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DEDICATION

 


Sometimes it’s hard to hold on to our hope,
to find the strength to chase our dreams.

 


Even those who do often have moments of
doubt. Moments where it feels like it would be better—smarter,
safer, easier—to stop, to turn back, to let go.

 


This book is for everyone who found that
strength, everyone who’s chasing those dreams, and everyone who
told that doubt to shut up.
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Prologue

 


Five Years Ago

“Give me one reason I shouldn’t run you
through.”

Slowly, and without otherwise moving, Redd
dragged his stare away from the sword pointed barely a foot from
his throat. It wasn’t an easy task, seeing as the threatening blade
was actively engulfed in angelic fire—bright and obnoxiously
feminine pink fire. He supposed he ought to have been
grateful he hadn’t been caught by one of the angels he could name.
None of them would have spared him. Still, he’d been caught. It was
as embarrassing as it was problematic.

Spy on the angels for me, he said. Don’t
let them catch you, he said. Redd fought not to let the sneer
curl his lips at the memory from the conversation that had landed
him in his present predicament. What the fuck is wrong with me
for agreeing to this?

He voiced none of that. Keeping his body
still, he met the angel’s gaze. A motion which necessitated taking
in an eye-full of her form before their stares locked. Angels were
beautiful by design, of course, but damn. Something about this one
hit him in a way he had no business feeling, at the end of her
burning sword or otherwise. She was several inches shorter than his
six-foot-one, with long strawberry blonde hair and curves in all
the right places. She also had a helluva glare, even if it made her
glossy lips no less desirable.

Perhaps Sinclair had sent him on this
mission because Sinclair was aware of his subconscious suicidal
ideation and had no interest in coddling him. Lusting after an
angel, really?

The twitch of her brow made Redd realize he
hadn’t yet responded to her admittedly generous, inevitably
fleeting, offer of mercy. He cleared his throat. “I mean no harm.”
He should have prepared for the possibility of this situation and
rehearsed some kind of speech. If she had half a brain inside her
pretty head, she’d never accept that old throwaway line.

Her frown deepened and her sword remained
steady, the divine aura that formed the flame surrounding it
continuing to roll in controlled waves. She at least had a leash on
her temper, or he’d already be dead. “You expect me to believe that
a demon can be here voluntarily and mean us no harm?”

That answered that, then. He made a
conscious effort to keep his voice calm. “It might be more accurate
to say I have no intentions of causing harm.” He couldn’t exactly
lie and say he’d gotten lost. As the humans had taken to saying,
one didn’t simply walk into the angelic armada’s base of
operations.

Thin, perfectly trimmed brows pinched
together and she pushed her burning blade closer, until the heat
prickled his skin. An unspecified final warning. “What else
would you be doing here, demon? And how did you get past our
wards?”

Redd forced himself to hold still. He could
lean away from the discomfort, but the action would only make him
appear anxious and weak. And, really, what sort of fool would agree
to spy on the military faction bent on exterminating his entire
species without expecting to experience a little discomfort? The
same fool who didn’t prepare a story for the inevitable
encounter. Right. “You’re a soldier,” he said, because her
sword made it obvious what her station was. “You can probably guess
what I was sent for.”

“Only if you’ve been truthful with me.” She
didn’t blink and he respected her for that.

“Fair.”

“Tell me something I can verify,” she said.
“Explain how you’re here, and not burning.”

Damn. He’d kind of hoped she’d let that go.
Redd drew a breath and dropped a pointed glance down to her sword,
which she still dutifully held in perfect position to strike. “I
can’t answer that without moving.”

She didn’t respond for a long moment, didn’t
move. Her glowing blue eyes remained narrowed in concentration,
lips pursed. Then, finally, her nostrils flared with a sharp breath
and she took a single step back. Her sword arm lowered and the
intensity of the flame thinned until even the pink of her aura was
barely visible. “Do not think I will hesitate to purify you if I
see or sense anything illicit.”

