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MARA AND ERIS HAVE been cut off from Heaven, abandoned on Earth, still bound and completely without support. Even Nikomedes can’t help them any longer. 

Mara might have been able to handle being cut off, but Jon has learned the truth about who—and what—she is. And he doesn’t know if he’s prepared to date an immortal. 

On the verge of losing everything, Mara wonders whether to tell the Council the truth about the Fallen. Eris’ fears that the knowledge will tear their people apart are well-founded, but Mara worries that there’s something more to what Nikephoros is doing with the power he’s gaining. If they don’t tell the Council, whatever he’s planning could destroy far more than just her chances at redemption. 

Before Mara and Eris can act on their decision to tell the Council, Nikephoros takes him. Him... and Jon. With the two people she cares most about in the hands of a man far more dangerous than she’d ever realized, Mara must convince the Council that cut her off to give her aid and stop Nikephoros before he puts his plans into motion. 

Can Mara save Jon and Eris, and stop a brewing war between the angels and the Fallen? Or will she lose the man she’s only just learned to love?

Mortals Surrender is the final book in the Great Temptations series, a slow-burn paranormal romance with a love triangle that will leave you guessing right up until the end. 
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“They know, Mara,” Eris said again.

I’d heard him well enough the first time he had said it. I knew what his words meant, and yet they had sounded impossible to my ears. Impossible like a human ascending or an angel without wings. 

“They know,” I said dumbly, the words tasting of cold ash in my mouth. “All of them?”

A foolish question. But I was unraveling so quickly from the implication of what Eris had told me that the thoughts bombarding my mind were incomprehensible. 

Eris nodded. I detected the deep well of sadness in his eyes even without his immediate answer. It was still strange to hear him speak. An uncanny sound after months of him wearing the collar that had forced him into silence. That voiceless existence had been his penance for the sins he had committed against our people. Sins that, though shocking me into my own momentary silence, were the deeds that I had shared. I hadn’t been the right hand of the leader of the Fallen—that was true—but I’d had to face my penance just the same.

Despite the warm, sunny day in the sculpture garden a sickly chill expanded through me. A cold sweat clung to my skin as my mind began to face the reality of Eris’ words. The dark stone sculptures that had made me uneasy before were now downright oppressive. Abstract stone seemed to lengthen before my eyes, casting longer, darker shadows over everything. It was as if the warmth of the day was slowly being swallowed up by the finality of the truth.

But the visitors milling around to view the stone statues seemed oblivious to all that was unfolding right here in the garden. None of the mortals living their everyday lives could fathom that they were walking amongst angels. 

No. Not angels. Eris and I had fallen. Now we weren’t even the penitent Fallen anymore. I knew it without having to ask Eris. What were we, now that they all knew the truth I had been hiding all this time?

“Yes, Mara. The Council knows,” Eris choked out, his low voice filling the silence descending over us.

“Gregorios, Harmonia...Nikomedes.” A thousand emotions swept over me, twisting and pulling my insides in so many directions that it felt like I was being ripped apart. Torn into so many pieces that I could never be put back together again. Never be made whole.

I had faced the Council not so long ago. I had been bound by heavy chains then. Yet the weight of those chains during my trial was nothing compared to the binding that an existence on Earth had been. Even the binding of all these weeks on Earth seemed inconsequential in comparison to the weight of the chains now dragging me down.

This moment was worse than when the Council had cast me out. Worse than being flung from the Second Sphere of Heaven. Because, in this moment, there was no one to go to. No one to reason with. No forgiveness to be sought from a triad that made up the cold, judgmental Council.

All there was standing before me now was Eris. His iron collar gone. Wings black as my own were almost a mockery now that I knew Eris was in permanent exile. An outcast. Earthbound and barred from the only home either of us had ever known.

When Nikomedes had first left me on Earth he had reminded me of my duty as a guardian to humans. He had told me of my duty to help mortals rise above their weaknesses. Yet I should have taken his warnings to heart and applied them to myself. My own weaknesses—all too human after my brief time on Earth—had led me down this path.

