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I FELL NOT BECAUSE I hated humans, but because I loved one of my own...

Amarantha may not be an angel in the traditional sense, but she’s enough like one that the difference in title is mostly semantics. She’s enough like one to Fall. 

In her case, the punishment doesn’t have to be permanent. But that doesn’t mean the return to Heaven will be easy.

To get back into the good graces of the Council Amarantha will have to serve time on Earth, playing at being human while she does penance for letting herself be led astray by Nikephoros, the enthralling leader of the Fallen.

She wasn’t expecting a walk in the park. Even so, living in a human body is stranger, and more difficult, than she ever expected. But with the help of an angelic adviser, Amarantha is sure she can complete the job she came to the mortal plane to do. Even if the silent, mysterious fellow penitent he’s also supervising reminds her a little too much of the man she loved for a decade.

Then she meets the brother of the senate hopeful she’s guiding toward enlightenment.

Jonathan Bonner is nothing like the powerful, irresistible immortal who turned Amarantha’s heart from heavenly ideals, but he’s kind, and he makes her feel safe amid the unfamiliar chaos of humanity. However, not even her best intentions can shake the desire that keeps drawing her closer to him. 

If that weren’t trouble enough a colleague at the campaign office is trying to sabotage her, and Nik definitely isn’t done with the one that got away. 

Torn between love and duty, will Amarantha find her way back to the path she never meant to leave behind? Or will she follow in the devil’s footsteps and give up Heaven forever? 

Devil’s Footsteps is the first 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 SAY IT IS NOT the fall that kills you.  

Maybe for humans this is true. Perhaps one could go on falling forever, and yet live on. I have heard them say you can get used to anything.

Among my people, though, it is the Fall itself that is the end.

It is not, as you might imagine, a literal casting out. God does not throw us down from on high. It is, like many things, a process: one decision on top of another until you realize suddenly that you are too far gone to turn back. It is too late to do anything but go on Falling. Or so, at least, it went for me.

I did not rebel. There was no grand gesture or sweeping denunciation of our values. Only Nik, and the hundred little ways in which I betrayed those who had been my people to stand by his side. 

I Fell not because I hated humans, but because I loved one of my own...

* * *
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THE HALL WAS FULL OF whispers. They ran along the white stone and echoed off the arches of the ceiling high overhead. The weight of them settled on my shoulders, heavy as the chains around my wrists. Behind them I could feel the eyes that watched me, row on row of them, intent and expectant. 

Overhead, golden light spilled through tall windows set between pillars carved in the shapes of winged beings with upraised arms. It filled the gallery, and fell upon the table set at the head of the hall. There sat the Council, robed in blue so pale it almost couldn’t be called a color at all, silent as graven images. Their faces were stern and cold, and under their scrutiny I clasped my hands together and willed them not to shake. 

It was a formality. I knew this, but fear still roiled within me like sickness. 

“Amarantha of the Second Sphere.” The words rang off the stone of floor and ceiling, and the susurrus of whispers and rustling feathers quieted. “You have requested a return to the halls of the Host.” 

Though I longed to wrap myself in the secure warmth of my wings I kept them folded tight at my back, my chin lifted. “I have seen the error of my ways.” In the enormous space, my voice sounded small even to my own ears. 

Gregorios, seated at the center of the crescent moon table, studied me with cold blue eyes. I knew well that he had chosen the form he wore—those very eyes—for just that intensity, but that knowledge did not make it any easier to meet his gaze. 

Dark-haired Harmonia leaned forward in her seat on Gregorios’ left. “What brought you to your change of heart?”

Blood, soaking into the dirt. The rush of aching realization, and horror filling me like a rising tide. 

“I did not know,” I said, “when I joined Nikephoros, what the Fallen truly were.” I could not speak of what I had seen, was not yet sure I could say such dreadful things without crumbling. But surely the Council had heard every possible answer to that question. Mine would not be anything new. “I thought they were...misunderstood.” 

A whispering went up again. I refused to let it shake me. 

“Misunderstood,” Gregorios echoed. The word was barbed. 

“You say that,” the third member of the Council said, speaking for the first time, “as though you have never heard such an answer before.” 

Relief sang through me. It was no reprieve, but if Nikomedes had a word to put in for me I could hope that my case would be heard with compassion, though Gregorios looked like he had just taken a swallow of a particularly bitter draught. It was Nikomedes, and not he, who carried out the will of the Council. 

“So, you were misled,” Harmonia said. 

“I was... blinded.” Because I had allowed myself to be, drawn in by Nik’s charming words and the passion that burned so brightly in him for his cause. I had not then understood the whole of that cause, nor what was required from those devoted to it. “I did not see past the fair facade.”