Redd couldn’t stop the twitch of his lips.
She spoke like she’d surely been trained to, but the words didn’t
quite suit her. The hardened, demon-exterminating warrior persona
was only a mask obscuring the woman beneath—and if he survived this
encounter, he had no doubts that woman would be featuring in his
private thoughts for a while. But first he had to get to the part
where he survived.

He inclined his head and, moving carefully,
lifted the side of his shirt up until he was forced to hold his arm
out at an angle. He adjusted his stance to accommodate their mutual
objective, helping guide her attention to the unnatural branding on
his flesh. “Do you see that?”

“I don’t recognize that symbol. What is
it?”

He bit back his smile at the hint of genuine
curiosity in her voice. “Think of it like a metaphorical shadow,”
he said. That was how it had been explained to him. And while he
could, if necessary, reveal information about the brand and mark it
used, he needed to be very careful to keep Sinclair’s name from his
mouth. Otherwise, he suspected it would be highly preferable to let
the angels kill him.

One of her brows lifted, curving above her
eye, and she asked, “A what?”

“This—” Redd extended two fingers from his
raised hand to point toward the mark on his side. “Hides me, not
just from angelic detection, but also from warding. Rather, it
hides whatever it’s attached to. So as long as I’m not physically
seen, I’m undetected.” He’d have been in a world of hurt if the
armada’s commanding angel had been the one who’d found—and by
extension, become aware of—him. But that was a given.

The beautiful angel in front of him stared
at him, shock softening her features for long seconds. Then anger
returned in a rush and her sword ignited again as she swung it
outward, nearly severing his arm at the elbow in the process. “You
expect me to believe you have such a weapon and not violent
intentions? Do I look like a fool?”

Shit. Redd ducked her swinging blade
at the last second, twisting aside just enough to spare his body
from the merciless touch of her flame. “You misunderstand!” He
barely kept from shouting. “This shadow concealment isn’t a
weapon!”

She moved gracefully into his space, raising
her sword horizontally to his throat but lowering the intensity of
her fire. Her eyes narrowed in a fierce glare. “You expect me to
believe such an obvious deception? I should take you to
Isabella—”

“It drains my energy,” he said quickly.
“When the concealment is active, I can’t use my dark energy. Not
even to teleport.” It was mostly true. Truer than he should
arguably have told her. But coming face-to-face with Isabella was
absolutely not an option.

“Then you have come here to die,” she said.
“Or are you a test subject, whose fate will determine the path of
the next wave?”

“Neither.” He held up his hands before she
could try to take his head, palms out in a gesture of surrender.
“I’m a spy.” Cards on the table, I guess. “Believe me or
don’t, but demons aren’t as united a front as angels. My job isn’t
to find the armada’s weak points, it’s to report back what the
armada might know so my employer can further his personal agenda of
dethroning the current top-dog in Hell.” Redd cleared his throat.
“That’s what I was told.”

The beautiful angel looked unimpressed. “You
expect me to believe such a story? I’m to believe demons have this
ability and only intend to use it against each other?”

Redd sighed. “If you’re not gonna believe me
regardless of what I say, why waste your time with questions? I
can’t fight back as I am. Use me to practice your torture
techniques if that’s what you’re after.”

She looked genuinely offended, her shoulders
rising with a deep breath, and then she pulled her sword away.
“Angels do not torture.” Her expression settled into something
closer to neutral. “Believing the word of a demon is … hard.”

So she’s sharp, but not exactly fully
initiated. Slowly, Redd lowered his arms to his sides. His
shirt fell back into place, a bit rumpled but otherwise fine. “You
don’t strike me as the kind of angel who resorts to torture,” he
said. He wasn’t sure if he meant the words because she was so
painfully forthright or because he was already fighting an
erection, but he consoled himself with the truth of the statement
regardless. “That doesn’t mean all your comrades are as pure.”

Her eyes sparked again, just as he’d
expected them to, but she didn’t raise her sword. “If you are as
powerless as you say, do you really think it wise to speak ill of
my brethren to me?”