“How?” My voice trembled on that one word. As if that single word might be the key to my salvation. Foolish hope bloomed in my chest. Learning how I had been found out would not undo what had already unfolded. That didn’t stop the hope from filling me, however, as futile as it was. The how would make no difference, yet still I hoped.

The corner of Eris’ mouth lifted. It wasn’t a smile. More a nervous tug at the edge of his lips than anything else. Though he hadn’t given a verbal response, I felt a dread well up inside me. The momentary hope was gone. Crushed by the foreboding that was rippling through me as I gazed back at Eris. 

I had asked a one-word question, and without having to hear from him I knew that the answer couldn’t be contained by mere words alone. Not even a cascading flood of words would come close to the sorrow that had suddenly settled over both of us, unbidden.

“Irene told them,” he responded, in a flat tone that contradicted the shock of hearing that name on his lips.

Irene. It shouldn’t have surprised me. I had suspected that she’d had me followed. But it did surprise me. Because, though I’d had my suspicions, I hadn’t expected to feel so...betrayed.

We’d had our share of differences Irene and I, but knowing that my own watcher had gone to the Council before even speaking to me first cut deeper than I could have ever anticipated. Maybe my mind was grasping. Reaching for something to hold on to so that the madness didn’t set in. The prospect of never going back home was enough to push me to the edge of my own sanity.

Would hearing the truth from Irene have eased the pain I was feeling now? Or was that just my grasping mind settling on a distraction that might numb the pain filling the fragile body I had been tethered to?

I remembered the old stories. Of the time before my people styled ourselves the guardians of mortals. There had been a feud between us. A great quarrel. One side believed that the closer we got to humans the further we strayed from our golden light. Believed that to be close to humanity was to take a step back from enlightenment, until we were in the darkness with them.

The unfamiliar sound of Eris’ voice was making me wonder if that had become my fate. If the twisted fate of a being as old as Eris would be my fate, too. Though my mind could not yet accept it, deep down there was a part of me that wondered if I was proving those old fears right. Proving that my brief time on Earth fraternizing with humans had severed the bond between me and my people forever.

“How did she know?” I breathed out. “How did she find out?”

“That doesn’t matter now,” Eris answered. “It makes no difference.”

It was strange to hear the timbre of a voice that had not spoken in decades. Perhaps it had been melodious once. After all, Aleksander had hinted at how powerful that voice had once been when I first came to Earth. He had hinted that Eris had been silver-tongued. Skilled at leading humans astray with his words alone. What once was silver now was iron. As hard as his voice was, it was hoarse from decades of disuse. Solid, yet brittle. Immovable and breakable all at once. The notes of his tone were harsh. Metallic. Like the band that had been placed around his neck. 

“What matters is that they know about you and...the human,” Eris continued, his words pained.

How long had Irene known? Before I had left West Virginia? Or was it sometime after I had settled in the house in Richmond? My stomach knotted up as I began to go over all the times I had been in contact with Jon since the move to Richmond. It knotted up even more painfully when I realized that even before the move to Richmond, Irene had come much too close to Jon for comfort.

The day I first met Irene, Jon had been in my apartment right before her arrival. Had my downfall started that far back? I searched through my memories, thinking back to all the times I had taken a risk to see or contact him.

There had been that clandestine lunch. And after lunch Jon and I had made love in the hotel room. I blushed furiously at the memory of Jon’s body covering mine, pleasure building between us as we moved in a rhythm as beautiful as any song. That was when we first said that we loved each other. My heart skipped a beat as Jon’s voice echoed in my mind. That was the first time in my entire existence that anyone had ever told me they loved me. Those three words had been almost as bright and beautiful as Heaven. Had exchanging that declaration in the hotel room been so obvious to everyone around me? 

