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Prologue
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At three a.m., Asta pushed through the door, the deep bass beats of the music still thrumming through her head, although she’d shut the bar down an hour ago. Only a couple more weeks and she’d be forced back on the road. Already there was trouble. There always was, no matter where she went, no matter how hard she tried to fit in. One of the waitresses was whispering about her. The bartender leered and made bolder sexual suggestions every night, even though he was dating the cashier and Asta did everything she could to shut down his advances.

The suspicions, the slurs, the glowers from her coworkers followed her from job to job. The faces might change, but the reactions were always the same.

“I know this is going to sound like a pick-up line, but I’d really like to take you somewhere to talk.” A deep voice caught her off guard, and she spun to find one of the new customers she had spied tonight, leaning against the side of the building. He never said a word after placing his order, just observed her while he nursed a beer for over an hour then left. Instead of creeping her out, the way he looked at her, the way his gaze floated gently over her, gave her the oddest sense of peace. 

This was the first time she’d seen him up close. He was even hotter, and taller, than she’d realized. A zing of attraction shot through her. He towered at least a foot above her and had the wide shoulders to fit his height. Alarms went off in her head, but she found herself nodding anyway and following his lead when he motioned to the sidewalk. 

“We can walk for a bit first, if you’d like,” he said.

“Sure. I guess.”

He set a slow pace that she matched. As she drew nearer to the mystery man, the mumbled voices in her head, which had been a part of her since puberty, slowly quieted. For the first time in years there was blessed silence, and the shock nearly stopped her in her tracks.

“Are you all right?” he asked.

She stared at him a moment, trying not to gape. Was the quiet his doing? Finally, she nodded and resumed walking. “Umm, yeah. I’m okay.” 

“My name is Rafe, and I need to ask you a few questions. But first I have to tell you what I already know.”

Her unease resumed, and she made more space between them but continued to walk at his side. “Okay.”

He stuck his hands into the pockets of his jeans, walking as if he didn’t have a care in the world. “I know your name is Asta, and you’re fairly new to the area. My guess is you travel a lot, going from place to place, job to job. You never really fit in anywhere no matter how hard you try. After a few weeks, someone always screws things up for you, and you run. You might get frequent headaches, and maybe you even think you hear voices. There’s always something not quite right, and you usually don’t feel safe anywhere.”

She froze and stared at him. He stopped walking and faced her.

“I can help you, but you’re going to have to do something that will probably be very hard for you.”

She had to swallow twice before she could speak. “O-oh? And what the hell is that?”

He smiled with so much patience and understanding it weakened her knees. 

“Trust me,” he said.
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Chapter One
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Three months later.

Asta rolled onto her side and stared at the red numbers on her bedside clock. It wasn’t even midnight yet. She shouldn’t be straining to hear the sound of Rafe coming home. She shouldn’t care. With a huff of frustration, she sat up and rubbed her hands over her face. Sleep had eluded her, but she refused to acknowledge why, even to herself. She left her very comfortable bed and strolled to the living room to watch TV. 

Every now and again, she met a man who attracted her on more than a physical level. Because of her demon side, she’d never had the chance to explore where it could go before things soured. Rafe and his brothers had done their best to explain her parentage to her as soon as they realized her father was a demon. It hadn’t been easy, but she’d taken the news well in front of the others. Rafe had held her as she cried that night in his house. That had been the first and last time she’d shown any weakness in front of him. 

Since Rafe had tolerated her for weeks on end, despite who she was, she now knew him better than anyone, and the attraction grew with every day. 

An hour later, she was still flipping through channels when a key turned in the front door lock. Her pulse sped up, and she fought to calm it as Rafe walked into his home. From the corner of her eye she saw him enter the living room, drawn by the sound of the TV, most likely. He stood and crossed his arms but she couldn’t see the expression on his face. Her blond angel was one hot piece of man. Broad shoulders tapered down to a trim waist and muscular legs. He and his brothers rarely swung swords around, but their bodies easily told of that skill and many others. In what had to be a great cosmic joke, he was the epitome of what she’d create to be the perfect man. He pushed every single one of her hot buttons just by standing in the same room. 

But a demon and an angel together? Never.

“I expected you to be asleep by now,” he said. 

His deep voice thrummed through her veins, igniting her blood like a live wire. She always reacted to him in the same way, and it seriously pissed her off.

“I’m not tired,” she replied before looking at him.

One blond brow went up, and he smirked at her obvious lie. Her shoulders drooped in fatigue, and she’d seen the circles under her eyes earlier. But there was no way in hell she’d admit to waiting up for him.