He couldn’t help but grin. “Just being
honest. I won’t say I do that all the time or anything, but being
at the clear disadvantage I am, what’ve I got to lose?” Other
than my head.

“Your head, demon.”

Redd laughed before he could stop himself,
barely biting the sound off enough to keep it from growing too
loud. “Are you reading my mind now, beautiful?”

Her eyes widened dramatically and again her
sword was at his throat. “I will not tolerate you speaking to me in
such a way.” Except the subtle hue of more natural pink on her
cheeks suggested she didn’t entirely hate it.

Wasn’t that interesting.

He didn’t lean away, instead holding her
stare. “I don’t have anything else to call you, though. ‘Angel’
could be just about anyone up here. You aren’t just anyone.”

“Why should I tell you my name?”

“Good manners.” He smiled. “I go by
Redd.”

Her fingers flexed over the hilt of her
sword. “I … am Jezebel.” She exhaled and lowered her sword again,
this time dropping her gaze with it. “You are confounding,
Redd.”

Shit. He shouldn’t have given her
that name. He’d been using it long enough the name felt as much
like his natural one as any he’d ever taken—certainly more than the
one he’d been assigned. Hearing her speak it sent a lick of heat
through his blood. So he did the only rational thing. “What if you
give me a chance to prove myself, Jezebel?”

Oh, yeah, he was certifiable. He fully
understood the way her head snapped up and her eyes blew wide
again, because he’d have given himself that same look. Right before
he punched himself in the face.

“I beg your pardon?”

He had no choice but to roll with his own
insanity now, so he said, “I’ll give you something you can verify
yourself. When you do, in return, you give me something.” Her
expression immediately began to change, so he quickly continued.
“It can be anything at all, your choice, so long as it’s
information you reasonably believe hasn’t made its way to the
surface yet. I genuinely don’t care how small it is.”

She raked her blue-eyed gaze over him again
as if his words had changed his appearance. “What do you stand to
gain from this, aside from an extension on your freedom?”

That is definitely a perk, though.
“Trust,” he said. He held out his hand. “All I can offer you is my
word, and I can guess how you feel about that. The thing is, in
general, an angel’s word to a demon is about as valuable. So
trust is the gain here.”

She eyed his hand. Shaking it would require
releasing her sword. “And then what? I give you, perhaps, some
crumb of useless information, and you disappear?” She narrowed her
eyes at him. “I cannot simply allow you to vanish after this
trespass, not knowing you have such an ability at your
disposal.”

Redd held steady. “Even if you killed me,
right now, this concealment mark still exists. I didn’t put it on
myself, I didn’t invent it, I didn’t even discover it. I’m just a
foot soldier.” It was a harsh but true statement. “The next demon
sent might not be as friendly as me, or maybe they’re sent with a
weapon. I don’t know.” He grinned again. “As to ‘then what’, no, I
don’t disappear. Then we do it again. And again. Until we trust
each other more, until we don’t need whatever possible information
the other might be bringing to the table.”

“You expect me to—”

“No, beautiful,” he said, speaking urgently
before her voice could raise again. “I’m asking.”

She dropped her stare to his still
outstretched hand, then lifted her sword and drew the tip of it
along the interior length of his arm, up to the outside of his
neck. He barely suppressed a shudder, his dick twitching in his
pants, as she said, “Provide me intelligence on the insinuation of
mistreatment by members of this armada. If I am able to verify that
allegation, then you will have a deal, Redd. In the
meantime, I cannot and shall not allow you to remain here.”

Redd exhaled harshly, trying to keep his
thoughts from derailing too terribly. He’d never been so distracted
in the middle of a job. “Gonna be hard for me to touch base with
you if I leave.”

Her brow furrowed. “The armada has several
heavily warded bases on the surface. You could still accomplish
your mission at any one of those.” Her eyes widened again and she
yanked her sword away, twisting to the side. “Shit!”

Redd choked on a laugh. “Then I’ll agree to
your terms, Jezebel.” Because he needed to get away from her before
he forgot himself completely. “As to your request, look into
Jericho.”