It unnerved me to remember that, although humans could hide their emotions well in some instances, there were other times when they wore their very hearts on their sleeves. Or at least on their faces. Perhaps the depths of my feelings for Jon had been so stark that there was no hiding them in this human form. Not even from a being as unmoved by emotion as Irene. 

I thought I had locked those feelings away in my heart whenever I was around Irene, but going back over my memories was making me wonder. All those years I had briefly observed humans by Nikephoros’ side, nothing I had witnessed prepared me for the tight grip of human emotion. It was tighter than almost all bindings. Tighter than the chains that held me down during my trial with the Council. Tighter than the binding of this human shell that kept me here on Earth. Only my bond with my people and my yearning to return home was stronger.

“You said that they were done with you.” I lifted my arms, reaching out to him, as if that futile gesture might do the impossible. Soothe and comfort. Provide solace for a being that had been turned away from the warmth of Heaven and into the cold recesses of the universe. “Why? If this is about me and Jon why would they cast you out, Eris?”

Eris looked back at me, profound regret shimmering in his eyes. “Irene confronted me with the truth about you and Jon. There was no point in denying it. Even if I had tried to hide it, she would have seen right through me.”

“But why would that have led to them casting you out?” I demanded to know. “I don’t understand.”

“I defended you,” Eris said plainly.

An ache vibrated through me. It wasn’t the sharp ache of a cold dagger, though. This was the pain of barbed wire coiling around flesh. Ever-present. Cutting. An infinite spiral of pain through my insides and across my skin. Scraping me raw from the inside out, with an agonizing permanence. It was the pain of guilt. Of shame that my own actions had led to some else’s destruction.

“You defended me,” I repeated, unable to mask the anguish welling up inside me. For a moment I shut my eyes so that I could breathe. Inhale. Exhale. The exercise of continuous breathing that mortals needed to survive was a grim reminder of what it took to have to live on the mortal plane. Taking a moment to take in a ragged breath was a reminder that I might have to face millennia here on Earth. On our home plane, there was no concept of time being finite. Existence for our people was eternal. I could not bear to imagine an eternity so far away from home.

With my eyelids closed I shut out the light, welcoming the darkness that my existence might become. To bask in the light of Heaven was everlasting joy. Not even the brilliant light provided by the warm sun in the sky overhead could compare to the lustrous gold that filled the halls of Heaven. The brief flicker that was a human lifetime was as irrelevant as a sundial to my people. In Heaven, light was golden warmth. Here on Earth, it marked something far darker for humans—the swift passage of time. From the phases of the flat, cold moon to the placement of the sun in the heavens, all light signified time’s withering presence for mortals. 

When my eyes snapped open again, my gaze landed on Eris.

The expression on his face hadn’t changed. There was a weariness to the calm he was exuding now. And, surprisingly, beyond that calm was the anger that simmered just below the surface of his skin.

Eris gave a grim nod. “Yes. Once Irene realized that I was on your side, she dropped all pretense of wanting to hear me out. She had been testing me when she confronted me with the truth about you. Though I didn’t lie, my defense seemed to push her towards a decision. My defending you made Irene sure that neither of us was truly capable of achieving redemption.”

Irene had lost all faith in us. Our penance was our one and only chance to get back home after falling. If Irene didn’t think either of us could be redeemed, that meant our attempt at atonement would be cut short. This couldn’t be happening. It couldn’t be. There had to be a way back. 

“If she was testing you, that means she suspected that you would defend me,” I said. “But how would that be enough for her to want you out? Defending me isn’t a crime.” 

“My defense of you confirmed what she already knew,” Eris told me. “Irene knew that I had helped you conceal the truth.”

“No.” The desperate cry tore from my throat. If Irene knew that Eris had kept my secret, had helped me hide my relationship with Jon, then that made Eris complicit in my deception. That made my sin his as well. 

“It’s over for us, Mara,” Eris said in a hollow tone.

