reassurances fromthis man?

And why shoul d she feel shocked or surprised or hurt when she didn't get then?
Al these feelings swirling around inside her weren't anything nore than the
ef fects of one too many touches.

O were they?

Ni na was on her feet so fast that she was halfway to the shack before Roman
call ed out, "Were are you goi ng?"

Anywhere she could to get away from him

CHAPTER FOURTEEN

ROVAN fought the urge to go after Nina, a fight as physical as anything he'd
ever felt inlife. But he stared into the sun-drenched afternoon instead,
forcing himself to remenber where they were and who was really calling the
shot s.

She woul d be safe, and he needed to think

He'd known fromthe start that he needed Nina by his side to win this battle.
But touchi ng her had convi nced Roman of sonething el se-Ni na was nmeant to stand
beside himfor longer than this battle.

Al during his adult life, he had | ooked for the woman who woul d conplete him
t he woman who was his match, and equal

He hadn't found her in life, but in death.

Touchi ng Ni na had convinced hi mthat she was his soul mate, but after their
encounter at the threshold, he understood that she woul d never be free to | ove
himuntil she let go of her past. Gay and Dam an were only a part of her

past .
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She needed to be free to love him

Now he stared out into the veiled bayou, feeling a consum ng urgency about a
worman he knew better than any other. They'd connected through touch, but he
couldn't help her stop running fromher past, couldn't tell her how to set
herself free. He couldn't guide her, could only wal k beside her as she

di scovered the path for herself.

Nina was right. Free will could be both blessing and curse.

He shoul dn't be thinking about anything but his mssion objective, but |onging
couldn't be ignored even when he'd already sent N na fleeing across the
passage into a | egion of denpbns-a danger he couldn't fight, or protect her
from He hadn't even been able to protect her from hinself.

But to | ook at her neant wanting to touch her.

* k%

Ni na wasn't sure how much time passed before she felt ready to venture out of
the fishing shack. Not until she'd made peace with her fears for Gay and
Dam an's safety, and for the souls who'd thought so much of her opinion they'd
signed on for this battle. What would be would be. N na couldn't change that.
Accept ance hel ped her manage the wild enotions that kept plunging her from
panic for Gay and Dam an's safety to yearning for Roman.

Acceptance did not prepare her for the sight of Roman Barrynore stretched out
on the grass.

Naked

Ni na stopped. If she'd had a beating heart, it would have stopped, too.

She took himin all at once, and there wasn't a part
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that wasn't a bl oody work of art. The striking Iines of his face had softened
in relaxation, and for once he didn't |ook |like the stoic comander who wore
t he weight of the world on his shoul ders, but a man who might snile and | augh
once in a while, one who wolJld enjoy know ng pl easure.

She' d been right. Roman had been athletic in Iife. Nothing el se could account
for the perfectly-toned body, for the nuscles that didn't bul ge unnaturally
fromoverwork, but were hard with a strength that was all healthy male. He'd
hooked hi s hands behind his head, |leaving his arns flexed and his broad

shoul ders di splayed to perfection. Silky dark hairs nestled in the holl ows of
his chest, arrowed down his tight stonmach and lower. H's long | egs stretched
out before him firmymuscled, as attractive as the rest of him

Then, there was that neat bundle nestled cozily in the dark hair between his
thi ghs. Nina's gaze snagged there as her imagi nati on and senses conbined to
remenber just how pl easurabl e pl easure could feel

"Uh, clothes, please.” Wth a hand on her brow, she averted her gaze toihe
wat er. "Lady on approach.”

"No. "

"What do you nean, 'no' ?"

Roman didn't reply for so long that Nina finally had no choice but to ook his
way. She found hi m propped up on an el bow, watching her, a dark eyebrow arched
i n question.

"Nina, let me ask you sonething. When was the last tine you felt the sun on
your skin?"

She replied with a scow, fixed her gaze on his with brutal precision
refused, absolutely refused to |l et himknow the sight of himwas maki ng her

i nsides go soft in a way she'd forgotten
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"No comment," he said. ''Then, let me ask another question. Wen do you think
you'll get another chance to feel that sun?"
"I get your point."

"Do you?"

She strode across the shore and pl unked down beside him so close she could
have reached out to touch him Al false bravado, of course. Al she really
wanted to do was run her gaze over the gorgeous terrain of his body.

""Are you fishing for a conplinmeni?" she asked. "If so, then you're very
attractive. 1 like the sight of you even better than the bayou, and |'ve

al ways |iked Swanp Man's place." He alnost smiled. Not quite, though, but she
could see hunor twinkling in his eyes, knew sonehow if he would only let go,
the effect would transform him

She wondered what it would take to make this man snile

"You're worried about them" he said, not a question

"You think 1 want to talk to you about Gray and Dam an?"

He inclined his head toward the water. "There's no one else here. Me and the
ducks. Take your pick."

"Way do 1 have to tal k?"

"Because |'I| feel better."
"You'l | feel better?"
He nodded.

"You think 1 care how you feel ?" Mre fal se bravado, but she sounded casua
and that counted for something.

"I hoped you would. Alittle at least."

She scowl ed. "Roman, the point, please."

"You're upset. 1 want to do sonething to help. I'm
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just not sure what. Tal king makes sonme people feel better."

"C othes would work for nme." Lowering her gaze, she deliberately took in every
mascul i ne inch of him hoping to provoke sone reaction, not really caring if
only she proved to this man that she wouldn't run fromtenptation

Though she should run, far,far away.

But Nina got her reaction. She lifted her gaze to find Roman smling, a real
smle, and the transformati on was as anmazing as she'd known it woul d be.

He was a beautiful man, even nore so beneath the veil where the contrast
between his clear gaze and dark hair was all the nmore striking. She w shed
she'd seen himalive just once, knew |life would nmake those pal e green eyes
even nore potent.

As if she needed nmore potency fromhim Just making himsnile felt |like an
acconpl i shnent, the veil only seenmed to heighten the sharpened enptions that
were still tunbling around inside her, making her feel so many things.

Al enotions that felt good, of course, which [eft her wondering how anyone
could expect her to resist. Not only had she been prined for physica
sensation under the shroud, but then Gray and Dami an had brought to life
menories of pleasure. Then a nerge. Now a veil

Ni na was afraid to wonder if things could get any worse.

She didn't have to wonder why she felt the way she did, wanting to know nore
about the man Roman was, not the director of Sanctus or the |eader of the Soul
Retrieval Unit. Not the man who placed duty above all--even the eternities of
hi s peopl e.

But the man who stopped in obscure antique stores
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to admre art, the man who got naked to feel the sun warmhis skin, the man
who wanted to hel p her feel better

"Why are you doing this?" she asked.

"What ?"

"Tenpting me."

H's smle wi dened, just enough to sparkle in his eyes. "Is that what you think
' m doi ng?"

"Ch pl ease. You saw nenories that you had no busi ness seeing and now you think
l'm-"

"You're way off base." He interrupted her. "Your menories only showed nme how
much you care.”

"Why does that even matter unless you're |ooking for sone new and i nproved
ways to mani pul ate ne? And Gray, Dam an, and everyone else. Aren't we working
hard enough for you yet?"

Al traces of Roman's smile faded, and Nina felt its loss deep in this nuddle
of enotion, was sorry she was the cause. Had he needed people to care about
himin life? Had he let anyone in or had he pushed everyone away for the sake
of his work?

She wanted to know. She shouldn't want fromthis nan.

Pushing into a sitting position, Ronman treated her to a spectacul ar display of
gat hering nmuscles that only heightened the need to | ash out and defend
herself. Otherwi se she would fail this test w thout question

"'This isn't about work, N na. Each one of us is essential to the team One
person can't fight this battle alone. Especially not ne. | just got hold of
the rul e book and have barely had a chance to crack it open. W wouldn't have
gotten out of that office if not for Gay and Dam an. W wouldn't be here if
not for you
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bringing us to your friend. The angels have a plan. |I'mjust going along with

them'

"Are you sure it's the angels' plan?"

H s brows drew together in a deepening frown. "Yes, Nina, |'msure. But to be

honest, |I'malso |looking for a way to establish nyself with you. |I'm conpeting

agai nst two nen who have been your comnpanions for a lot |onger than |I've been
in existence--alive or dead."

Ni na fought the urge to back away, to get as far away as she coul d. Roman was
tal ki ng about things that were maki ng her insides nelt, forbidden things that
definitely wouldn't | ead her any closer to salvation. "Roman, you better make
time to read that rule book. And you better do it fast because you're breaking
rules left and right here, and taking a whole I ot of souls along for the
ride."

"You're worried about your eternity?"

She nodded. "Don't you think you should be, too?"

"I"mworried about stopping evil fromtaking over two realns.”

Ni na did break away then, couldn't face the gravity in. his steely gaze, the
absolute truth of his adm ssion

O her own shane for worrying about herself when so much nore was at stake.

"I have ajob to do," he said quietly. "I've been given tools to do it. |
will."

"But you're tal king about conpeting with Gray and Dami an." Her voice broke, a
desperate sob in this peaceful place. "How is that work? It's like you're
asking ne out on a date."



"W haven't noved on yet, Nina. And ny eternity has roomin it for love." He
chuckl ed softly, and the unexpected sound broke through her turnmoil, forced
her to turn back to him disbelieving.
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To find his face alive with laughter. "I'mtrying to figure out if you're
still involved with them If you are | can't ask you out, can I?"

Ni na could only stare. Nothing was naking sense in her head, and she didn't
think remmants of the shroud were to blame. Her enptions were, and the
physi cal awareness that had been sinmmering since she'd broken free of her
living host, an awareness that flared to life continually around this man.

Wth his laughter still filtering through her, Nina did get up then, as if

di stance between them woul d hel p cl ear her head.

She went to stand at the shore, willing herself to focus on the serene scene,
as if mentally taking deep breaths to cal mragged breathing and a racing

pul se.

She never heard Roman nmove until suddenly he was behind her, not quite
touching, but his tall, strong body hovered so close that she could feel him
ever ywher e.

"You're worried, Nina, and upset. | can help. Let ne."

"By tal king?"

"No, like this." Raising his hands to her face, he poised them over her

cheeks, just a breath away from skin touching skin. To Nina's amazenent,
colors sparked in that bare distance, as if their body heat connected to
create shimers in the veil

Mol di ng his hands over her jaw, he glided a phantom caress down her throat,
still not touching, but in the wake of the notion, color shinrered in a
chaotic profusion, sent warm waves of pleasure radiating through her

"What are you doi ng?" she gasped al oud.

"Making you feel better, |I hope." His voice sounded nuffl ed by that sensual
haze. "I noticed it happen when 1 sat down next to you earlier. My shoul der
al nost
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touched you. | saw the colors and they felt good. You don't know what's
happeni ng?"

"It nust be the veil." Her voice sounded | anguid, drugged with pleasure. "It
blurs the di stance between the realns. W're retaining nore of an echo of life
here, that's why we can feel the sun. More life neans mergi ng woul d be
different, too."

"I's this why you want to create a veil? To use these good emptions to help a
soul heal sonme of the negative things they mght be feeling, like grief?"
She nodded, her head so heavy.

"Nina, | think Swanp Man knew. That's why he told us to rest and get strong
for the battle. He knew you needed to clear away the shroud. Me, | just need
to get stronger."

"Ch, please.” Did he really expect her to buy that? There wasn't any
rationalization for touching.

"I believe it."

"I won't nerge with you. There are |ong-term consequences. You should know
that by now "

"I do, but this is different." He dragged his open nouth al ong the curve of
her neck, just enough so she could feel the burst of an al nost breath, the
pl easure pouring through her in a shower of molten sparks.

"So tell me. Are you still with then?" He didn't ask, but commanded, and N na
wanted to answer with sone remark that woul d give her back control over the
nonent .

But the noment was all Ronman's. He controlled her with his al nost touches,



sendi ng sensation through her, extrenme, unlike anything she renenbered from
life.

This was two essences caressing, not the intense blast of a nerge, but a

vei |l ed version, prolonged just enough to beconme pure pleasure, powerful enough
to paral yze.
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"So are you?" he pronpted in that throaty voice.

Nina fully intended to lie--what was one nore sin at this stage of the
gane-but the only word to slip out was, "No."

And before she could even guess at what one tiny word might set into notion,
Roman wrapped his arnms around her and pull ed her back against him

They came together full length, a snooth pairing of perfectly aligned curves.
She could feel the inprint of his body with nore than an echo of the physical
and for an instant, she felt overwhelmed by the sinple feel of him the strong
| egs he braced apart to hold her tight, the hard thighs agai nst her backsi de,
the bulge of his groin in the small of her back, the strong arns that anchored
her close as he |owered his head to rest his chin in the crook of her neck
Then an otherworldly pl easure poured through her as their essences brushed

t hrough the veil, caressing, not quite nerging.

But along with the sensation came another connection . . . their thoughts
brushed, too, all the sensual menories they'd shared and new nenories that
woul d be theirs alone to nake.

"W can't." Ninatried to twi st around, wanting to touch himeverywhere,
willing herself to resist the tenptation of him so forbidden.

Roman hel d her | ocked against him strong arms hol ding her tight, her back to
hi s chest.

"I can help." Hi s demand burst against her ear, a gust of warm breath that
sent shivers through a body suddenly vibrant and vulnerable with life.

"W can't."

"Just a kiss."