She faced him properly again, suspicion
seeming to help her find her composure. “Jericho? He is a
well-regarded warrior.”

Redd managed not to roll his eyes. “Sure,
sure. He gets results, right? In combat, and I’m guessing also when
he interrogates the demons who get captured? I don’t know all the
details, but angels are supposed to have restrictions against
torture, right?”

“Angels do not torture.”

“Well, that’s not the way we heard he does
his interrogations. One of the demons he had in custody a year or
so ago got away, remember? Went by the name Steel.” Redd paused to
watch for a spark of recognition in her eyes, and he wasn’t
disappointed. “Steel’s a bigmouth.”

“He lives?” She sounded surprised.

“Last I heard.”

She regarded him in silence for a long
stretch, before finally sheathing her sword. “Very well, Redd. I
will investigate this accusation. But you must depart from here,
immediately.”

He let his eyes drink her in for another
beat, wondering if he would actually see her again. Or if he’d be
found and executed by holy fire at the next location by angels
who’d been scouting for an intruder. It was stupid to think she
wouldn’t report this the moment he vanished, even dumber to think
he could pull it off twice, but he wanted to believe. He wanted to
trust this unfairly gorgeous angel. Even just for a little
while.

Redd took one cautious step backward and
smiled at her. “Until next time, Jezebel.” Then he sucked in a
breath and closed his eyes, pushing his will against the brand on
his skin and envisioning it peeling at the edges like a cheap
sticker. The timing on this was tricky, but Sinclair had made him
practice. As soon as he felt his energy respond, he grabbed hold of
it and dove inside the small shadow created by his own presence,
making sure to seal the portal behind himself.

 


 



Chapter One

 


Present Day

Nerves danced through Jezebel’s stomach as
she rounded the corridor and the familiar guards stationed at the
entrance of her destination came into view. She drew as subtle a
breath as she could, straightened her shoulders, and told herself
everything was fine. Though she wasn’t exactly clear on why she’d
been summoned, if she were in trouble, coming in wouldn’t have been
left up to her.

The nearest of the guard pair met her stare.
“Is she expecting you?”

Jezebel inclined her head. “She summoned
me.”

No other words were exchanged and moments
later the doors slid open without a sound, permitting her entry.
She swallowed whatever remained of her nerves and continued
forward, into the central command room where the powerful angel in
charge of their armada could most often be found.

Isabella stepped from behind her large desk,
a tired half smile lifting her lips. At full height Isabella held
roughly three inches over Jezebel’s five-foot-seven and where
Jezebel’s blonde hair leaned into the strawberry frequently
used to describe its sheen, Isabella’s blonde hair was a much paler
yellow. They were so similar, and yet so different, and for
whatever reason Jezebel felt keenly aware of those differences this
day. They certainly ran far deeper than what could be seen with the
eye.

“Thank you for coming, Jezebel. Are you
recovered?”

Jezebel shoved her distracted thoughts aside
and bent at the waist in a brief bow. “Of course, Commander. Yes,
I’ve been cleared to return to duty as of this morning.” She
hesitated, flashes of the fight no one had really expected from the
night before playing in her mind.

Isabella’s smile eased for a split-second,
then vanished entirely. “Good. I’m afraid Kai won’t be able to
return for two to three days, so we’ll have to move forward without
him.”

Jezebel sucked in a breath.

The evening before had been nothing if not
dramatic. After much preparation, a demon named Sinclair had
successfully trapped one of Hell’s most powerful and influential
demons—Hell’s Right Hand, Achan. Isabella had then made the
controversial decision to send Kai’s battalion in to finish Achan
while the opportunity presented. But it hadn’t gone the way it was
supposed to.

For the past several months, whispers and
rumors had been spreading throughout the armada of a traitor in
their midst. Someone on the inside—someone they all knew—working in
league with their enemies. Jezebel wasn’t highly enough ranked to
have ever learned if there had been credible evidence to identify
any such traitor, and then, quite suddenly … it hadn’t
mattered.