He removed his suit jacket and dropped it carelessly on the nearest surface. She watched the play of muscles beneath his shirt as he crossed the room to sit at her side on the sofa.

“So...how was it?” Pride filled her at the steadiness of her voice. Perhaps he wouldn’t realize how hurt she was at not being invited.

Leaning close, he put his arm across the back of the sofa behind her. She fought the urge to cuddle into his warmth.

“It was good...different. We’d never done the ceremony before and didn’t know what to expect.”

She nodded as he regarded her steadily.

“You know that’s why I said you should stay here, right? We had no clue what might happen, and I didn’t want you hurt.”

She shrugged and stared at the TV again. Of course she couldn’t attend a religious ceremony. Her demon half would probably rebel in some way, and she could’ve been a danger to everyone. But knowing that hadn’t eased the loneliness she’d felt all night.

“Hey.” He used a finger to turn her face his way. “You do know that’s the only reason I didn’t take you, right?”

“Yeah,” she replied shakily. “Of course.”

His finger lingered a moment, then he slipped it up her cheek. He finished the movement by tucking a few strands of hair behind her ear. They weren’t long enough to stay there.

“I’m sorry if you felt left out, Asta, but your safety comes first.”

“I know. It’s fine.”

Annoyance filled her. She dropped the remote in his lap then pushed off the sofa and stepped away from him. Being angry at Rafe was irrational and pointless, because he really was concerned about her safety. But irrational or not, it still hurt to be left behind when he gathered with his brothers for something so important.

“So Zerach’s human now?” she asked.

A glance showed his shrug as he watched her pretend to rummage through his DVDs.

“For all intents and purposes, yes, but he will retain some of his angelic powers.”

“Will he still help keep demons from crossing over?”

“Not physically, no. It’ll be too dangerous for him to fight them in the way we do, but he can help in other ways. He’s mortal but he’ll still have angelic strength, and, to some small degree, angelic senses.” 

“His wings?”

“No...and I think that really bothers him. Isadora seemed pretty worried about it.”

“Yeah. She told me that was one of the most difficult hurdles he’d have to face in his decision to fall for her.” She sighed. “But they love each other, so I guess Zerach thought his sacrifices were worth it. They’ve been flying around a lot the past week. She hasn’t said what he thinks about not fighting demons anymore though.”

He chuckled. “It’s a never-ending pain in the ass, but protecting humans from an overwhelming evil influence is one of the main reasons Watchers were created.”

“But you and your brothers aren’t Watchers.”

He shrugged. “Strictly speaking, no. But as soon as we decided to remain in the human realm we took on that role. It will be a new life for Zerach, because he’s been demon hunting for centuries. But I’m sure Isadora will be able to keep him happily occupied now.”

Isadora was the only person Asta considered a true friend. Rafe was...complicated, but she could tell Isadora anything. Though any time she was near Rafe she wanted to confess every secret she ever had, she held back a lot from him. But then, she’d always been careful with men, even before she knew she should be.

She turned her attention back to the DVDs and began to rearrange them. Rafe closed the distance silently, and she jumped when he set his large hands on her shoulders.

“Shit. You scared me.” A shiver worked down her spine from his touch, but not from being startled.

“Sorry.” He chuckled. “I didn’t mean to. Why don’t you go to bed? I’m home. Nothing’s going to hurt you while I’m here.”

She closed her eyes and fought back annoyance at both herself and him. Herself, because she really did rest easier when he was around, and him, for knowing it. “I’m not exactly fragile, you know.”

“Yeah, I do know. But you are exhausted.” He used his hands on her shoulders to turn her so she faced him. “The shadows under your eyes aren’t getting any smaller. Go to bed, Asta.” 

She pushed him away halfheartedly and headed for the guestroom. 

“Hey,” he called out.

She stopped and looked back at him over her shoulder. “What?”

“Sweet dreams.”

She quickened her step so he wouldn’t see her blush.

***
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RAFE FOUGHT DOWN AN uncharacteristic spurt of annoyance as she left the room. Much more than just a woman, Asta embodied sensual temptation. Her demon half rarely showed in his presence but he knew it was there, sensed it on an elemental level. Which was the main reason he’d done no more than provide a safe place for her to sleep and eat, despite his hidden desires. Part of him wanted to run after her, strip her out of her skin-tight jeans and ugly black T-shirt, and taste every inch of her ivory skin. The other, more disciplined, part of him fought to keep from pulling his fiery sword from the ether and lopping off her head. One less demon to wreak havoc in the mortal plane. 