“Who was your contact among the Fallen?”

That from Gregorios. I could not meet his eyes. It was the question I had been dreading since even before I had turned myself over to the mercy of the highest sphere and the Council. From the moment I had left the Fallen. Such proceedings were indeed a formality for those who had given themselves over willingly, but I had not been fraternizing with some fringe member of the Fallen ones. I steeled myself. 

“It was Nikephoros.” 

The noise that erupted could not be called whispers. It echoed in the high-ceilinged hall and filled my ears. Gregorios rose from his seat, great gold-tipped wings arched high over his head, and slammed a hand down on the table with a noise like a bell ringing. Everyone fell abruptly silent. 

“You claim, then, that you spoke directly with the one who rules them, and yet did not know the Fallen were deliberately leading humans astray?” 

I bowed my head. “I did not see what he did not wish me to see.”

“We all know what a fair tongue the lord of the Fallen ones has,” Nikomedes said. He seemed the only one in the hall entirely unruffled by my admission. “If he wished to keep her blind to the truth of their actions, is it so unbelievable that he might succeed?”

“Next you will tell me she has done no wrong ever, and ought to be dismissed without sentence,” Gregorios said, though the anger had gone from his voice. He subsided again into his chair.

“Have I said such a thing?” Nikomedes asked mildly. He turned to me. “Were you complicit in harm—physical or otherwise—done to humans?”

I shook my head, almost too quickly. Humanity was mortal, yes, and weak. And perhaps, as the Fallen said, they could not be brought to enlightenment, but they were sentient beings. I had seen one, empty and dead, and the wrongness of it had left me reeling and lost. I could not imagine having done such a thing with my own hands. “No.” 

“I see you do not have the markings of the Fallen either,” Gregorios said, deigning at last to look at me with something other than cold judgment. 

“No,” I said again. I had not taken them, try though Nikephoros had to convince me. A point, I hoped, in my favor. I did not look over my shoulder to see the reactions of the Watchers. 

“You know what will be required of you if you wish to be counted among us again.” 

I raised my eyes to Nikomedes’ face. “Yes.”

“And you assent to this?” Harmonia asked.

What choice did I have? I could not go back to Nikephoros and the Fallen. A shudder ran through me and my wings rustled with it, trying to curve forward around my shoulders. 

“I assent.”

“In your time among the Fallen you brought no direct harm to humans, neither by action nor by influence.” It was not a question; the Council knew the answer already. I had given a confession when I turned myself over, at least of my own actions. What others had done I could not prove, and did not think the Council needed me to tell them. They had been there, in the dawn, when the people split, and had watched the Fallen from afar for more centuries than human history could count. 

I was aware all over again of the Host behind me, awaiting my answer. The eyes of the Council were on my face, but they did not stir. I thought they would have waited a score of human years in the same still silence if I had taken that time to answer. But I could not bear to stand there and stretch out the moment any longer. 

“By the seven spheres, I swear it.” I spoke so that they could all hear. “I am guilty of association with the Fallen, but I have not touched a human.” 

“Then this is the rule of the Council.” Gregorios, tall and straight-backed, rose again to his feet. “You will have your wings bound, and you will go among the humans to do penance. For though you have not directly harmed them, you aided and abetted those who have. Until this thing is done, you are cast out from the Second Sphere, and from our people, and none among them shall call you sister until your penance is done and you are welcome once again in the halls of Heaven.”

It was nothing less than I had expected and yet I still swayed as he spoke the words, as though they had reached in and wrenched something vital from me. We were not meant to be alone, cut off from the magic that bound our people together. And how long? They had not said. I did not know how to ask.

“Here is your penance,” Nikomedes said. “Not measured in time, but in action. You will be given three charges, one for every three years you spent among the Fallen. You will guide them, guard them, and make of them the beacons of virtue that humanity needs. And when you have done that, you may return.” 

Three humans. It seemed so little. And yet it could be a project of decades as humans measured time. I had seen few humans, but Nik had shown me enough. I looked up at the windows through which the golden light streamed, and felt the first spike of pining for the high, bright halls and sprawling gardens of home. 

I bowed low, hiding behind the curtain of my hair. “I accept the will of the Council.” 

Nikomedes rose then, and stepped forward. He was not tall, or as broad-shouldered as Gregorios, and there was nothing about him as striking as Harmonia’s thick fall of night-black hair. Nikomedes’ hair was white and shoulder-length, and held back from his face with a pair of silver pins. But appearance was a carefully crafted thing among our people, and his lean frame did not hide the power that burned within. There was, I thought, looking at him so closely, something strikingly familiar about his dove-gray eyes. 

“Your hands,” he said.