Rocki ng on his heels, Roman forced her to | ean back
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for balance. Nina could only nelt against him stunned by the way their bodies
cane together as if they had substance, as if a pulse beat beneath all tbat
warm hard nuscle, as if his erection swelled against the snmall of her back. A
secret part of her thrilled to the know edge that he wanted her as nuch as she
want ed him

But Nina had | earned the hard way about giving into' tenptation. Her desires
had drawn Gray and Damian into a relationship that had wound up draw ng
attention and censure, ultimately costing themall their lives. And here she

was tenpted again. She needed to find the strength to break away, the will to
resist.
Still holding her firmy with one arm around her wai st, Roman brought the

other to rest on her chest as if trying to feel her heartbeat, |ong fingers
warm tantalizingly close to her bodice, where her cleavage swelled as her
chest rose and fell on each inagined breath.

Wth agonizing sl owess, he dragged his hand over the rise of her breasts then
down the expanse of her stomach, and by sone trick of magic, her clothing
vani shed beneath his touch, until she stood exposed to the waist, breasts
tightening in the breeze, skin warmed by the sun on this bayou bank

He growed low in his throat, a satisfied sound.

"You said a kiss."

He only chuckl ed, an easy sound. "A kiss with skin."

Pushy nman. "Ronman--"

"Just a kiss with skin, Nina, you have nmy word."

"The word of a nman who doesn't know the neaning of rules.”

"Tell me you don't want ny nouth on you."

Bef ore she could get a word out, he'd lowered his face to her shoul der and



pressed his open nmouth to the base of her throat.
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And N na could feel himeverywhere. Purposeful lips gently sucking the al nost
pul se beneath her skin. Silky hair tickling her chin. The brush of a stubbled
cheek. An iron-thewed armtightening, pulling her inpossibly closer

The heat of his erection against her bare back

How coul d she tell himshe didn't want his nouth on her?

She di d.

Her senses fl ooded with awareness as he gently drew on her throat. In this
veil ed world of pleasure, arousal throbbed through her as though her heart did
still beat with life. She could snell his freshly-washed hair, feel the heat
radi ating off his naked skin, feel his arnms trenmble with his struggle for
restraint. Not so |long ago, he'd been a nan who could sinply nake love to a
woman. Now he was bound, and his desire |ike her own kindled, so nmuch nore

i ntense than anything they coul d have ever experienced alive.

How coul d they resist?

"Tell me you don't want this, Nina:' He trailed his mouth al ong her shoul der

Ki sses, only kisses and skin.

Then he knelt behind her. H s nouth traced a noist trail down her back, making
her shiver. Settling his hands in the curve of her waist, he worked his way
down, undressing her with those sl ow strokes of his hands, exposing her skin
to his open-nout hed ki sses. Down her spine, over her bottom along her thigh
behi nd her knee.

Each brush of his lips teased her senses to life until Nina had to grip his
shoul ders and hang on to remain standing.

Then she was naked, too.

"Tell me you don't want this.
own desire mirrored inside his

He gazed up at her with those clear eyes, her
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gaze, the raw lines of his face revealing his own struggle for control. "Tel
ne."

H s eyes fluttered shut as he pressed his nmouth to her stomach,

thi ckly-fringed | ashes form ng dark hal os beneath his eyes. H s whol e deneanor
was a man who yearned. And from her vantage, the sight of this strong
conmandi ng man kneeling before her, so filled with want, flooded her with
feelings she didn't know what to do with, a tenderness that brought tears to
her eyes. Bittersweet tears for what they m ght have had toget her

"Tell me," he whispered agai nst her skin, a broken sound that echoed in the
serene sound of the afternoon

Nina could tell himnothing. Not even a lie to save them bot h.

She coul d only hang on as he dragged his mouth down, down. . . he eased her

t hi ghs apart with know ng hands, just enough to press those gentle kisses at
the juncture, spear his tongue in the intimate folds there.

More kisses and skin. Mre kisses.

The pl easure soared through her, stole the strength fromher linbs until she
col I apsed, sinking to the ground, suddenly boneless. Wth a | ow noan, he

gat hered her into his arms, pulling her onto his lap, and she clung to him

t heir bodies touchi ng everywhere, her breasts to his chest, thigh to thigh

t hat throbbing mal e heat between them an aching rem nder of their need.

He speared his fingers into her hair, forced her head back until he could
search her face.

"Tell me," he whispered the plea agai nst her nouth.

Ni na should tell him This burden was hers. He was newy dead, still driven by
physi cal menmory. She knew better. After lingering so |ong, she should have had
so much nore control, should have been able to resist.
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Lead us not into tenptation

Then their mouths found each other and there was nothing but arousal
yearni ng, desire

Just a Ki ss.

* k%

Roman didn't know when they'd coll apsed to the shore, but when he awoke, he
was sprawl ed out on the sand, feeling as if he'd slept the night away. But the
sun had only faded to twilight, and the breeze on his skin had barely cool ed.
He hadn't slept since dying, but he renenbered this feeling, the famliar
drowsi ness. He hadn't realized he would m ss sonething so routine.

Ni na stretched out beside him not quite touching, though if she rolled the
slightest bit, she'd be in his arns. She slept, too, |ooked so peaceful

He wondered how peaceful she'd be when she awoke.

She was still fully clothed, and he hoped that counted for sonething. Maybe
not .

He didn't think she'd appreciate what they'd done, wouldn't be able to see
their desire as a way to cherish each other, to love. She would think they
hadn't resisted tenptation

Wat chi ng her sleep, Roman let their interlude replay in his head. They'd been
right together, and he'd found something beautiful in her arnms. Maybe he
shoul d be sorry, but all he felt was grateful, as if death had gifted himwth
somet hing so precious in a place he hadn't expected to find it.

He hadn't realized how nmuch he'd carved out closeness fromhis life. After

| osing his parents, he'd drowned hinself in school, special forces training,
Sanctus. He hadn't |et another in because he hadn't net

RETRI EVAL 273

a woman he considered his match. He'd carved love out of his life so
conpletely, even forgetting that he'd chosen his career to serve

Until death had reni nded him

Until N na--a striking rem nder of why he'd chosen to continue fighting the
battle in death. And it hadn't been the power of command, although too many
years had passed since he'd questioned his notives. He fought for his fell ow
men in the living world. For the lingering souls in the passage. For hinself
and his team

For a wonman so generous in spirit, who was still finding her way.

Roman woul dn't rationalize his feelings for her. He was connected to her in a
way he coul d never have conceived, but he was. N na, so right.

But not sinple, never sinple.

Unlike Nina, he didn't believe this had been sonme test. There was no chance.
They' d been brought here for a reason. He couldn't know what the consequences
woul d be, could only hope he hadn't jeopardized their m ssion

The t hought hel ped speed al ong the process of awakening, and as he came back
to hinmself, Roman realized sonething el se--he felt revitalized, focused,
strong.

So as the sun set behind the veil, he used the tine to review the intel on
this mssion, to exanine the evidence with fresh eyes, seeking new

per spective, asking new questions.

"' The charism of pleasure, Roman?" N na said sleepily, drawing himfromhis
t houghts. "Is that your special gift?"

Tilting his head to face her, he found her watching him eyes still heavy,
beautiful face still reflecting the lingering quiet of peaceful dreans.
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"Right nowit is." He |leaned close, until his mouth al nost brushed. her cheek
t he amazing colors fromthat phenomenon within the veil shivering |ike rai nbow

sparks between them A small gift of pleasure, like a kiss. "Good norning."
"Looks like night to ne."
"It is."

"I honestly can't renenber the last time | slept,"” she said, a wistfulness in
her tone, perhaps for unexpected rem nders of life.

"' How do you feel ?"

She net his gaze with an al nost shy awareness of the intimcy they'd shared.

"Not awake enough to say yet."

She was avoi di ng the obvi ous, which was probably just as well, Roman deci ded.
He wasn't sure how he'd expected her to react to a neeting of their souls when
she still needed so nmuch convincing, still had so much to make peace with.

But he didn't want to lose this intimacy they'd found, so he would sinply
continue as if they'd already segued into a new place in their rel ationship,
showi ng her what he wanted through his actions. She hadn't put distance

bet ween t hem yet, and that nuch seened hopeful, at |east.

Roman wi shed he could touch her, settled for tracing a finger a hairsbreadth
above her cheek, enjoying the warmh that radiated upward, pleased when she
shi ver ed.

"Have you been awake | ong?" she asked.

"Not too long. Tinme enough to assess the new intel. This connection between
Italo and Lilith opens up new possibilities. | don't think I'm seeing them
all.”

"Can't stop working for long, can you?"
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"It's my gift, but, Nina, |I've been thinking. . . You said you see denbns as
they are, and angels, too, right?"
"Mn hm "

"Is it possible for a denmon to alter reality like this veil does? Could a
denon change its appearance in the living world? Angels have in the Bible."
Nina stared up at him jolted fromher drowsy state. "A powerful denon
could."”

"Then what woul d you see?" The possibilities gained speed in his head as

Ni na's expression mrrored conprehension. "If a denon changed its appearance
to l ook like Nathanial Rush or Lilith Archanmbault, you wouldn't see their
soul s--"

"I'"d see themexactly as they are."



CHAPTER FI FTEEN

NI NA hadn't argued when Roman insisted they spend the night taking advant age
of the opportunity to regain their strength. There was a bed inside the
fishing shack, and while clinbing in beside himslamed her with the nmenories
of their encounter, she thought nmore sleep sounded |ike the perfect escape.
A lot of years of death had taught her there wasn't a problemthat woul dn't
still be around when she got back to it.

Roman Barrynore definitely qualified as a problem

One she really needed to avoid at the noment. This wasn't |ife where they

m ght date, becone acquainted, and have a future.

Her own |life hadn't even been that sinple.

She didn't know about Roman's. But fromthe little she'd glinpsed of the man
hi nsel f, she didn't think his world had been any sinpler, either

Yet they'd started sonething in nmotion when they'd
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nmer ged, and each ensuing touch only seened to propel themfaster and faster
toward. . . what?

Hel | seened the obvious answer. Al these feelings roiling around inside her
could only spell trouble, which was exactly why she, Gay, and Dami an had
avoi ded this sort of entanglement. Better to not even travel down the path of
guasi -tenptations than to take chances. Now N na had

Her concern for Gray and Damian's safety wasn't as easily set aside as her
dilemma with Roman. She was scared for them She told herself she'd know in
her heart if they were gone, but she didn't believe it any nore than she
beli eved this whole situation would turn out right in the end.

Al'l of which made the [ong-forgotten ordi nariness of clinmbing into a bed
besi de a man even nore bittersweet. But the veil worked yet another miracle,
and she actually slept again, a deep slunber free fromdreanms of |ost |overs
or an irresistible nman who seened determined to break all the rules.

Swanp Man turned up shortly after dawn.

He tapped politely on the front door then pushed inside, saying, "Coast is
clear."”

Slicing a black gaze straight to the bed, which occupied a corner in the
one-room shack, he smiled one of his dazzling smles that went a | ong way
toward waki ng Nina up. "Smart nove. You feeling better?"

She nodded. "You're a Codsend."

"Agreed." Roman sat up beside her, running a hand through his hair, tousling
the dark strands in a way he never did in death. "Mrning would be perfect if
you had an espresso nachine."

Swanp Man chuckl ed. "Can't help you there, but I'll renove the veil when
you're ready to go."
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"I'f you don't mind, | have a few questions first." Roman was on his feet and
back at work so fast that Nina had to wonder if the man had ever actually
slept. His rested expression yielded to that sharply-honed intensity not even
sl eep-ruffled hair could detract from

And good timng appeared to be Roman's because Swanp Man was chatty. Her big
friend took a seat on a stool at the table and said, "Sure, a denon could nake
itself look like a living soul, but it would have to be a m ghty bad denon.
Fromwhat | hear, Italo m ght be bad enough. Mght not. Can't say for sure.

But you're talking big doings with this coup. | hear Italo's clever, but not
much of a | eader. M ght be he's working for sonmeone even badder."

"' What about Esherick?" Roman asked. '' Ever hear of hin? W haven't been able
to find out anything at all."

Swanp Man gave a | ow whistle. "Now there's your denbn who woul d be even
badder . "

He went on to tell them about this even badder denon, who'd been involved in
the fall of not one, but two Biblical cities.

"Esherick's from Satan's own | egi on, one of his top commanders. They don't get
any bi gger and badder. He's not going to |like hearing about what you got going
on."

Ni na wasn't exactly thrilled to hear about this, either

She coul dn't imagi ne how she'd feel wi thout Swanp Man's veil of positive
enotions. But the sheer physicality of their altered reality was maki ng her
stomach pitch uneasily. Nearly three hundred years of feeling nothing, and
here she was nauseous twice in the span of a few days.

"If Roman's right and Italo is masquerading as Lilith Archambault, then I
under st and why we coul dn't
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get close,"” N na said. "W hadn't even shifted, Swanp Man, but that denon sent
a freaking legion after us, tore right through the realns.”

"' That shouldn't surprise you none, N na. You and your friends been around a
long tinme."

He obviously wasn't tal ki ng about Roman. "What | don't get then is Nathani al
Rush. If he's really Esherick, how come he didn't sense us? W were all there.
Me, Gray, and Dami an. | know the | esser denons can't feel us. | was in the
sane realmas Ueland and G de. In the sane room"

"Same thing there--denmon has got to be strong enough to feel you." Swanp Mn
rubbed his chin with junbo fingers. "You sure this Rush fellow didn't know?"
Roman net her gaze, and everything about the way he | ooked at her had changed
since their arrival in the bayou. Even beneath the intensity of discovery in
his eyes, N na could see pleasure, and possessiveness, a reninder of the
unfi ni shed busi ness between them A promise that they would get around to
finishing. And she could feel that prom se down to her toes.