Because she wasn’t truly a demonic threat, and because he shouldn’t lust after her, he was pacing around his living room while listening to her getting ready for bed. He looked heavenward with a sigh. Eons of life fighting against demons, and now a half-demon resided in his very human home. What an odd turn of events.

With a shake of his head, he wandered to his own bedroom. The Source had overlooked every other vice the angels had taken up over the centuries. Sex was certainly not off-limits. However, Rafe was very leery of giving into his physical want of Asta. What would happen then? Perhaps she’d be more demon than human and kill him. Or maybe she’d assume he was hers to play with, and she’d be as sadistic as every other demon he’d ever encountered. He couldn’t chance it. There were still too many unknowns.

He took a quick shower and got into bed, but sleep eluded him. One of his six brothers was now mortal, more human than angel. Zerachial had chosen to fall for a human, Isadora, and he would now age along with her for one human lifetime. After that...who knew for certain? Only the Source of All Creation, and that voice hadn’t spoken to any of them in eons. He put that thought out of his mind and, with a sigh, let his body rest.

What felt like seconds later, he shot upright in bed, panting and drenched in sweat. A glance around the room proved he was home, in his bed, with no lower-level demons anywhere in sight. He wiped his hands down his face and groaned as the nightmare replayed through his mind. Asta had been surrounded by flames, and he hadn’t been able to get to her. As an Archangel, he couldn’t ignore what he’d seen; his dreams had proven to be prophetic time and time again.

“Damn.”

They all knew her father remained a threat to the human realm and to her specifically. But now his dream warned him something bad was coming, and he had no idea how to stop it.

***
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ASTA WOKE PROMPTLY at eight a.m. like she did every morning. She rolled out of bed, strode into the bathroom, and stepped under a hot spray in the hopes of washing away her bad dreams. They weren’t exactly nightmares. She’d had enough of those over her lifetime to know the difference. No, these were just bad enough to leave an unpleasant taste in her mouth upon waking. Visions of running down empty streets covered in blood. Memories of her father, the demon Armoros, right before the Archangels had banished it back to hell not long ago. Dreams where her father succeeded in taking her to hell.

She shook the visions off, dressed, and headed into the kitchen, the one room in the house where she was totally in her element. But she stopped short at the sight of Rafe already at the stove.

“I made pancakes,” he said. “The eggs are almost done.”

“Okay, cool. Thanks.”

She set about making coffee while secretly glancing at him. Her pulse sped up at the sight of him in one of his designer suits, perfectly tailored to showcase his muscular physique. It should be illegal for a man to look that good. His suit jacket was draped over one of the chairs at the kitchen table, where she set a full mug of coffee for him.

“How late are you working today?” she asked.

“I’ve got a meeting this morning, and then court this afternoon. The case isn’t simple but I’m hoping it won’t take too long. You never can tell with these things.”

“You don’t go to court very often.”

He left the stove with two heaping plates of perfectly round pancakes and fluffy scrambled eggs and walked to the table. “Nope. Arbitration usually works. And sometimes it’s just a meeting with the judge that settles things, but today’s case is a doozy.”

“Oh?”

He set the plates down and sat across from her. She sipped her coffee and watched him.

“Yeah. I’m representing a man this time. His wife was abusive to both him and the kids. Her lawyer insisted on a jury trial. Waste of time and money if you ask me.”

“Your client wasn’t embarrassed to admit his wife abused him?” Some human behaviors completely fascinated and confounded her demon half.

“He said it’s been going on for years, and he was putting up with it because he truly loves her. But then she started hurting the kids, and that’s where he drew the line.”

“I can’t imagine ever hurting my kids...if I were to have any.” She drank more from her mug as that settled in her mind. 

One blond brow went up as he swallowed a bite of pancakes. “You want kids?”

Heat filled her face. She lowered her head as she shrugged and used her fork to play with the eggs on her plate. “Yeah, I guess. I mean, I never really thought about it before.”

She didn’t admit she hadn’t been sure kids would be safe with her, or that she was afraid she wouldn’t be able to take care of them. No way would she admit that kind of weakness to him, or anyone.

“I think it would be kind of fun to raise a kid. So long as I could sleep every now and then.”

She snorted. “You don’t need to sleep.”

“Even angels feel fatigue.”

“I probably wouldn’t even know what to do. My mother wasn’t exactly a great role model.”

She kept her gaze on her plate as she took another sip, but felt him watching her.