I lifted them, chains jangling, and moved to lay them in the cool, long-fingered ones held out to me. And then, suddenly afraid, I shrank back. “Wait. I-I’m not re—” 

“Come now.” He sounded surprisingly sad. “Do not make this harder than it needs to be.” 

I thought of the Host watching, and seeing my cowardice, and it was that as much as the sharp edge of disappointment in Nikomedes’ expression that made me reach the rest of the way, and press my palms to his. 

There was no spell to sing, no incantation chanted, no showy flash of light. Only Nikomedes’ will, honed sharp as a blade.

In a moment, it was done. 

Imagine that, where once you saw color, you see only shades of gray. That the world tastes suddenly of ash in your mouth. Sound is muffled, scent is dimmed. You cannot feel anymore the touch of the sun or the wind on your skin. It was not that, but it was like it. I, who had heard the songs of creation since my beginning, who had been able to reach out and touch the life that runs through all things and alter it to my will, was made deaf and dumb. Around me everything was flat and strange and empty, and I stood looking at a world that might have been made of cardboard for all my senses knew. 

I have learned since that it is not uncommon for the newly bound to scream or to rage. To tear at the new boundaries of their existence as though they might change what has been done. I did not scream; I did not make a sound. I fell, the knees of a suddenly heavy body giving out beneath me, and discovered that not all my senses had been dulled after all. 
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Chapter 2
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WHEN YOU ARE MORE SOUL than flesh a body is a half-noticed thing, a convenient shape, and hardly more than that. There is little enough reason to bother with physical sensation. 

But the bound, cut off from the greater part of our power, are human in all but mind and memory. We inhabit bodies not just as a matter of convenience, but completely. And so when I hit the floor, it was hard enough to bruise, and the crack of bone against marble was a jarring agony like nothing I had ever felt. I made a small sound, swallowed quickly, and an unfamiliar heat flushed my face. 

Nikomedes lifted me to my feet. Even as I rose there was a dizzying shift, a turning of perspective in the flutter of wings. We stood suddenly on soft grass rather than white stone, and a ring of trees around us lifted branches full of fluttering leaves toward a star-spattered sky. 

Earth. I had seen it before, though not with human eyes. It was duller, quieter. But the cool touch of the breeze against my skin was sharp and immediate, and the air was heavy with the scent of damp grass and night-blooming flowers. Nikomedes’ hands still held mine. 

“Remember,” he said, and I raised my eyes to him. “You are a guardian not only of human life, but of human virtue. It is your duty to help them rise above their weakness.” 

Still reeling with the change, unable to trust my voice, I did not answer. I hardly heard. My eyes were caught on the white wings, half outstretched and luminous in the moonlight. My heart beat against my ribs with a distracting thump-thump-thump, and dread was a strangely concrete weight in my chest. Slowly, knowing what I would see, I drew one of my own wings forward. 

The feathers were black as pitch. I looked at them and trembled. Earthbound. The thought made me short of breath, made my skin feel hot and tight. My hands shook. The physical form I wore did not seem entirely under my control. 

“You will grow used to it,” Nikomedes said, his eyes on my shaking hands.

How would you know? The words hung on the tip of my tongue, screaming to be spoken. He had never lived even a moment so tightly bound to a body. 

Footsteps rustled in the grass behind us. I spun, eyes searching in the dark. I had not felt anyone approach, and the renewed knowledge of all that I had lost was an ache that knotted itself into my bones. I did not know even whether they were human or one of our own until they were coming through the trees and I caught the glimmer of white feathers in the dark. It was the only grace I had been given, that I could still read them for what they were. One set of white wings. And one set of black. 

The bound one was tall, arms inked with the spiraling black script popular among the Fallen. I had no doubt that under the plain black shirt he wore there would be further tattoos, telling—for those who could read them—the story of the schism and the refusal of the original lord of the Fallen ones to lend her aid to humanity. I had seen them often enough on Nik, and the sight of them made my body shudder with an emotion I could not interpret. 

He bowed low to Nikomedes, and as he rose I saw that there was a band of black iron around his throat. 

“This is Aleksander,” Nikomedes said. “And his charge, Eris. They will aid you in settling among the humans.” 

Eris. I did not know the name. I told myself it did not necessarily matter, that the Fallen often changed them and that I had not been to either of the two bindings done since my beginning. It was little surprise I did not recognize his face. But a deeper part of me whispered a fear that he was far older than I, that he had been longer on Earth than I had existed. How many penitent have ever come home? I did not know the answer. In truth I had never wanted to watch one of our own, even one who had gone so far astray, stripped of power and turned out of Heaven. I had closed my ears to the stories that might have given me hope now. Or taken
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