"He's right,"” Roman said. "Nathanial Rush night have known we were there and
simply not reacted. If he told Lilith Archanbault to be on the | ookout for us,
that could explain why she acted as fast as she did."

Swanp Man pushed up fromthe wooden chair and stood, signaling the end of
their chat "Looks like you two are nice and rested. Seens |like a good tinme to
bring down the veil."

"One nmore question.” Roman didn't wait forSwanp Man to reply. "If denobns can
alter their appearances enough to function in the l[iving world then is it safe
to say they could al so create the appearance of a soul to deceive N na?"
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Ni na wasn't sure why that mattered anynore, know ng a powerful enough denon
could appear in any form but the question seened to tickle Swanp Man, who
gave a rolling laugh, "Sounds like a safe bet to me. Only the really strong
ones, though, and only supposing they knew they needed to show a soul ."

"Of course.” And Roman smiled

"What was that all about?" N na asked after they'd said their good-byes and
were on their way back to Sanctus Conmand.

"A thought occurred to ne," he said. "Wanted to follow up on it while 1 had
the chance.”

Ni na wasn't satisfied but couldn't comer himinto further explanation as they
arrived in sub-1level four

Gray and Dami an were standing at the conputer station with Muse, Janes, and
Magdal ene, | ooking just as they always did, tall and perfectly handsone. G ay,
her oh-so-nobl e guardi an. Dam an, her dashing artist. Both perfectly fine and,
judging fromtheir expressions, as relieved to see her

"About tine," Damian said, and to Nina's disbelief, she started to cry.

The veil, like the shroud, had left behind remmants of its own. This enptiona
upheaval was another result of the quasi-nerging with Roman.

Gray caressed her with a gaze, but there were no words. He woul d have fol ded
her in his arns if he could, a place where everything had al ways been nade

ri ght again.

"N na sweet, were you worried about us?" Damian hid everything he felt behind
a wy smle.

"1 didn't know. . .1 was so-" Tears that weren't really there but felt so dam
real choked her, and she forced herself to stop, to calmherself and try again
as
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the two men she'd | oved | ongest watched with anmused, and sati sfi ed,

expr essi ons.

She waved her hand savagely as if she could brush away all these surplus
feelings. "I hate this." Another sob. "I'mpositively drenched in enotion."
Gray and Dami an exchanged know ng gl ances then Dam an offered, "Can't be worse
than PMS. "

Magdal ene gave a snort of derisive |aughter

Ar gh!

Turni ng her back, Nina willed her overw ought enotions under control. She'd
never been confortable drawing attention to herself, and right now everyone in
sub-l evel four was getting a show

Turni ng around brought her face to face with Ronman.

And he was sniling.

"I'f you'll excuse nme," she managed to say before popping down to the solitary
qui et of sub-level three.

Dam nmen. One woul d have been nore than enough

But Gray and Dami an were safe. For now, anyway.

And that was really all that mattered.

The quiet of the glowing vault hel ped her focus on the fanm liar cal mof death,
and by the time Gray and Dami an showed up, she'd al nost found her conposure
agai n. Al nost.

"Are you all right, ny dear?" G ay asked.

She nodded, not trusting herself to speak when the sight of themtogether
still tugged at places inside she hadn't felt in so long. And they seenmed so
gratified that she'd been beside herself with worry they graciously stepped
into the breach, saying everything that needed to be said.

"Roman told us where you went," Gray said. "Very good thinking. You' ve nade a



good friend in Swanp Man."
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"So he hid you uuder a veil." Dam an | eaned back agai nst the nonitoring
station. "Man, 1 would have liked to see that. Miust have been sonething."
She nodded. Mre sonething than either of themwuld care to know about.

"But what happened to you?" There, she sounded al nost normal again. "How did
you get away?"

"Same way you did." Dami an waggled his brows. "Ran like hell and hid until it
was safe to cone out again."
"Wher e?"

"1 was with him" Dam an cocked his head toward G ay, |ong brai ded gueue

swi ngi ng behind him ''Were do you think we went?"

"Church," she said softly.

Gray leveled a stare at the two of them clearly not amused, but N na knew he
wasn't of fended. "Seenmed the best place at the tine. W shifted into Manhattan
and spent sone tinme at St. Patrick's. Busy place, and you know how prayer
shakes up denons. Don't think they could tell who was alive or dead.”

"You shifted? Ch, Gray, that was unbelievably risky. Wat if they' d overtaken
you? There were so many."

"Not as bad as it could have been;" Damian said. "1 think Gay stunned them
stupid with his angel inpersonation. W were out of there before they
recovered. "

Ni na | aughed. "I'm not surprised. You were very inpressive, Gay. And

clever."

"I npressive?" Damian rolled his gaze. "Sanctinoni ous ass | ooked |ike a cartoon
super hero. "

"So did you, Damian,” Nina couldn't resist pointing out. "You just didn't gl ow

as bright."
Dam an scow ed.
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Gay smled.

And everything was back to nornal again-al nost.

Except for the man she'd shared pleasure with, the man who' d evoked enotions
i nside her that she hadn't experienced since life. The man she'd cone to
respect and care for. Too mnuch.

Even al nost nornmal ended when they reached subl evel four

"1 need a connection, people," Roman was sayi ng.

"My gut is live on this. Unity Day is two days away. Whatever's going to
happen will go down then."

There was a crowd gat hered around his conputer station. Mgdal ene, Janmes, and
Mouse, then several others N na recognized. The military instructor Ronman had
spoken privately with. A sheriff fromBaltinmore. An old lady in slippers.
Gregory Marstiller.

Sidling into the group behind him she whispered a greeting and asked,

"' Things getting squared away?"

"Sure are. Thanks to you."

Nina sml ed.

"Hurmanity United is on the countdown,"” Roman said. "We're tal king | ogistics
all over the globe. This event isn't happening without a serious anount of

i nvol venent fromvarious arenas. Neither is a coup. 1 need around-the-clock
surveillance on all the key players to get sonme idea of what's happening, so
we can inpl ement countermeasures.”

"Count er measur es, Roman?" Magdal ene scoffed. "Shit. W don't have a clue how
they're going to pull this off. How do we formul ate counternmeasures?”

An excel l ent question, N na thought, but Roman didn't |ook fazed.

"We start with surveillance;' he said. "Unfortunately,
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that won't be as sinple as it sounds. Qur operatives who can nmove easi est

t hrough this real m have been dead so long that our targets sense them when
they get close. W'll circunmvent the problem by sending in surveillance teans
that aren't so noticeably dead."

Noti ceabl y dead?

Ni na stood there, nmouth open, conpletely not believing what she was heari ng.
Surely he didn't nean .

"Hal | el ujah." James stretched his arns heavenward. "I'mfinally getting out of
this basenent. | amgetting out of this basenent, Roman?"

"You are." He swept a perfunctory gaze over his troops. "Teamtwo--LaTortue
and Marstiller. Janmesteam |l eader. Lilith Archanbault is on her way to D.C

as we speak. You'll pick her up at Ronal d Reagan."

d ancing at the woman who sat in the chair at the conputer station, he
continued. "Team one-nme and Magdal ene. |'mteam | eader. Nathanial Rush will be
nmoni toring the event fromHumanity United headquarters in Amnsterdam”

"Mags in the field. Scary.
you're mny team second.”
"And you're about as funny as a gunshot wound to the head," Mgdal ene shot
back. "You're sure about this, Roman?"

"I"'msure," he said decidedly, cutting off James's reply--a cheeky one from
the |l ooks of it. "We've confirned that Lilith Archanbault senses the dead, and
we can project how she mght react. Teamtwo will handl e her. Magdal ene will
provide the locations of all the churches in the area. You both know D. C

wel |, so inplenenting the contingency plan shouldn't be difficult in the event
you need egress."” He paused to make eye contact with team one.

James turned to Gregory Marstiller. "I'mglad
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"CGot it, boss," Janes said, and Gregory nodded.

Dam an nout hed the words, "He's kidding, right?"

Ni na shook her head and nout hed back, "I don't think so."

"Nat hani al Rush, on the other hand, is an unknown," Roman continued. "W
suspect he's actually a powerful denon called Esherick, but haven't confirned

his identity or whether or not he can sense the dead. Unfortunately, |I'malso
an unknown--new y dead with a few variations. Hopefully those variations won't
put me on Rush's radar. If they do, they'll also give me an advant age at
egress.”

"Remi nd me again why being on your teamis a good thing," Mgdal ene said.
Roman cut her short with a frown. "Wth any luck, we'll all be background

noi se to these denons. After teans one and two nmake initial contact and we see
how t hat goes, |'ve got individual assignments for the rest of you with

Humanity United coordi nators positioned at key points in Unity Day's
operation. W've got a lot of ground to cover, people. Mssion objective is
gathering intel so we can fornmul ate a nodel on Rush's plan

That's it. Any questions?"

"Excuse me." Gray spoke in that peer-of-the-real mvoice that never failed to
get attention. "You're saying that you and all these new y-dead souls are
going to follow Nat hanial Rush and Lilith Archanmbault?"

"I have a question, too," Dam an added. "Did that veil w pe out your nenory of
New Or | eans?"

"From what Swanp Man said, the trouble seens to be the length of tinme we're
dead, " Roman countered, his expression set in granite. "My teanms are made up
of people who haven't been dead a nonth. W shoul d get under the radar."
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"Less than a nmonth." Danian cast N na and Gray a sidelong glance. ''And you
don't see that as trouble in itself?"

Gray nmoved closer to the conputer station, gearing up to be a voice of reason.
"You're risking yourself and your people when you're not sUre." Wich

shoul dn't be com ng as a surprise to any of them N na knew. Roman needed
answers and was prepared to do what it took to get themno matter what the
potential cost.

"' There's got to be some other way," she said. "You know what will happen to
you all if the denons rip through the realnms. W barely got away."

"' We've di scussed contingencies,"” Roman said coolly. "There are churches al
over. They'll provide adequate cover should we need it."

Adequat e cover? "Ronan, surely we can--"

"We're operatives, de Lacy." Magdal ene stared her down, even though N na had a
good four inches on her

"Contingencies are the name of the gane. Just relax."

Ni na stared back, just enotionally out of control enough to engage in a

pi ssing contest. Magdal ene ni ght be nastier, but N na had been dead | onger
Keep the newly dead's attention | ong enough and.

Magdal ene started to fade.

"Dam." She narrowed her gaze at Nina, who only sniled

Unfortunately, they were drawing attention. Souls were noving close to the
conputer station to hear what was being said, and whispers started filtering
t hrough the crowd.

Magdal ene and Janes exchanged a worried gl ance.

Roman | eaned back agai nst the conputer station
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fol ded his anus over his chest, looking as if he had all the time in the realm
to wait for the buzz to die down.

Nina didn't |ike what she was hearing, though. Wi spers about denons. About

t he swi nging balance in the realnms. Sure;souls wanted to hel p, but she could
sense the denons.

Wrry. Anxiety. Fear. Nina could hear it all in the nurnmurs. Along with an
underlying trace of Resentnent about why a man who'd been sent by an angel to
fight a battle should need to place his people at such risk.

The questions that she, Gray, and Dani an had rai sed were generating nore
guestions that weren't reflecting kindly on the chain of command, which
started and ended with Ronman. They'd practically invited tenptati on denons

i nsi de Sanctus. Not smart.

Mouse caught Nina's gaze with a | ook that demanded: Do sonet hing.

But Nina wasn't sure what to do. She understood the tine limt, knew the Soul
Retrieval Unit couldn't act until they fitted a few nore all-inportant pieces
into place. To do that they needed information. But to send new y-dead soul s
up agai nst one of Satan's own conmanders and a powerful mnion felt |ike
tossing lanmbs into a den of hungry lions.

And they hadn't even touched on the subject of eternal dammati on.

"Roman, there's got to be a way | can get close w thout being detected. 1'I1
talk to Swanp Man--"

That cl ear gaze captured hers.

He strode toward her in that too-physical way, a way that made her so aware of
the connection between them of the forbidden touches that should have never
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happened, the feel of his naked skin against hers, his hands on her, his

ki sses.

"Nina," Roman said, in voice that nmade everything personal. "I understand your
concerns. But you need to trust me to nmake the right decision, and let ny
peopl e do their jobs."

She waited, feeling nailed to the floor by everything in his gaze. But he
waited, too. He offered no reassurance, no defense. He did nothing but set the
deci sion squarely in her |ap because he knew these souls would all follow her

| ead.

She dragged her gaze from Ronan's, to scan the faces that had gathered cl ose,
spectators ringside at a prize fight. Everyone | ooked to her. No one said
anyt hi ng. No one charged her to make the choice for them They all just waited
to see what she would do.

"Nina," he crooned in that throaty | ow voice. "You know I'l|l keep ny word."

He was on his knees. Hi s dark head agai nst her thigh

H s fingers stroking away her clothes with nagical caresses. In the shaded
bayou beneath a warm sun, she stood naked. H's |lips pressed inside the holl ow
of her |ower back. H s tongue teasing the cleft between her cheeks. Mbist,
open-mout hed ki sses that trailed dowmn her thigh to that sensitive place behind
her knee, nmade her shiver with want, nmade hi minpossible to deny.

Only a kiss.