“Some behaviors are instinctual. I think you’d make a great mother...though your kids might be a little overweight from your amazing baking skills.”

She looked at him and smiled.

They finished breakfast in companionable silence, and then she cleared the table while he finished his coffee. It was as close to a routine as they ever got, but it made her feel almost normal. A nice change from just a few months ago, when she was living in a cheap motel and working one dead-end job after another. The loneliness of that lifestyle had worn thin long ago.

“All right,” he finally said. “I’m heading out.”

He took his empty cup to the sink and rinsed it out before handing it to her. She set it inside the dishwasher.

“Are you going anywhere today?” he asked.

“I hadn’t planned on it.”

“Good.”

Then he gave her the heartbreaking grin that filled too many of her fantasies, grabbed his jacket, and walked out the door.

Too soon, the house grew quiet and lonely. She did housework to pass the time and baked a batch of cookies. Rafe left his laptop in the house for her when he went to work so she’d have something to do, but the internet couldn’t hold her attention for long. Inside of her, a storm was brewing and her instincts clamored for attention. She wasn’t usually superstitious but she’d learned to listen to her gut. Right now it was screaming that something was wrong. Again. In the past, her normal course of action would have been to pack what she could carry and run as fast and as far as her legs could take her. There was always another town, another job, waiting down the highway.

Unfortunately, she wouldn’t just be leaving a dead-end job full of nameless people behind this time. If...no, when she left, she’d be leaving Rafe and his brothers. 

Her thoughts wandered back to Rafe, and she shoved them away. He was an Archangel of heaven, the complete opposite of a demon. She might only be half, but that half was tainted by her birth and could never be redeemed. No way would an angel ever consider her for more than a wary friendship. Rafe worried about her and cared for her because it was an inherent part of his nature. She was little more than a stray to him, a pet project that would leave soon enough. 

But she didn’t want to leave. 

Holding down a job had never been easy. The regulars would start to complain, her coworkers would become suspicious of everything she did. Sometimes the boss would get a little too friendly. The longest she’d lasted anywhere was almost five months, and it had damn near cost her life by the time she ran away. After that, she became a lot better at reading the writing on the walls. She kept her head down until it was impossible to ignore the hatred around her, and then she packed up and left. The demon taint that was her birthright affected each person she encountered in a different way. Some hated her on sight, some slowly began to distrust her, and others lusted after her in an unnatural way. So far, the Archangels appeared to be fighting her demonic influence, but how long would that last?

This time she wasn’t working, and no one was threatening her. All she had to do was clean the house and cook the food, and not even that if she didn’t want to. Rafe had made it clear from day one he didn’t expect her to be his servant. But she had to find something here to do, because he’d also said she was safer staying in his house. So she played housekeeper with no complaint, and she really didn’t even mind except for one important thing. No paycheck. Rafe bought the groceries and paid the bills. She wasn’t required to spend a single penny. But she’d only had a little bit when they’d met and had quit work that same night. Her last paycheck had been a joke and now she was lucky if she had a hundred bucks to her name. It would be stupid to take off with so little. 

With a sigh, she opened up the laptop and started searching for a job. Maybe she could stick around long enough to earn some traveling money. Rafe didn’t like her leaving the house without him, but he hadn’t forbidden it, so maybe she could find a job close by. And maybe with more time spent away from him, he’d be able to tolerate her for longer. The thought of him starting to hate her churned her stomach. She never wanted to see disgust or distrust on his face when he looked at her.

The last thing she wanted to do was burn bridges with this band of Archangels. They’d taken her in without blinking an eye. Sure, at first it was out of suspicion, but that had changed soon enough to protection. And they’d protected her from her demon father, of all things. If she could remain here indefinitely she’d do it, but something was going to happen. She could feel it in her gut. It would be best if she didn’t wait around long enough to find out firsthand what was brewing.

***
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RAFE GOT THROUGH HIS time in court a lot more quickly than expected and his first thought was to return home...to Asta. He checked that thought and went back to his office instead. It was just a small space in the tall building owned by him and his brothers. Zerach dominated the top floor for easy roof access, but Rafe preferred being on one of the lower floors. He didn’t even have a secretary. The place was more for show and somewhere to meet his occasional clients. Most of the time, he went to their homes to get a feel for who they were and exactly what he was dealing with anyway.

He sat at his desk and went over the paperwork from the case he’d just settled in court. Then he scanned over some documents having to do with an upcoming case he hoped wouldn’t even make it to court. He busied himself in the same way he’d been doing the past few years, as he pretended to be a human lawyer, but today the words on the page made no sense. The documents couldn’t hold his attention long, as it kept wandering back to the woman at his house. Astaroth. 