The traitor turned out to be one of her own
close colleagues, a member of Kai’s battalion named Malach. Malach
took advantage of the high tension and confused emotions at Achan’s
execution site and turned his sword on his superior in a strike so
unexpected and so fierce that Kai dropped without resistance. The
armada’s Second in Command nearly bled out before anyone was able
to whisk him away. And since so many of the remaining angels in the
room had been hesitant to wield their weapons against a comrade, or
perhaps too frightened, Malach had escaped.

Jezebel felt her lips dip into a frown. “If
I may ask, Commander, what are we doing about Malach?” From her
perspective, he knew too much of their inner structure to be
ignored.

“I will answer that,” Isabella said, “but
first, I would like to know something of you.” She folded her arms
behind herself and all semblance of a casual conversation vanished.
“You remember what the original objectives were when your battalion
departed last night?”

Jezebel nodded sharply. “Of course. Execute
Achan without fail. Secondarily, take the demon Sinclair into
custody if we could manage to do so.” The order had felt like a
betrayal when she’d heard it, considering Sinclair was the reason
they even had the opportunity to eliminate Achan. But in weaving
such a powerful trap for such a dangerous demon, Sinclair had
proven himself to be a threat the armada could no longer ignore.
Jezebel had taken only mild consolation in the knowledge that the
order had been one of capture, not kill.

Isabella inclined her head subtly. “It is my
understanding that during your confrontation with Malach, you
raised your sword in defense of the Nephilim Madelyne.”

“That’s correct.”

There was no sign of Isabella’s personal
opinion on that issue as she continued. “Is it true Madelyne was
protecting the demon Sinclair?”

“It did appear that way, yes.” There was no
point not answering something so simple, something which would be
expected after the length of time the pair had spent together.
Jezebel was more curious about Isabella’s angle with the
questioning.

“Explain your reasoning.”

Jezebel blinked. “Well … Malach had just
savagely attacked our superior, marking himself quite clearly as an
enemy in the process. He nearly derailed the entire execution.” She
drew a quiet breath. “Beyond that, when Malach turned on Sinclair
and Madelyne threw herself in between them, shielding her was the
only rational reaction. She is our Second’s family, isn’t
she? And while that meant defending a demon indirectly, it had been
made clear Sinclair was not our priority last night. So when Malach
attacked, stopping and hopefully seizing him seemed much more
important.” Jezebel fought not to break eye-contact. “I will face
judgment if I was wrong, but I had to make a split-second decision.
I do believe it was the right one.”

Isabella was silent for several long
seconds. She stared, unblinking, in the unnerving way she had that
Jezebel had heard more than one angel grumble about over the
decades. Then, finally, the invisible hard edges of her expression
softened. “That is why I’ve called for you, Jezebel,” she said.
“Because from all the information I have gathered regarding last
night’s incident, you were one of few who conducted yourself as Kai
or I would have wished.” She drew a soundless breath. “Now, I must
be honest. With my Second temporarily out of commission, knowing
who I can trust is both pivotal and difficult. Across the entire
armada, there are very few angels I am inclined to trust more than
you at this time.”

Jezebel’s throat tightened and she clenched
her hands at her sides.

“We cannot afford to lose the momentum we’ve
gained at the execution of Hell’s Right Hand,” Isabella continued.
“However, we also cannot turn a blind eye on a traitor in the wind.
Whether his loyalties are to Lazarus or Uriah yet remains unclear,
but what is clear is that he is a threat we must take seriously.
So, Jezebel, I am appointing you the responsibility of hunting down
Malach.”

Jezebel’s eyes widened and her lips parted
on a hopefully silent gasp. She’d worked hard to raise her rank and
increase her strength within the armada, rising from a low-level
station to that of a respected warrior, but this assignment still
seemed above her. Except she understood Isabella’s larger point,
too.

“I know it is a daunting task,” Isabella
said. “I do realize that with our ability to trust so deeply
fractured, there will be few you can turn to when your chase
becomes confrontational—an event you must view as inevitable. But
this is something which cannot be ignored, and
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