The scene flashed in Nina's nenory, sudden, startling, and as she stared into
Roman's face, she knew that he had seen the nmenory, too, the connection

bet ween themonly stronger now for all their touches, their quasimnergi ng
beneat h the veil

"Jesus," Damian's voice shot out, breaking the spell.

A rem nder Roman wasn't the only one connected.
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She didn't know how nuch Dami an could feel of her yearning, or Gay for that
matter. Perhaps they just knew her well enough to guess at what m ght have
happened between her and Ronan under the veil

But when she turned to face them she found them standi ng shoul der to

shoul der, united, their stony gazes

guestioning, their silence charging her with breaking their covenant.

She could never lie to them

She hadn't resisted tenptation. Not entirely, anyway.

"What are you doi ng, N na?" Dam an asked, despair aching in his voice.

Gray had no words, would never repay betrayal in kind, but the di sappoi nt ment
in his face wei ghed far heavier than any wei ght she thought she coul d bear
They' d renmai ned by her side for so long, postponing their eternities,

determ ned to protect her until she was ready to nmove on. Now she had.

But not to the threshold. To a place where they couldn't foll ow where she | ed,
to a man they couldn't protect her from

Ni na wanted to di sappear, to sinply put all this turmoil behind her. For a
bl i nd nonent she stood on the brink .

Runni ng, al ways runni ng.

Then she saw Roman, his face resolute. He expected so nmuch, yet his clear eyes
prom sed that he wanted only what she coul d give

Ni na had nade her choi ces.

She woul dn't run again.

Even though she was openly forced to choose between these nmen in her life, to
| ead by exampl e when she couldn't be sure if she was noving closer to



satvation or farther away.
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Do sonet hing, Mouse had charged her

What ? She coul d argue both sides of this debate. Roman was focused on m ssion
obj ective. So she stood there, feeling nore al one than she'd ever felt. Ronman
was waiting along with the rest of the Soul Retrieval Unit.

If God had a plan, why didn't He speak up so she had some clue what to do?
"You're a winp, John," a worman sai d somewhere behind her. "You never heard of
a martyr?"

"I wouldn't mnd dying for the cause,"” a gruff nale voice replied. "But we're
tal king eternity here.”

"Saving the world is bigger than a few eternities.”

"Sure. VWen those eternities are soneone else's.”

Ni na had heard simlar words before, and Ronan's voice suddenly swelled in her
menory, a hard truth veiled beneath beautiful feelings in,a Louisiana bayou.
"I"mworried about stopping evil fromtaking over two realns.”

If nothing el se, Ronan was willing to risk his eternity along with everyone

el se's.

She net his gaze, faced the expectation there. "Wat if 1 wait in the w ngs
near one of the teams? | might be able to help with an escape if we need one."
"You'll back up my team" Hi s voice swelled with everything he didn't say.

And the nurnuring souls around themfell silent.

CHAPTER SI XTEEN

THE city of Amsterdam nmanaged to be as picturesque in death as it had been in
life, with its historic architecture and bridges crossing the network of
canal s through the city. As one of the nmajor art centers of the world,

Anmst erdam was a f;requent stop in Roman's travels.

Humanity United' s gl obal headquarters resided in an unpretentious building in
a section of town not far fromthe city's seat of government. Roman and
Magdal ene found Nat hanial Rush energing froman office while shrugging on a
suit jacket, issuing cal mvoiced directions to a shirt-sleeved assistant that
tagged after him

Roman directed Magdal ene to hang back, poised to react should a | egi on of
denons tear through the realns, but if Rush noticed their arrival, he made no
i ndi cation.

VWhi ch did nothing to reassure Ronman.

He could only trust in the fact that N na was enSconced in a nearby church
under the watchful gaze of
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a very grimGay, ready to extricate Magdal ene shoul d anyt hi ng go w ong.
Maybe this would be the one tine nothing went w ong.

Roman coul d al ways hope.

So far things were working out. After a tense briefing in Sanctus Command even
Gray and Damian had put aside their questions and worries about Nina to
provi de assi stance.

Fools and idiots. Couldn't live with nyself if | didn't, Dam an had said,

vol unteering to go with Mouse to D.C. to cover Janmes and Marstiller while
leaving Nina to G ay.

Roman coul d only feel bad about the pain this rift was causing Nina. He did
not regret driving these men from her side.

Nat hani al Rush continued down the hall to a stairwell while speaking to his
harried assistant, who gall oped beside himw th a hand-held recordi ng devi ce.
Roman hovered just within earshot, heard Rush say, "Have we found adequate

| odgi ng for CGeneral Wi nberger?"

"Adequate, but not optinum I|I'mafraid," the assistant replied apol ogetically.
"A suite at the Leidenfoort.
H's people will be able to secure himif nothing else.”

"Don't worry, Charles. If the general had been overly concerned about his

| odgi ngs, he woul d have responded to ny invitation sooner."

"Yes, sir."

Rush appeared every inch of the marketabl e persona and goodw || anbassador he
was, pulling details out of thin air. If Satan's conmander was in there, he
was wel | hidden.

"I"ve got ny neeting with the prime mnister to
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di scuss hi s appearance tonorrow, then an interview at the 1BC for tonight's

advance. |I'Il be back by three. I want to hear from each of ny regional reps
by then. | want hard copy confirmation that our chosen represen'tatives are on
standby to take their places in each location. 1'll review the reports.™

"Are you sure, M. Rush? | can make--"

"' Thank you, Charles. W've got human chains forming in thirty-eight cities in
time zones spanning twenty-four hours. | need reliable people to close the
ends of these chains, and with such nassive nedia coverage, the tining is
critical. 1'll reviewthe reports nyself." Rush flashed a reassuring slnile.
"If there are problens, | want to know while | still have tine to do sonething
about them Once the countdown begins, we're officially out of tinme."

"Yes, sir."

Rush stepped off the last riser and circled the main floor in |long, sure
strides, emerging in a reception area where people behind a desk went on red
alert, smiling and greeting himas if the king had just strolled into the
room Charles followed.

Roman notioned to Magdal ene to join himwhen he stopped beside the stairwell
door to watch Rush pause to interact with his people, every inch the lord of
his realm

Magdal ene showed up, and Ronan was satisfied to see her |ooking poised. As his
chief strategist, she'd rarely ventured into the field in life except in
secured transports to nonitor renote m ssions. She seened to be hol ding up
wel | under the pressure of a potential denpbn attack.

"Did you see all the protection Rush has waiting outside with his |ino?"

Magdal ene asked.

"No. "
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"Bird' s-eye view fromthe second floor wi ndow Miscle everywhere. Even his
driver."

"I'sn't that unusual for hin? O does he usually insulate himself during nedia
event s?"

"Not fromwhat | could tell during my research into the life and tinmes of

Nat hani al Rush. He travels like he's got diplomatic i munity agai nst
terrorism Media loves to play it up. Make himout to be sonme sort of
altruistic deity." She | eaned agai nst the doorjanb.

"Thought he was a fool, nyself."

"If he's who we think he is then he doesn't need the kind of protection
security personnel can provide:' Roman said. "But | think we confirmed whet her
or not he knew we were in Nigeria."

Magdal ene nodded. "If de Lacy could get close, | bet she'd tell us all those
bodyguards are crawing with denons."

Roman nodded, waiting as Rush said his good-byes and headed across the
reception area, Charles still in tow The doors swung wi de on their approach
but Rush paused before heading through

"Ch--and, Charles," he said. "Tell Voss to double check that we've added those
people | requested in the D.C. North American sector and call to confirmon ny
private line."

"Voss, sir? | thought Lilith was in charge of the District of Colunbia
sector?"

"Just have Voss follow up." Rush headed out the door before Charles got a
chance to say, "Yes, sir."

"Aren't we going after hinP" Magdal ene asked.

Roman didn't reply. His instincts were live, and he wasn't sure why. The
mention of Lilith Archambault, perhaps. The woman was Rush's genera

assistant, so hearing about her wasn't suspect, yet wi thout know ng
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for certain whether or not Rush had been aware of their presence, Roman had to
entertain that Rush knew he was being tailed and this informati on was a pl ant.
"Not yet," Roman said. "As long as we're here and no one's conming after us, |
want to know nore about who Voss is and what Rush has himdoing. Extra
protection around Rush and now nore Humanity United personnel on Lilith
Archanbault's watch. "

"Sure does sound |ike he expects trouble," Magdal ene said. "Lead the way."
They foll owed Charles back upstairs into a modem office that served as
reception area and last |ine of defense for Rush's private sanctum The
assistant tossed his recorder onto the desk and slipped into his chair.

Roman and Magdal ene eased in behind him close enough to view the nonitor of

t he conputer, where he diligently conposed a to-the-point e-nmail, requesting

i medi ate confirnlation of chain nonitors. He sent the e-mail to a I|ist
identified only as "Regional directors,” then |logged into a secured network,
and checked the status of enployees currently |ogged in.

Harol d Voss's flashing icon signaled that he was online, and Charles Wbber
sent himan invitation to the private chat. Wthin seconds, another screen
nane appeared, and Charles relayed Rush's instructions along with a persona
guesti on:

What's up Lilith?

HVOSS: The witch's barely hanging on to her broonstick. She's persona non
grata around here. Sorry | pulled this detail. Wuld nuch rather be sucking
down mai-tais in Hawaii.



Wio woul dn't? What'd she do?
HVOSS: No clue. Al | knowis the boss doesn't trust her to wi pe her own ass
anynore and that's naking her
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cranky. She'll freak if she finds out |I'm wal ki ng behind her on the extra
nmanpower .

He's got us posting extra people in our chain here, too. No big deal

HVOSS: It's a big deal when you're sidestepping the chain of command. What's
t he probl em anyway?

I think he's expecting sone kind of trouble and doesn't want the timng thrown
off with all the nmedia coverage

HVOSS: Whatever. Just wish 1 wasn't in the line of fire.

Look on the up side. Maybe he's grooning you for her job.

HVOSS: A pay rai se would cone in handy.

Dam straight. G ao.

Charl es | ogged off and used his adnministrator privileges to access the system
and manual |y delete the record of his chat.

"Deft bit of hacking,"” Magdal ene observed. ''Unless Rush is paranoid enough to
run a shadow subrouti ne.

Then Charles's ass will be grass.” Roman didn't bite. Something was buggi ng
hi m

"Why does Rush care so nuch about the tining?"

"He al ready said--the nedia."

''But that doesn't make sense. Media crews are going to be on location for
coverage. They'll have crews set up at one spot along the chain. So why is he
worri ed about manning both ends? In an event of this magnitude, he can't

possi bly control the human el enent."

O could he?

The t hought cane at Ronman sideways., In the living world, police forces in
every city on Humanity United's Unity Day schedul e woul d be hard-pressed to
control a chain of people w nding through the streets in the event of trouble.
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Rush wasn't only dealing with the living world.

Wul d denons posted at both ends of a living chain give Rush control over the
crowds?

Wul d posting extra manpower--or denon powerin cities where he m ght expect

Ni na and her |ongdead friends to show up sonehow protect the chain?

But why? Not so a staged nedia event could go off without a hitch for a gl obal
vi ewi ng audi ence.

Roman was m ssing sonmething integral here. He needed to talk with Nina to
figure out how denpbns and dead souls might factor into this scenario.

"I want to see a list of the chain nonitors. We mght have to shift--"

"Don't bother." Magdal ene pointed to an office door behind Charles's desk.
''Take a stroll inside Rush's office. Popped nmy head in while you were naking
me wait before. Huge display board with this whole stunt detail ed, conplete
with colored sticky notes and a boatl oad of information."

"'"1"minpressed, Mgdal ene. Who knew you'd be so proficient in the field? And
here 1 was keeping you tucked inside Command because 1 thought you liked to
control the action rather than be in the thick of it." Roman smiled

"Recon was a damm sight better than standing around waiting for denobns to junp
out of the woodwork and eat ny ass,"” she snapped.

They headed inside the office, where a wall-size display map of the world
conveniently provided all the details of the various |ocations and tinmes and
t he nanes of the Humanity United personnel who woul d be coordinating the

chai ns--and the nanes of those posted at the ends as chain nonitors.

I nstructing Magdal ene to one half of the nmap, Roman
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took the other, noting nanes and | ocations. But there was such a surfeit of
data that he got a new perspective for the linitations of death--somnething as
sinmple as a pen woul d have gone a | ong way here.

He al so got a new perspective on what an anbitious undertaking Unity Day was.
Had Rush only been operating in the living world, the intricacies of
coordinating the logistics of this event woul d have been staggering.

Locations. Tinme zones. Securing enough of the general population to
participate at what in sonme countries were very off hours. Scheduling Humanity
United personnel out of regional offices all over the world. The nedia
coverage. Invol venent from renowned personages fromthe international arena

A grand-scal e attenti on-grabbing stunt.

Add to that the happenings in the passage, and tonorrow at twelve noon UTC,
when people all around the world joined hands in a show of global unity, there
woul d be the makings of a fine coup. If Roman could figure out how Rush woul d
do it.

This | ead was hot enough to pursue, so rather than catch back up with

Nat hani al Rush during his nmeeting with the prine ninister, Roman and Magdal ene
went to find N na.

They appeared in the back of a cathedral crowded with worshipers even though
no service currently took place. Roman spotted her instantly, kneeling beside
Gray in the front row, their heads bowed in prayer, two souls who' d clearly
prayed together before.

He wondered what Nina had told Gray, wouldn't have known how to expl ai n what
was happeni ng bet ween them hinsel f.

He wanted nore tinme. He wanted her
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"Think they'd have conme if we'd have needed then?" Magdal ene asked. "They | ook
pretty wapped up."