What a name. They’d searched its meaning together one night and she’d been visibly shaken. It left no doubt in his mind that her mother had been fully aware of who her father was, but Asta refused to acknowledge she was named after a demon. Rafe could feel her anger and pain over the discovery, but he didn’t know how to help her. Sometimes she seemed so lost. Other times, she’d open her mouth with some smart-ass comment and reminded him she was old enough to take care of herself. But could she really? 

He shoved the paperwork into his briefcase and rubbed his eyes. Asta wasn’t a problem right now, but what about in a few months? Years? They hadn’t talked about how long she should stay with him. She seemed perfectly content in his home, and he’d be lying if he said he minded her being there. It wasn’t just her great baking skills, either. She was funny, smart, entertaining in an almost forbidden way. An image of her sensual beauty filled his mind and his blood heated. The thought of her throaty laughter hardened parts of his anatomy that shouldn’t react to a half-demon at all. 

A relationship between them couldn’t last. Not only because of the angel/demon thing, but what could he offer her, really?

As a human lawyer he was wealthy enough not to worry about any day-to-day needs. He had six loving brothers who’d do anything for him, and he couldn’t imagine his existence without them. But they couldn’t hide their suspicions of Asta. They’d never fully warm up to her because of her half-demon nature. Plus, they had to change up their appearance and overall lives every ten years or so. To avoid the suspicions of the human population, they’d die or disappear from their current life and become someone else, somewhere else. That time was quickly approaching. How could he ask her to live like that, especially when she probably only had a human lifespan? Another question no one could answer.

He sighed and leaned back in his chair to stare pointlessly at the ceiling. The best course of action would be to ignore the attraction between them until she got bored and decided to leave. The time was getting close. Soon, she’d move on without his input, and he’d have to let her go. That was the best possible outcome. So why did it leave such a bad taste in his mouth?

After forcing himself to stay at the office until dark, he got home as she pulled a lasagna from the oven. 

His traitorous stomach growled and she laughed. “Good thing I used the bigger pan. I’ll bet there won’t even be enough leftovers for lunch tomorrow.”

“Yeah,” he replied. “I’m hungry. I skipped lunch.”

“Oh? Court took that long?”

He almost lied to her, which drew him up short. Then he shook his head, more at himself than in answer to her question. “Um, no. I had paperwork to finish up at the office. Time got away from me.”

“Well, there’s plenty here. I’m not that hungry anyway.”

He took a good look at her pale face and the shadows under her eyes. New lines were etched in her soft skin. He stepped closer and ran a finger over one of them.

“Hey, are you okay?” he asked.

Her eyes widened slightly in surprise, but she shrugged. “Yeah. Why wouldn’t I be?”

“You tell me.”

She snorted and brushed past him to grab a couple of plates. “I’m fine, Rafe. Will you get our drinks?”

He watched her move around the kitchen for a moment before shrugging out of his suit jacket and slipping it over a chair. Then he pulled an open bottle of red wine from the refrigerator and two glasses. He took them to the table and poured while she walked over with their plates full of lasagna. She’d even made garlic bread.

“Damn, that smells good.”

“Thanks.”

When he pulled her chair out, the corners of her mouth lifted slightly. Her arm brushed the backs of his fingers as she sat down, sending sparks of awareness through him. The urge to run his fingers through her hair struck him but he took his seat instead.

“This looks delicious,” he said. “Thank you.”

She smiled. 

Like always, they ate in companionable silence, though a low hum of awareness buzzed between them. He and his brothers tried not to get too close to any human. They always died within a hundred years or so of being born, and it was too hard to lose someone they cared about over and over again. But he’d failed to keep his distance with Asta. He was comfortable around her. It was an odd sensation. If...no, when she left his house for the last time, he’d definitely miss her. And that wasn’t a good thing. He could most likely find her anywhere she chose to go and keep tabs on her. But that would just delay the inevitable. Her half-demon status might give her a few extra years, but most likely not. She’d die like every other human he’d ever known. And it would hurt him.

***
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ASTA FELT RAFE’S GAZE on her and tried to ignore it. He stared at her often, after all. But tonight he seemed kind of sad. The day’s case must have really taken its toll. 

She drank the last of her wine and pointedly looked at the bottle. He grinned and refilled both of their glasses.

“So, what’s lined up for tomorrow?” she asked.

He shrugged his wide shoulders, momentarily distracting her
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