Us. Tears pricked the back of my eyes, blurring my vision. This couldn’t be. Eris had kept my secrets. Risked his chance at redemption to protect me. More than once, because not only had he kept my relationship with Jon hidden but hadn’t revealed the fact that Nik had written to me either. Now Eris was being punished, when none of it was his fault. 

When I didn’t respond, Eris went on, “Irene informed the Council of her decision to turn us away for good and they seconded it. They’re through with both of us.”

His words sent the world spinning. The ground beneath my feet seemed to give way to an abyss. I had fallen once before. I was falling once again. Only this time there was nobody there to catch me.
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I braced myself for the tears to start falling. Steeled myself against the sob rising in my throat. But the sob was extinguished in my chest before it could get out. The tears didn’t come. I fought the pain welling up inside of me and I shoved my feelings further down than I ever had in my existence. My heart was breaking for Eris, but I couldn’t cry in front of him like this. I had already been too selfish. Crying now would only make this about me.

I thought of all the times Eris had covered for me. Risked himself to protect me from not just Nik but from myself as well. And our own people. 

Eris had already been on shaky ground with members of the Council and others. Though the Council had granted him more freedom, it had taken them eighteen years to give him a longer leash. Irene herself had almost no faith in him. He had been on Earth for almost a quarter-century. Paying the price for having been Nik’s right hand for untold centuries. Though twenty-three years was a blink of an eye to my people, that length of time in the gray, monotony of life on Earth might have felt even longer than the centuries he had spent at Nik’s side. Eight thousand and more days of his voiceless existence without the euphoric symphony of the song may well have felt like eight thousand years. 

Yet, even knowing how precarious his situation was with the Council, he still kept my secrets. Protected me. Insisted on defending me when he could have been saving himself.

Irene had warned me to guard my heart around Eris. To make sure he didn’t drag me down with him. The truth was: the warning should have been the other way around. Irene should have saved that warning for Eris, not me. I was the one who dragged him past the point of no return. 

“Eris...” His name on my tongue came out strangled as my breath hitched. I squared my shoulders, desperately trying to rally myself as I faced him after all the pain I had caused. I forced an intake of breath before starting again. “Eris, what did Nikomedes think of Irene’s decision? I know you said that the Council seconded Irene’s decision, but Nikomedes and Irene haven’t always seen eye to eye regarding you. He must have said something.” 

His brow furrowed, his expression turning puzzled. “Nikomedes and Irene have argued about me?”

“Yes. She revealed to me that she argued with the Council,” I replied. “Irene wanted to keep you under peacekeeper surveillance for at least another ten years. Nikomedes, on the other hand, believed that it was time to give you more freedom by assigning you to Aleksander. In fact, assigning me to Aleksander as well was Nikomedes’ idea. He thought it would be good for you and me. I suppose he thought that we both needed each other...” My voice trailed off as guilt ate at me. Assigning me to the same watcher as Eris had led to this.

Eris didn’t acknowledge my obvious struggle to find the right words before he went on. “Whatever Nikomedes’ opinion on Irene’s decision was, I wasn’t told. Nikomedes said nothing. Not even when he removed the collar.”

“Nikomedes removed it?” Shock crashed through me and I let out an agonized gasp. Nikomedes had been the one to remove the iron band that had kept Eris mute all these years. I didn’t know what I had been expecting, but it certainly wasn’t this. I could hardly imagine the conflicting emotions that Eris must have felt. To finally have his voice back in one breath and then have his chance at returning home snatched away in the next. What was the use of a voice if he couldn’t go back home again and speak in the language of our people?

“Yes,” Eris responded stiffly. Pain flickered in his eyes so briefly that if I wasn’t so deeply aware of the subtle shifts in his body my human eyes would have undoubtedly missed it. I sensed he was going over that painful moment in his mind. “It was supposed to signify my punishment.”

I chewed my lower lip. A very human expression of unease. “If it was supposed to do that, then why did Nikomedes remove the collar instead of just leaving you voiceless?”
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