"Praying for us, | hope."

"That's nice and all, but it's a damm shane they don't have a number to cal
for Divine intervention. You know, |ike 911."

Roman sniled. ''There's a thought."

After genuflecting in front of the altar, he slid into the pew beside Ni na,
maki ng room for Magdal ene, who just plunked down beside him clearly not up on
church decorum

Ni na cast him a sidelong glance, and he was surprised by the relief in her
expressive face, glad she didn't bother hiding how she felt.

"Hear anything on teamtwo?" he asked.

"'*No news is good news. | assume denons aren't hot on your tail ?"

He shook his head. "W need to talk."

She gl anced back at Gray, who made the sign of the cross and slid out of the
pew. "Not here. In back."

Roman nodded, notioni ng Magdal ene to -follow as they noved into the sacristy.
He nade a point of neeting Gray's gaze, a show of respect for his wllingness
to help, then expl ained what they'd | earned about Lilith Archambault's fal
fromgrace, the increased protection around her and Rush, and the inexplicable
need for chain nonitors.

"'"W need to assess.” He didn't add that he hadn't been able to conceive of
any pl ausible way to stop denons from doi ng whatever they wanted. As it stood
now his hastily-thrown together Soul Retrieval Unit presented no threat.

"*Why did the denmons feel the need to get you out of
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the way?" He directed the question to Nina, but it was Magdal ene who repli ed,
"They wanted to turn her to their side. She told us."

Ni na nodded. "But they were al so concerned about ne interfering. Uel and and
G de were pretty clear on the point, and 1 got the inpression that was top
priority." "W've got a |ot of unhappy denons because N na got away,"

Magdal ene said. "And Rush upping his security.”

"Sounds to nme as if he's afraid Nna will see something," Gay added.
"Agreed," Roman said. "So let's start there. How could Nina interfere? I'm
drawi ng a total blank and hopi ng you two m ght shed some light--so to speak.”
Ni na hopped up onto a counter, dangling her long | egs before her. "I do not
i ke the sound of this at all."

"Why?" Magdal ene asked.

"Cosing off the ends of a chain inplies he's trying to keep sonething in,"
Gray expl ai ned.

Roman geared up for an answer he wasn't going to like. "What?"

"Something only 1 see," N na said quietly. "Souls. Their essence."

Magdal ene | ooked doubtful. "Are you saying that denons on either end of a
chain could crowd the living souls in between?"

Ni na shook her head. "No, but with everyone hol di ng hands and | i nked toget her
denons could crowd | ost souls so they bleed the Iife fromthe whole chain.”
Silence fell on the group, and Roman renenbered N na's concerns about how nuch
life she'd bled fromKatie MCuire

"Talk me through this," he said.

Ni na and Gray expl ai ned how dead soul s coul d
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cromd the living and bleed away life to make them stronger. Not only to
strengt hen awareness of physical life, but to boost their life force, making
them stronger in the afterlife.

Hol di ng together the echo of life to appear nore solid was only a cosnetic
effect. Strength would enable souls to shift nore easily, to exercise nore

i nfl uence when they whispered, to wield nore power over angelic abilities like
creating shrouds or veils. . . Proficiency that had taken N na, Gay, and

Dam an nearly three hundred years to develop could be had in one nedia event.
"So we're not talking about denons gai ning nore power, but |ingering souls?"
Roman asked.

"'Lost souls,” Nina corrected. "In order to be in the passage, a soul had to
repent. If we fall to tenptation before noving on to the threshold all bets
are off. We're lost."

Just a Kiss..

But Roman didn't think N na was worrying about how nuch damage they ni ght have
done to their eternities in the bayou, not when he met her gaze and said,
'"'"We've got a terrorist connection in the living world."

Magdal ene shook her head, as if she couldn't believe what she was hearing.
"You're telling me that noon tonorrow, Amsterdamtinme, Rush plans to power up
his | ost soul s?"

Roman nodded. "He's recruiting an arny.

* k%

Twent y-one hours and counti ng.
For close to 500 years, Miscow s Red Square had been a Russian national forum
wher e t ownspeopl e gathered to watch cerenonies energing fromwithin
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the Kremin, to hear royal proclamations that dictated their lives, and

cel ebrate various victories won in battle.

In less than a day, townspeople would gather again in a public show of

goodwi I I for Humanity United's Unity Day. They would stand united with famly
menbers and friends, with co-workers and acquai ntances, wi th strangers.
Society's affluent would stand beside those who lived in deprivation, famliar
government officials beside anonynmous city workers, educated professionals
besi de unskilled | aborers.

Political affiliations, religious beliefs, and personal codes of ethics would
be set aside as one Russian extended a hand to another, and for a brief span
of time, all would be one, united in a conmon cause.

Humanity United's call for unity.

Ni na gl anced around the square, crowded with traffic as people hurried hone
fromjobs at the end of the business day. She saw wooden sawhorses stored in a
roped-of f area, guessed they would be distributed to block tonorrow s traffic
and nake a place for the living chain to wind through the streets.

The reality of the situation had left her alternately frenzied to come up with
some plausible way to avoid disaster, worried that nothing they mght do could
stop events already in notion and nunbed by the enormty of what they faced.
Roman had pull ed Janes and Marstiller from surveillance detail in D.C. to
assi st Dam an and Mouse in trying to | ocate information about any gathering of
| ost souls that night be happening in the passage.

Soneone had to be coordinating events fromthis side, luring souls into
tenptation with prom ses of renewed |ife and nore powerful death, preparing
soul s
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that m ght not have experienced shifting for a trip back into the living
realm

Dermons coul d provi de even the nost new y-dead soul s safe passage across the
real ms, but that would require denons to assist with the shifts, to keep order
anong their ranks as those newly dead shifted.

They had to be sonewhere, and if they were, soneone would have heard of them
Mouse was the best choice for the job.

Ni na, on the other hand, was being put to work checking out the chain nonitors
to confirmRoman's recruitnment theory and Rush's point of entry. She hoped to
see whether | ost souls were crowding the chain nonitors or denmons swarm ng
them They needed confirmation and only information would hel p them fornul ate
a gane plan to stop this mass recruitnent.

If they coul d.

Ni na had a really bad feeling.

But they had a place to start. Roman and Magdal ene provi ded nanes of chain
monitors, and after surveilling the site of tonmorrow s event in Mscow, they
acconpani ed Nina and Gray to Hunanity United' s regional office, only blocks
from Red Square.

Unsure of what awaited them -powerful denons who woul d sense their presence or
living souls crawmling with | esser denons-they made a careful approach to a
suite of offices in a nodern building, ready to make a hasty retreat.

But no hol e ripped open between the realns for denmons to pour through and
their luck held further because not everyone had |left the office for the day
yet, apparently working late to wap up last mnute details.

"Did lvanka call?" a burly-framed man asked. Seated behind a desk, he | ooked
like a grizzly bear that had
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been chopped off at the waist. "Is she going to be well enough to show up
tomorrow? |1've got to know now. "

H s nane plate on the desk identified himas Al ek Bol odenka.

"He's a chain nonitor," Magdal ene said.

"And here's the other one." Roman peered over a | ow wall form ng anot her
cubi cl e.

St ephen Trofinmoff was as nondescript as his partner was nenorabl e. Average
hei ght. Average features. He even noved quietly when he parked hinself inside
Al ek Bol odenka' s doorway.

But Gray, Roman, and Magdal ene only had eyes for Nina, waiting, and in their
faces hope that whatever she saw would give them sonme idea of how best to

pr oceed.

"Haven't heard fromlvanka yet," Stephen said. "Do you want nme to give her a
call or move on to the backup Iist?"

"Hel |, what back-up list? There are only two people we could possibly call in,
and I'mplanning to call themanyway if the turn-out is half what we expect
tomorrow. " Al ek puffed out his chest in a dramatic sigh. "If Rush wants our

peopl e manning this chain at intervals with us on the ends then he night have
at | east checked to see how many staff this office."

"Don't worry. He just said to do the best we can. As long as we make sure
we're where we're supposed to be then I'msure there won't be any problem"”
"Here's hoping. And why does he even care anyway is ny question? The nedia
will be filmng Red Square with the Kremin in the background-not who's at the
end of the chain twelve blocks away."

"We're the chain nonitors. It's supposed to be an honor."
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"What's the honor? That 1'Il only have to hold one hand?" Al ek gave a rolling
| augh and Stephen Trofimoff just smiled and headed back to his cubicle,
shaki ng hi s head.

Ni na turned to neet expectant gazes, spread her hands in a gesture that |ooked
as helpless as she felt. "They're totally normal. Nothing at all out of the
ordi nary. Good choices. Bad choices. Pretty bal anced. Neither is being crowled
by any souls, and the only denons around are the tenptation kind Al ek's got
his fair share riding him-QGuttony, Sloth; Pride, Inpatience. Stephen's a bit
cal mer. Anxiety and Fear, but he seens to be hol ding them off okay."

Roman remai ned matter-of-fact, but N na could see Magdal ene' s di sappoi nt ment .
And Gray's.

He' d been subjected to her ability for so long, had believed she'd been given
a gift when no one el se had seen it as one, not even her. And now, when it
mattered nost, she couldn't seemto put her gift to much good use. One nore

di sappoi nt nrent when she'd al ready di sappointed himso rmuch | ately.
'"'We've |l earned Rush is planting nore people than we were aware of,’'
said. "That's information we need to know. W'll|l nove on."

Ni na appreciated the effort, but couldn't help wondering why an angel had
recommended her for this job when all she'd done was elimnate possibilities
by what she couldn't see. And by what she couldn't resist.

Looked |i ke she had her own denon of Doubt.

Roman



CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

SEVENTEEN hour s and counti ng.

The @ul f of Q@uinea kept Accra. the capital of Ghana. breezier and cool er than
the northern part of the country, but the tropical climate instilled all the
people in this small West African country with equatorial warnth

Roman had heard the Ghanai ans called sonme of the friendliest people in the
worl d. He agreed. He'd experienced their hospitality hinmself while attending a
summit only two years back, when the country had applied for a program
providing international financial and technical assistance in an effort to
transform Ghana's agricultural export sector and ease inflation

Peopl e wal ked the streets, sonme wearing Western clothes and others in the
brilliant tribal garb of the various regions. lronically, Roman and his team
had hit this tine zone during the same tinme of day as their visit to Mdscow.
Deat h has perks, he thought, no jet I|ag.
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After |eaving Moscow, he'd returned teamone to Sanctus Command to touch base
with General Keillor, the fornmer instructor from Quantico, whomhe'd left in
charge during his absence. The general hadn't made contact with teamtwo yet,
but had assenbl ed several nore teans with famliarity in particular areas, who
were willing to head back to their parts of the real mand back up teamtwo's
search for intel on lost souls.

Roman had personally briefed the teams and expl ai ned the neani ng of covert.
Only after he'd been satisfied they'd all come to a clear understandi ng of
what was expected, had he authorized their departure and headed back out into
the field with team one.

Now t hey made their way to Humanity United' s outreach office, a very |ow key
affair consisting of two upper story roons above a thrift store. Their |uck
hel d--primarily due to the tine of day of their arrival, Roman didn't

doubt -and they found the only occupants of the office were those whose nanes
they had fromthe master display list.

Kwane Ogan was engaged in a lively tel ephone ! X)nversation, which sounded
personal from what Roman could hear. Carlton Jimah sat in front of a conmputer
i nputting data from spreadsheets, two neat-Ilooking African nmen in their
md-thirties to -forties, dressed the pari of Humanity United representatives
in shirtsleeves and sl acks.

"Who'd they get to man their chain here?" Magdal ene asked. "This place is

I ni croscopic conpared to the offices we've seen.”

"Good question," Roman said, watching N na.

He coul d read nothing on her face, usually so expressive. But she'd shiel ded
her enotions tight behind a | ook of utter inpassivity, an expression that
carved
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her beautiful features frommarble, and nmade her seemrenote, untouchable.
The silence felt heavy as all waited for her to use her gift, and when she
finally turned their way, her face was expressionless. He didn't mss the
steely set to her shoul ders, and braced hinself for nore bad news.

"It's the sane here, I'mafraid," she said. "These two | ook like completely
normal people. Neither is being crowded. These | ook |ike good men trying to
save their corner of the world."

"Couldn't they be really powerful denons putting one over on you?" Magdal ene
was clearly getting frustrated.

"They could,” N na said sinply.

I nsi de Sanctus Command, Magdal ene had |icense to maneuver situations to her
preference and the freedomto vent when things went wong. Roman coul d see
she'd clearly need to learn the finer points of not underm ning an operative.
Because that's exactly what she did.

Roman recogni zed that Nina was feeling the pressure of the ticking clock. She
hadn't provided the intel they needed yet. He w shed he could reassure her and
hel p her understand that situations rarely unfolded linearly in his line of
work. By its very nature covert ops was a specul ative and risk venture--even
wi th adequate resources at their disposal

In the living world, Sanctus Command had had the very best resources. Now t hey
were gathering intelligence |largely from open-sources because he hadn't been
dead | ong enough to figure howto work the afterlife to best effect.
Admittedly, Roman couldn't beat the surveill ance--when denbns weren't flying
t hrough the real ns after
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himand his operatives-but if he just had nore tinme to fight this battle, he
could train an inpressive teamw th the talent he had, a teamthat would be
ef fective against the threat.

"We'll nove on," Roman said. "CQur itinerary |ooks |like the |ocal--"

"The situation |ooks fine over there,” Nina interrupted him " want to shift
over. | can ask these people sone questions. At least find out how they're
handl i ng t he probl em of havi ng enough people to nonitor the chain."

"I"ll go with you," Roman said, earning a narrowed gaze from G ay.

Ni na nodded and vani shed.

Roman found N na behind Carlton Jimah, her band on his shoul der. Acknow edgi ng
her with a nod, he headed to a wall cal endar for any information that m ght be
of use.

"Carlton, you need to take a break fromthat spreadsheet you're working on,"
Roman heard N na say. "You want to double check sonme of the details for

t orror r ow.

You can pull up any files you have--schedules, itineraries, and e-mail from
Humanity United headquarters or anyone in authority.”

Ni na mi ght be feeling the pressure, but she was still thinking, using her
particular skills to advantage.

"Roman, cone |ook at this."

He went to stand behind her, glanced atthe display.

SUBJECT: Regardi ng post dated: 15/5/06.

SENDER: Charl es Webber, Humanity United headquarters RECI PI ENT: Carlton Ji nah,
GH West Africa Sector

Carl t on,
Di sregard the mass post | sent dated 15/5/06. M. Rush has informed ne



that he is aware of your speci al
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ci rcunst ances regarding the size of your outreach station and will send
support staff.

"'Let's see the other posts, Carlton,"” Nina said in a calmng, alnost hypnotic
Voi ce.

Carlton pulled up several others, and they scanned posts maki ng and confirning
travel arrangenents for five additional envoys who would be en route to the
destination tonight, nriving on the sanme flight into Ghana as the nedia crew
"Cood work, Nina."

"It's something, | guess.”

Roman wanted to touch her, to Iift her chin and |l ook in her face, to reassure
her with a kiss.

But touch was forbidden. Not because he worried about resisting tenptation,
but they would both lose all clarity of thought beneath the backl ash of

physi cal awar eness.

He retreated to a safe distance, and Nina cast hima grateful glance before
shifting back to their realm

""What's the take?" Magdal ene asked when he arrived.

"Denons didn't conme after us,"” Nina said. "So we could | ook around."

Roman nodded. "Rush has back-up people arriving on the same flight as the
nmedi a crew. They shoul d be about four hours out now Roons booked at a nearby
hotel . The media crew plans to set up their equiprment tonight to have tine to
address any electrical issues in advance."

"I see," Magdal ene said, and the fact that was all she had to say assured
Roman she did

They were getting nowhere fast tonight.

* k%
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Thirteen hours and counti ng.

Fromthe instant Nina arrived in the Auckl and, New Zeal and, outreach station
she understood why it was known as the "City of Sails." Yachts sliced along in
t he harbors and the adjoining Gulf; and she wi shed that Dami an could be here
to see this. He would have appreciated the magnificent South Pacific QOcean
especi ally since the weather was noving toward wi nter and, from what she could
tell fromthis realm the sailing | ooked fast and chal |l engi ng. Exactly what
Dani an | oved.

She hoped she'd get the chance to share this with him refrained from

menti oni ng anything about it to Gay. For so |long she'd wanted himto nove on
Dam an too, and now when they would finally feel free to follow their own
eternities, all their futures were in question

Ni na didn't get her hopes up when they arrived in the small, single-floor

resi dence where Humanity United operated in New Zeal and. Like everything el se
in her existence of late, things were disturbed, out of sync, unusual

Roman, at |east, was pleased by their arrival tine, and rightfully so. The
adm nistrative staff was just arriving for work, while the outreach

coordi nators appeared to have spent the night in the bedroons at the back of

t he house. The excitenment of the day's upcom ng event was practically

t angi bl e.

Ni na had a buffet of souls to check out, as everyone buzzed through the house
| aughi ng and recappi ng details, nmaking driving arrangenments to the site at the
har bor where the chain would assenbl e tonight, beneath the Iight of the noon
and stars and the hi ghpowered energency | anps the police departnent had

al ready brought out of storage to keep events safe.






312 JEAN E LONDON

They were such an upbeat group that Nina felt her own nood plunging as she
wat ched essences flitting fromroomto room choices made, choices m ssed, the
sheer excitenment of the staff so contagious that gnarly little denons of
Despair, Anxiety, and Ml ancholy shot through a wi ndow |ike bullets to get
away.

She wonder ed how upbeat these souls would be if they had any clue their
eternities were hanging on the actions of the Soul Retrieyal Unit and its
secret weapon, who couldn't see anything renotely unusual about any one of
them including the chain nonitors.

"Enj oy yourselves while you can.” Nina saluted them feeling heartsick

"Not hi ng?" Gray asked.

"I"'mafraid not." Meeting his gaze, she found understanding there. Dear G ay,
never one to hold any grudge no matter how grave the offense. He had al ways

trusted that life, and death, unfol ded according to God's will. Somehow t hat
only made her feel worse right now

As if she'd let nore than himdown. "W've got to do sonmething. | feel so bad
for these poor people.”

"Agreed,"” Roman said. "If the chain nonitors aren't being crowded then we'll

have to assume Rush plans to send in souls at the |ast possible nminute. Since
we can't know that until the time comes, we're back to finding the | ost

soul s. "

Which | eft a question unspoken--if they couldn't know until the |ast possible
m nute, why had Rush been worried that she could interfere with his plans?

And how coul d the Soul Retrieval Unit hope to stop hin®

"I"ve got a question," Magdal ene said. 'Wiy do souls have to be connected in a
chai n?"

"' Think tinme managenent,'

Ni na said. ''Rush can
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power up his arny in one fell swoop rather than sending in souls one on one."
"So what's going to happen to the souls getting their life sucked out of

t hen®?"

"Depends on how much life they |ose."’

Gray spared Nina the pain of a grim

answer. "If the living aren't bled too nuch then what they feel will depend on
how much life they have in them Some might feel weak. Qthers could faint.
Sonme won't notice much at all. Cobviously the elderly, the young, and the sick

will be the hardest hit."

"What happens if they're bled a lot?"

Ni na could only close her eyes to block out the sight of a | ong chain of
living souls, winding along the night-lit shoreline in both directions, people
joining hands, snmiling and | aughing, united for the good of mankind.

"The nmedia will air what |ooks |like a mass suicide."”

"WIl they look sort of dried out, |like sonmeone sucked all the juice out of

t hen?" Magdal ene asked.

Gray nodded, and Magdal ene turned to Roman with narrowed eyes. "Just |ike our
terrorist in the Maryl and safe house.™

* k%

Ei ght hours and counti ng.

Team one caught up with James, Marstiller, Muse, and Damian in the
Philippines, in Metro Manila inside a park known locally as Luneta. Ronan had
seen the city on several occasions, on | ayovers between transports during his



stint in the Marines.

He' d wandered this park filled with gardens, playgrounds, fountains, and

restaurants. He knew the price of a horse-drawn carriage ride could be
negoti ated and
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the official name--Rizal Park-was a tribute to a doctor who' d been executed by
firing squad on the site for rebellion against the Spanish government.

"Well, hey, hey." Janes spotted themin front of the open-air concert hall.
"If it isn't my favorite dead fol ks. So what brings you to this hell hole?"
"You do," Ronan sai d.

Magdal ene hel ped herself to a seat on the stage beside Muse. "We' re poundi ng
sand here and need to know if you've got anything renotely warm"

Dam an didn't seemto be paying attention to anything but N na, who net his
gaze evenly but didn't speak

"Status," Roman said

"W just so happen to have a scorcher,” Janes told them "Got a |l ead on a guy
who' s been transporting souls to sone renote group of islands off the coast of
Panama. "

"Stupid question alert.'
soul s?"

Mouse did the honors. "If you want to have a rave and not everyone has been to
the club before--"

"CGot it." Magdal ene nodded.

Just then in the living world. two teens dressed |ike hoods, got angry and
loud in front of the stage. One haul ed back and punched the other, sending him
spraw i ng right through Dani an.

"Good thing I wasn't in his realm Wat do you think, Muse?" Danian asked.
"Delightful part of the world. Loud and rough around the edges-at ten in the
nmorni ng. My sort of place.”

"M ne, too," she shot back just as deadpan. "Be glad you're not there. That
greasy do-rag has got to snell like shit."

Magdal ene rai sed her hand. "How do you transport
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Dam an | aughed, neatly sidestepping the teens who collapsed to the grass in a
tangle of flying fists and curses.

James turned to Roman and explained, "Wt got a tip that there's a guy who goes
by the name of Justiss, who's been | eading a convoy of souls all over the
passage. "

"Ww, " Magdal ene said. ''The Underground Railroad for dead fol ks."

"You got it," Janes said.

"Clever, actually." Gay turned to Roman. ''The souls just need a lift to the
i sl ands. They can | eave whenever they want."

"Or whenever they're told." Roman coul d al nost hear the ticking clock

"So what are you planning to do?" Nina asked. ''Talk to this Justiss? Think
you can get himto tell you anythi ng?"

Mouse chuckl ed. "Don't know, don't care. W got the code words to join the
convoy. "

* * %

Three hours and counti ng.

Justiss turned out to be a small, dark-skinned man of Kuna Indian origin. He'd
lived on the San Blas |slands off Panama's coast during his |life and hadn't
started traveling the world until after his death, when he'd hooked up with an
adventurer who'd cone to the islands to scuba dive and wound up accidentally
dying in the reef.

That was when Justiss had gotten the idea to start up his little side

busi ness, as he called it, shuttling souls around the passage for a price.

Ni na couldn't figure out what the price would be-negotiable favors perhaps,
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since noney was noot. Apparently, he wasn't choosy about who he worked for
either, but N na had trouble holding that against himsince he so clearly

enj oyed his work.

Along with the shuttle service, Justiss played tour guide, proudly explaining
to his convoy of souls-all forty-three of them-that the Kuna were direct
descendents of the Carib Indians that were nmassacred by real pirates and the

i nvadi ng Spani sh.

Ni ght had long ago fallen on the San Blas |slands when Justiss |led his convoy
into a quaint village of thatched huts shimrering beneath a rain that drizzled
over the coastline and up the steep, rugged nountains dark against the starlit
ni ght .

They arrived inside a |arge conmmunity hut where the villagers cane together
for neetings. H s people were peaceful. He assured everyone they'd enjoy their
stay on the islands for however |ong they were here.

He woul d have nade a great travel agent, too.

Ni na seized the opportunity to turn his friendliness to her advantage when
Justi ss expl ai ned how he woul d | ead smaller groups of souls to the various

out lyi ng i sl ands.

"This won't take long, | prom se,” he said. "Just don't want to | eave you al
cranped together here when we've got nmore than three hundred of these |lovely

i slands to choose from Just pair off wth whoever you want to travel with."
"Come on, Mouse,"” Nina whispered, shooting Roman a sidel ong gl ance and
nmotioning toward their tour guide.

Roman had no clue what she was up to, but he didn't ask questions, only nodded
in assent, trusting her judgnent.
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Gray and Dami an, though, had sonething to say, and she could hear G ay
grilling Roman about protection before she and Mbuse noved beyond earshot.
Mouse didn't ask questions either, just stuck close as they made their way to
the front of the crowd.

Justiss wasn't nmuch taller than Muse, and Nina had to | ook down to neet the

I ndian's dark stare. Beami ng her brightest smle, she said, "Excuse ne. But
would you mind if nmy sister and | tagged along with you while you're settling
the groups. W'd love to see all the islands.™

Justiss's dark gaze lowered to her chest, and suddenly he was sniling even

wi der than Nina, revealing that he was nissing nore than a few i nportant
teet h.

He shot a quick glance at Muse who rolled her eyes, a gesture he didn't seem
to notice.

"Sure, pretty ladies. You tag along with Justiss. | show you around. The

pl easure is all mne."

And it was. He rallied his first group together, and said, "Let's go!"
grinning that gap-toothed grin as he kept Nina close enough to keep protective
eyes on her chest.

Mouse gave thunbs up to their teammates before they left, and Nina didn't need
to turn around to know Gray and Dam an woul d be scow i ng. Di sappoi nt nent
couldn't erase how rmuch they cared. And that thought kept her going as they
toured island after island. They saw so many | ost souls that N na and Muse
eventual ly lost count. Discovered at | east twice as nany denons swarm ng--the
garden variety kind, thankfully.

Yet the living inhabitants of this tropical paradise continued to sleep

undi sturbed, blissfully unaware that their beautiful islands had been turned
into a bus depot for souls on the fast track to the abyss.






318 JEAN E LONDON

By the time Nina and Mouse returned to collect their teammates for a jaunt to
their own rempote island, Nina didn't even care that both Gay and Dani an

| ooked li ke they couldn't decide who to throttle firstJustiss of the grinning
| eers or Roman whomthey'd entrusted with her care.

And as soon as Roman got their news about the congregation on the islands, he
| ooked just as grim "We'll sinmply have to proceed based on our suppositions
then. ™

"Proceed with what?" she asked. "Do you have any idea howto stop this? W're
al nrost out of tinme."

H s expression never changed, but the regret in his clear eyes assured N na he
hadn't needed the remni nder

"We' || brief in Sanctus,"” he said. "If Rush is gathering these |ost souls,
he's probably com ng to get them soon."

* k%

Si xty minutes and counti ng.

"They've officially begun the countdomn Roman. " Janmes returned to sub-Ievel
four after a side trip to Systems Ops. "Sixty mnutes. People are gathering in
all the designated locations. And fromthe | ooks of it, everywhere el se, too.
You got tailgate parties happening in bedroom comrunities, outside business
conpl exes, on university canpuses. Hell, there are nurses wheeling people into
the streets. Sonme of the networks are already airing."

Roman nodded, turned to face his people. He couldn't think of them as
operatives. Not while they were untrained, signed on only because they
bel i eved he could help them make a difference.
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They didn't believe now He could see the doubt in their faces, in the
uncertain gl ances they slanted toward N na, Gay, Dam an, and Mouse. He could
hear questions in their whispers. He'd intentionally let themthink he
possessed a charismthey'd wanted to believe in.

They were waitillg for himto pull a rabbit out of his hat.

Roman didn't have one. He never had. He'd been asked to do a job, and he was
doing it. He would continue. And keep his faith, hoping to help these souls
renew theirs when he was barely .hanging on to his own.

"Al'l right, people,". he said. "We're between a rock and a hard place. W' ve
got two choices. Retreat or fight."

"Fi ght what?" A detective fromRi chnond called out. "W don't know what's
really going on out there."

"No, we don't," Roman said honestly. "But we do know enough to guess at the
rest. Fact: Rush has staged his Unity Day in thirty-eight different |ocations.
Fact :

he's got chain nonitors stationed at each end of the chains. Fact: he's been
collecting lost souls in a rempte location of Central Anerica. Fact: he's got
a terrorist connection in the living world. W can guess he intends to send in
| ost souls to crowmd the Iiving along the chains and bleed their life away."
Roman wal ked the outer edges of the ranks gathered inside sub-level four, made
eye contact with many souls while explaining, "The nost |likely scenario is
that Rush plans to crowd his chain nonitors. G ven the nunber of |ost souls

Ni na and Mouse confirned earlier, it's likely he'll send in souls to crowd all
the staff he has in place along the chains, too."
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"' That sounds like nore people than we have here, Roman dear,"
from Paducah pointed out.

"'What do you think we can do agai nst so many?"

"W can mnimze the damage."

"How?" GCeneral Keillor asked.

Roman nmet his former instructor's gaze, saw understandi ng and a bl eak respect
for the position Roman now found hinself in, a place where he would ask his
troops to risk more than their lives. And as that understandi ng passed between
them Roman was renminded of a scene fromone of his nother's favorite black
and white novies: a nedieval comuander had |led his tenants, armed with

scyt hes, pick-axes, and determnation, into a battle against trained and
arnored kni ghts.

They' d all died nobly.

Now Roman woul d do the sanme, sending souls who were untrained and barely arned
into a fight where none of themreally understood what they were up against.
These soul s night not be operatives, but these were nost definitely his
people. He'd sinply run out of time--to learn the ropes, to figure out the
situation, to understand his eneny, to train his people.

To get to know the girl.

In a black and white novie, he definitely would have had nore tinme to get to
know the girl.

He | ooked at Nina, saw the angui sh in her expression, the guilt that she
hadn't managed to pull a rabbit out of her hat either. He wi shed he could
reassure her, had only faith to offer, strained as it was. "W need to break

t he chains. Any of us who can shift into the living world need to go. W need
to brush, whisper, or crowd-whatever it takes to get the living to let go of

t he granny
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each other. The nore chains we break, the nore we ninimze the damage, and the
nore souls we save."

"Not all of us can shift," soneone said.

Roman nodded. ''W each do what we can."

"I'f we crowd the living, we'll wind up in the abyss,
"You're asking us to risk our eternities."

Roman held Nina's gaze. "Yes, | am"

anot her called out.



CHAPTER EI GHTEEN

THI RTY mi nutes and counti ng.

Team after team of souls departed sub-level four under Roman's direction, en
route to all coners of the world. N na couldn't help but be touched by their
determ nation to take action. She bid each farewell and w shed t hem Godspeed
for what she hoped wasn't the last tine.

Roman cl ai med they could make a difference because the el ement of surprise was
on their side. Rush and his m nions woul d never expect the good guys to risk
their eternities by behaving |ike the bad guys.

A mxed blessing if ever she'd heard one.

She tried not to feel as if she'd |l ed these souls astray with her belief in
Roman's charism Tried not to doubt Roman hinmself, tried to believe his plan
woul d make a difference

Tried not to question why her gift--sonetinmes a blessing, so often a
curse--couldn't finally have proven a saving grace.
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Tried, and failed.

Ni na wasn't sure that the good any of themm ght do to stop Rush's coup woul d
bal ance all they stood to | ose, yet she knew they had no choice but to try, so
she stood there as team after team was assigned and departed, battling her own
tenpt ati on denons- Despair, Disbelief, Doubt, Anger, Fear

Sone secret weapon she'd turned out to be.

Self-pity was around, too. And this was not how she wanted to appear around
Roman.

Mouse and the little lady in the slippers departed, the final team except for
Roman' s inner circl eMagdal ene, Janes, Gray, Dam an, her.

"I"ve held us all back to tag team D.C. and Ansterdam where Rush and Lilith
Archanbault will be," Roman explained. "Janes and Dami an, you'll be,here in
D.C. Gay and Nina, you're both with me in Arsterdam"

"\What about ne?" Magdal ene sl anted hima defensive gaze.

Roman didn't seemto notice. "You' re home base. Wth any |uck, some of us will
succeed in breaking the chains and need egress. You'll be the point of contact
for whoever does. You direct themto churches where they can hide."

"I was kidding about being in the thick of things."

"Take care of ny people,” he said sinply, but the glance they exchanged was
all about trust, working together, and knowi ng each other's mnd. It was a

| ook of respect. A look that N na wanted from Roman.

Magdal ene nodded. "Done."

Roman sliced his gaze over the rest of them those clear eyes grim yet
assessing, still calculating the abilities before himfor ways to narrow the
odds.
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"James and Damian, we'll drop you off in Lafayette Park before heading to
Anmst erdam We have to find a place for you to hide so you can see when the
action starts. Since we're not sure how far away you need to be to sidestep
Lilith, we'll stick around to assist.in case she notices you before you're
settled. "

"You sure we got time?" Janes asked.

Roman gl anced at the comm station. "W've got tine."

They headed to Ronman's office to surveil the predawn scene in Lafayette Park
on the display nonitors, for Nina to pinpoint Lilith's |ocation and see

what ever el se she m ght see.

The entire park was jamred with people. Uniforned police officers swarned

t hrough the crowds as thick as denons at the nonent of death. They'd parked
cruisers to block off access fromthe side streets. Media crews had vans with
various network | ogos parked at different vantages. Humanity United staff
menbers wearing orange vests directed the crowds fromwthin.

"Qur best bet is that media van," Janes said. "It's parked on the outskirts,
but we'll be able to watch the live feed to know when to make our nove.

O herwi se we can't see anything until the sun cones up."

As Roman had stressed to each of the teans, the timng was critical. The teans
woul d need to nove in just before the chain nmonitors seal ed the ends.

Yet no one could know when the | ost souls would arrive--only Nina could see
that, and she couldn't be everywhere.

The teams woul d sinply have to hope they could keep the chains broken for
how | ong?

Until people got tired and went hone?

RETRI EVAL 325

Until the nedia crews packed up and left?

Until denons dragged her teammates into the abyss?

"Where's Lilith?" Dam an asked.

"There by the statue,” Roman said.

Ni na noved cl oser to the display as if that would hel p her see through the
dawn to pinpoint a woman in the cromd. Lilith Archanbault stood in the m dst
of the mayhem holding court with reporters, and overseeing her people froma
spot in front of the statue of Andrew Jackson riding his horse.

"' Do you see her?" Janes asked. "Wth the bull horn."

Ch, Nina could see all right. But Lilith Archambault wasn't all she saw.
"Roman, " she hissed. "The reporters.”

He turned, his face all striking Iines, urgent, his gaze alive with questions.
"I can't see them Some nust be denons. The bad kind."

Hard understalliing dawned on his face. They'd been off base about the threat.
Yes, Rush planned to bring in his lost soul arnmy at the last mnute, but he'd
al so made sure no one could interfere by sending in powerful denbns with the
nmedi a crews.

And if he'd sent in denpons in all thirty-eight |locations then as soon the Soul
Retrieval Units nade a nove toward the chains, they' d be anbushed.

Unity Day wouldn't only be a recniitment of a | ost soul arny, but a massacre
of the good guys.

And not one team fromthe Soul Retrieval Unit would have warning--no one could
see the denons.

Only N na.

W thout a thought, she headed to Red Square. It was alnmost two in the
afternoon in Moscow, and the place
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was as cramed as Lafayette Park. Law enforcenent officers containing the
crowmds. Humanity United staff.

Unity Day participants. Spectators.

The Kremin rose in the background and canera crews were positioned to nake
the nobst of the recogni zabl e shot. Nina spotted a cluster of orange-vested
personnel, couldn't find either Bol odenka or Trofinmoff.

Likely maiming their posts at either end of the chain.

She spotted her teammtes hi dden, awaiting their chance to strike, and the
reporters.. ..four were denons.

* k%

Si xt een m nutes and counti ng.

Mor ni ng had dawned breezy and clear in CGhana, a tribute to the joy taking
place in the streets, a celebration rather than the tight riot contro
exhibited by Unity Day's Anerican and Russian counterparts. People wearing
bright tribal garb Inilled through the streets, eating fromvendor carts,
tal ki ng and | aughi ng, danci ng.

Ni na couldn't find Ogan or Jimah anong the crowds that filtered off a main
t horoughfare in all directions, but she found ot her orange-vested staff
menbers and reporters.

Two were denons.

* k%

Fourteen mi nutes and counti ng.

Huge energency lights illumnated the night in Auckl and, where people streaned
al ong the harbor as far as she could see, the starlight casting the ocean into
bl ackness, the stark artificial lighting revealing a
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celebration of a nore spiritual sort. A band played on a stage, filled the
night with the soothing sound of new age nusic. People sang, danced, lifted
their arms to the sky in thanksgiving.

Orange-vested staff mlled through the crowds and not far fromthe stage, the
nmedi a crews congregated

Three were denons.

* * %

Twel ve mi nutes and counti ng.

Ni na headed back to D.C. asking herself why Lilith Archanbault had ever gone
to the trouble of casting her into the living world and shroudi ng her nenory.
There was nothing Nina could do to interfere with this coup, nothing she could
do to help her teanmates, nothing to stop the slaughter

She' d been about to reappear inside Roman's office at Sanctus Command when she
heard a fam liar shriek, a terrifying sound of the real ms tearing open

She' d seen the denons.

The denons had seen her

And at the last instant, she redirected herself to the Cathedral of St

Matt hew t he Apostle, where a priest was cel ebrating sunrise mass, casting off
the denons and giving Nina a nonentary respite within the sacred walls, |ong
enough for Roman, Gray, and Damian to find her

For a blind nmonent the sight of themrooted her to the spot. She ached to go



to them hold them draw strength fromtheir presence, but it was to Roman
t hat

she turned.
"Rush sent in denmons with the media crews Moscow, Ghbana, New Zeal and, probably
all the locations," she told them "They're the bad kind, Roman.
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The really bad kind. Qur people. . . we've got to call them back."

The shrieking grew | ouder beyond the vaulted roof, a pulsing throb of sound
like the beating of heavy wings, as if nore denons gathered, poised and

wai ting, knowing their prey couldn't hide forever

Roman caught her gaze with a cal mthat bespoke a lifetime of global crises, of
a famliarity with ticking clocks and split-second deci sions.

"We'll handle it," Roman said. "Good work."

Ni na drew strength fromhis cal mauthority, felt her panic recede when he

said, "We can split up. Each of us head to a different location, call in our
peopl e. "
Gray pointed to the ceiling. "If we can get anywhere with that crewin tow "

"W need help," N na said. "W can't do this alone.™

"Hel p from whon?" Dami an demanded, i ncredul ous.

Ni na scow ed, not in the nood. "A prayer would help."

"Swanp Man." Ronman's gaze snared hers steady, willed her to understand. "1
bel i eve he's an angel, Nina. He hel ped us before, he will again. You go. W'l
create a diversion to keep the denons with us."

For an instant, Nina could only stand there as she grasped what Roman was
sayi ng. He believed she could get help and save themall. She could feel al
their gazes upon her, these nen that she | oved-and, yes, she | oved them all
each in such a special way-knowi ng that to | eave them meant the |ikelihood of
never seeing anyone of them again.

"Go." Roman caressed her with a gaze that prom sed they still had unfinished
busi ness. He took off.

Dam an fl ashed that fast grin, extended a hand as if to touch her face, and
vani shed.
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Gray dissolved into a glow of light, his voice nelting into angelic richness,
soothing. "God go with you, ny dear."

* k%

Ni ne m nutes and counti ng.

Nina arrived in front of Swanmp Man's house, unsure if the hounds of hell were
at her heels. The abrupt peace of the bayou daybreak was a shock to the
turmoil inside her, the frenzy of panic and fear, the urgency.

"Swanp Man," she cried.

Her voice resounded in the quiet, and each second ticked by like an eternity.

She forced herself to remain still, knowi ng she could only wait, praying that
Swanp Man woul d hear her.
An angel ?

She couldn't quite absorb the why, only knew it could explain so many things.
Except why he had hel ped her when the warrior angel at the threshold had
turned her away.

She remenbered Roman's questions before Swanp Man had brought down the veil
realized Roman nmust have suspected then

"Swanp Man, please." Her voice broke, filled with despair though she tried to
cling to the cal mof Ronman's revel ation. An angel. She hoped he was right. "W
need your help."

Not hi ng but sil ence.

Movi ng inside the cottage, Nina found it enpty. She stood there staring into
that famliar room quick i mges of her night in bed with Roman chasi ng

t hrough her nenory, fueling her clarity and purpose through the grimreality



that there was no one here to help her.
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If not Swanp Man, then who?

She needed to get hel p because they would never get to all their people in
tine.

And just as a denon of Despair was poised to overtake her, she heard a voice
a calmng voice that swelled around her.

"Only the one who is free nay seek our help."

* k%

Si x m nutes and counti ng.

By unspoken consent, Roman, Gray, and Dam an gave up the safety of the
cathedral to warn as many of their people as they could reach. Together, they
shot through the cathedral roof to find the sky stormcloud black with denons.
Gray took the lead, glowing brilliantly to carve open a path.

Dam an had foll owed, not as bright but still keeping the way open for Roman
who followed in their wake, w shing he could create even a spark to toss off

t hese denons.

He didn't have a cl ue.

But N na had gotten through, leaving the three of themtrying to outrun a

| egi on of denons. Hiding hadn't been an option. So they took off in separate
directions, nmaking for the cities where the nenbers of the Soul Retrieval Unit
were about to walk into an ambush

The denons split ranks to follow, and Roman led his to Hawaii, to the inky
cover of m dnight, where people were lining up a sharp nountain slope to the
light of burning torches, chanting, their haunting voi ces echoing off the
cliffs, above the crashing surf.

He spotted his people, two newconers, hiding on the roof of a nearby
condom ni um But as Roman got
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cl ose, another dermon | aunched off the ground to join those behind him

* k%

Five m nutes and counti ng.

Ni na knew that letting so many good souls die so Nathanial Rush could create
an army couldn't be part of the angels' plan

She knew it, and she needed their help. There was only one place to get it.
The threshol d.

But the nenory of her last visit there still made N na cringe, disturbing the
peace of the Louisiana bayou as the twin denmons of Shame and Despair sucked
away at her resolve

Who was she to denmand hel p fromthe angel s? She was soneone who'd sinned
big-time inlife, repented, and fallen again in death. They'd already turned
her away once, and she wasn't any freer now than she had been during her | ast
visit.

The t hought struck her so hard that she was tenpted to head back to Moscow.
Maybe if she noved fast, she might recall a few teanmates before tine was up

* k%

Four m nutes and counti ng.
Roman knew i f he sought cover in any church, he would never get out again. He
couldn't get close to his people, either. He m ght have escaped notice of the



denon nmedia crews, newy dead that he was, but not with this Iegion on his
heel s, clawing with jagged talons, hissing and shrieking in their guttural

VOi ces.

The only thing he could do was try to stay ahead of them know ng each second
he kept them busy was one
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nore second Nina had to get help, knowi ng one nore second m ght buy James and
Marstiller enough tinme to get word to anot her depl oyed team

Knowi ng that one nmore second was all that was between himand the abyss and a
future where he m ght never see N na again.

* k%

Three m nutes and counti ng.

Nina stared into the bayou to See vaguely reflected on the surface the twin
denons of Shame and Despair. They writhed around her shoul ders, feasting as
content edl yas she'd seen tenptati on denons feast on others during the |ong
years she'd lingered in the passage.

"Leave ne, denmons of Shame and Despair,"” Nina said, a half-hearted effort that
didn't come close to doing the job.

The denons hissed and scranbl ed around her in a stubborn burst of renewed

ener gy.

"Leave ne in peace," she commanded, and with an inpatient shrug, she tossed
both denons off.

And heard Roman's voice in her nenory.

"I"mworried about stopping evil fromtaking over two realns.”

Ni na considered his words, considered the man, and all his contradictions. H's
rut hl essness and nobility. The special abilities he demonstrated, which should
have been inpossible for a soul newy dead. His determ nation to acconplish
his goal at seemingly all costs, yet his willingness to | eave Marstiller
behi nd to make peace with his death.

She remenbered Roman's explanation to Gray and Damian for not telling them
about the battle until after he'd retrieved her. Gray and Dam an hadn't |iked
hi s
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nmet hods, but Roman's honesty had been the start of earning both nen's respect.
Roman had handl ed questions about the charismin the same way.

"It's not tine," he'd told Muwuse. "I'mafraid that's all | can tell you."
He' d been up front even when he'd chosen not to expose his hand. Soul s may
have followed Nina's exanple to sign onto the Soul Retrieval Unit, but it was
respect for Roman that had kept themthere when eternities were at stake.
Was it any wonder that she'd fallen hard for him that she'd been unable to
resist tenptation?

And that's when she finally understood.

She' d been running fromtenptation, resisting and falling time after tine,
through life and death, failing the test, tine and again.

But tenptation had never been the problem

For gi veness was.

She never had. Not once in all these years had she all owed herself the

forgi veness she'd hel ped so nany others find.

Gray and Dami an had known. That's why neither man had noved on. They | oved
her, and had wanted the sane thing in death as they'd wanted in life-for her
to find peace.

She suspected Roman knew, too. He'd persisted.

He'd tenpted. He'd trusted her even when her ability to see souls had seened
to fail her. Because he knew she could never return his love until she was
free to | ove herself.



Ni na stared into the bayou, the water rippling lazily beneath a breeze, and as
the surface stilled, she peered hard at her rippling reflection. She could
barely see it, but it was there, and had been all al ong.
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"Leave ne, demon of Unforgiveness," she commanded with all the conviction she
had i nsi de.

Tenpt ati on had never been the probl em

"Go and | eave nme in peace." The denon shrieked wildly, his grip on her soul so
deep, but as the last talon slipped away, it burst into a thousand shadowy
shards and vani shed.

And for the first time in menory, Nina felt peace.

Wth a smile on her face, she turned fromthe water, know ng exactly what she
nust do

The serenity of the bayou yielded to an unearthly darkness of the passage as
Ni na took off for the threshold.

As free as she knew how to be.

* k%

One m nute and counti ng.

Roman could feel talons sink into his ankles, as if slicing through skin and
bone, seeking a vicious grip to drag himinto the blast furnace of evil raging
behi nd hi m

They were so close now, a firestormsapping his strength, his will, any hope
that N na mght succeed in her quest or that any of his people would escape an
anmbush.

If he'd only had nore tine.

Anot her talon sank in, deep enough to stop himshort and drag hi m backward.
More tal ons sank deep.

Then Roman was hurtling through the sul furous bl ackness, all hope al nbst gone.
Al nost .

N na.

He fought the claws that raked over him resisted the shrieks that would drive
terror into the surrounding
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souls, refused to close his eyes and give way to the bl ackness, and just as he
t hought he couldn't strike out one nore time, the inky stormclouds parted. A
seam of dazzling white nmelted away the edges until a radi ant beam shone

t hr ough.

An angel with outstretched wi ngs.

It stood poised, its eyes burning, taking stock of all before it, of the
strength of its eneny.

Then it raised a nmighty sword. . . and the host of warrior angels surged
through the rent in the sky, a flash of blinding light that poured over the
wor | d.

* * %

When N na opened her eyes, she found herself back in sub-level four. The
archives gl owed. The passage was silent. The cal mof the dead firmy in place.
For a nonent, she could only blink stupidly, trying to clear her thoughts,
trying to renenber.

An anbush.

The threshol d.

Gray. Dam an.

Roman.

She remenbered bei ng sucked inside the gl owing doors at the threshold,



recalled a light so bright it scal ded. She renenbered the voice of the angel
cap. tain, that voice she'd heard before but hadn't been able to place.

Now Ni na knew where she'd heard his voice before.

It was the voice she'd heard inside her during every battle she'd ever waged
with her conscience.

And he hadn't turned her away.

Then all thoughts fled as souls began appearing inside sub-level four with
her-soul s she recogni zed, souls she knew wel .



336 JEAN E LONDON

Mouse. Gray. Dani an.

Roman.

They all |ooked fine, perfectly fine, and Nina I et out a sob that broke the
qui et and started an aval anche of nuttering as everyone glanced around with
shocked expressions, as if |like her, they were only now recogni zi ng where they
wer e.

Except Roman. His clear gaze swept over her, his expression softening the
stark lines of his face. "You did it. You brought help. They're just people
hol di ng hands in those cities now Perfectly safe.”

"Esherick?" she asked.

"'Went shrieking back to the abyss." He noved between Gray and Dami an, and
they all canme to stand with her, their presences reassuring, their gl ances
relieved.

Fine, all fine.

Ni na began to sob softly, unable to nmove, barely able to conprehend what had
happened.

They were all back in Sanctus. Safe. Dead.

Perfectly, peacefully dead.

Only the linmtations of death stopped her from hugging themall. Before she
could recover herself enough to speak, a light swelled inside the vault,
drawi ng everyone toward it.

And they shielded their eyes.

"' The battle for dom nion of the passage has only begun." The angel captain's
voi ce was resonant and rich with beauty, so fanmliar. "WIIl you stand and
fight the war?" "Can we w n?" Roman asked.

"You have all you need to claimvictory. Time to train, tine to understand
your eneny." The light flared, radiant, even through shielded eyes. "A team
with many talents, and solid faith. And a gift."
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"What gift?" Nina wanted to know, and now seened the perfect tine for an
answer .

"A chosen one with a special charism"

"I's it Roman?"

The Iight dazzl ed, chasing the shadows away, and Nina felt the warnth of

| aught er pour though her.

"Roman was sent to retrieve the soul with the special charism-the gift of
speci al sight. The soul who can see other souls. The only soul who could
sunmon the warriors.”

Ni na heard the words, stood rooted to the spot as sub-level four erupted with
whi spers, urgent, excited voices that rose on a crescendo. As the angelic
light faded, she opened her eyes and saw her teanmates on the Soul Retrieval
Unit--friends, strangers, acquaintances, their expressions ranging from
surprise and wonder to relief and amusenent. Gray and Dami an were wat ching
her, too, and it wasn't until she saw their know ng | ooks that understandi ng
began to dawn.

She turned to Roman, and he caught her gaze with those clear eyes that saw
everything, a gaze that didn't let go.

And Nina realized they were all |ooking at her.



EPI LOGUE

ROVAN was pl eased when nost souls chose to stay and fight with the Soul
Retrieval Unit. Esherick would be back, and this tine they would be ready to
fight.

Sone had chosen to nove on. Gray was one. He would finally go in search of his
late wife and infant son. But Damian chose to stay and fight, confiding that
he t hought Magdal ene woul d need soneone to teach her the ins and outs of

deat h.

Roman t hought Dami an was the perfect man for that job.

Trai ning woul d begin in earnest soon, but Roman's first order of business was
a wel | -deserved break, which was net with eager approval fromhis people. In
fact, he'd barely gotten the order out of his nouth before everyone had

di sappeared from sub-1evel four w thout finding out when he wanted them back
Vel |, al nost everyone.

Ni na was by his side, exactly where she should be.

Roman was | ooking forward to this down tine, so
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he coul d approach the tasks ahead with an appreciation for the unique
chal | enges they presented. Not only with the Soul Retrieval Unit, but. with
this woman, his soul mate.

While Nina was at peace with the fates of her forner compani ons, she hadn't
yet cone to ternms with her new role as chosen one with a charism

Roman woul d be with her while she did.

He couldn't help but snmile. She | ooked content to dictate their first order of
busi ness.

"I just want to see her again and nake sure she's okay." Nina flashed himthat
hi gh-beam snile. "It won't take long."

"No time limts. We're going to relax and enjoy spending time together."
"Sounds perfect."

And with that Roman found hinmself back inside the very park where he'd first
encountered N na.
"' There she is.™
hand.

Katie and Luke.
Katie's girls were running ahead with the duckchasi ng dog, and Katie was
saying, "It's all good, Luke. Shea's going away to get the hel p he needs.
Sonetimes things don't work out |ike we plan. But God sent me a good guy to
make up for the one who didn't work out." She smiled, her heart shining in her

Ni na pointed to a couple strolling beside the | ake hand in

eyes.
Luke brought her hand to his mouth and pressed a kiss there. "I'ma lucky man,
Katie."

"Ch," Nina heaved a huge sigh that made Ronan w sh he could press a kiss to
her hand, too. "She'll be fine. It's all good."

"Yes, it is," Roman agreed.
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"Al'l right. I've seen what | need to see here." She lifted her gaze to him
eyes shining, hair tunmbling around her face, and a soft smile on her beautiful
mout h, a kissing nouth. "lI'mall yours now. So where are we off to?"
"Anmsterdam to ny favorite art nuseum | was always too busy to do the place
justice. But now that we've got a little tinme, | intend to enjoy it."

"And you want to enjoy it with ne. 1'mglad."

"I"'mglad you agreed to cone."

Roman did reach for her hand then. Brushing his nouth across her knuckl es, he
shivered as their echoes of life nerged, an easy fl ow of sensation that made
t he noment physi cal

Ni na ran al ong the bayou shore beneath a gol den sun, wearing only a filny
white shift. She bunched the hemup al nbost to her knees, and the water broke
around her ankl es and cal ves, the spray showering the fabric, so sheer it

nol ded t he sensuous outline of her beautiful body.

| ong, honey-hued hair tousled around her face, whipping out behind her back, a
dance of notion as nmesmerizing as the clinging shift. She shot a gl ance back
over her shoul der then hiking her shift higher to expose shapely knees and a
tantalizing expanse of sleek thigh, she laughed and the sound filled the
bright afternoon with a joy brighter than the gol den sun

Roman ran after her.

Ni na exhal ed anot her sigh, and Ronman smil ed.

Deat h was good.



