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To my husband, Brian and to my own soul child, Talia. You are my angel and make me have faith. Your three brothers will have their own story as it was foretold.
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Prologue 
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“Your actions have cast a black mark on your name. You were warned to stay out of this fight. For your disobedience and because you recruited your fellow Cherub sisters to join your independent movement, you will all be punished as an example. Disobeying heavenly decree, no matter what the motivation, is not accepted.”

Raphael spoke in pleb, the language of the lowest caste, further condemning her by treating Isabella like a commoner. His authoritative voice peppered through the pain gripping her body. She gagged on the blood in her throat. She knew he made his task showy when his pointed whip sliced through the air to punctuate the ending of each sentence, cutting into her already sore and scar-covered back, ensuring she got the message.

Biting the insides of her cheeks, she tasted her own life essence.

“We want to help. We can aid in this heavenly war. We are only striving to serve the greater good.” She ground out the words—a feeble attempt to reclaim a semblance of dignity—willing him and the Septuagint Council—the thirteen-member council that had ruled against them—to understand their desire to help.

The demons pounding on the heavenly gates were increasing in number, and their attacks into the heavenly realm had only grown more brazen over the years. To sit on the side and watch her brethren fall had been too much for Isabella. A gasp from one of her sisters forced her mind to the present. She almost wished she hadn’t.

“Order must be maintained.”

Raphael swept out his arm, making Isabella’s eyes follow his movement. The black whip reminded her of a coiled snake slithering along behind him to exact her punishment. Standing clustered together, six of the seven Cherub angels, all novices like herself, faced the Septuagint Council.

“Leave them. This is my crime.” Isabella’s fear for her sisters caused her courage to slip. Guilt that she had been the one to set this drama into motion weighed heavily on her. She didn’t bother speaking in the formal tongue of scripture, and went straight to pleb. A transgression, adding to her list of Cherub faults that made her different in the eyes of the Council. Her voice, steady, pleased her. Everything else about what had happened to her and her fellow Cherubs who had followed her movement of independence left bile in her throat. I beg of thee spare them.

“Judgement has been written. Disobeying Cherub law merits penance. Disobeying the Mistress, who sits on the right hand of the Almighty, merits exile.”

Isabella caught the holy glow from the polished Kita—the sword ordained to extract punishment. Cold sweat broke out everywhere, and her eyes widened as she choked on the acrid taste of fear, knowing it showed plainly on her face.

Raphael pulled her right wing hard, making it taut.

“Exile! I will take exile!” Her screaming plea met deaf ears.

Raphael moved the sword in a fast arc. Isabella caught the reflected horror mirrored on her sisters’ faces. The sword had only been used one other time. Isabella did not want to be the second.

“It is too late for thee Isabella. Thy Mistress did grant thee a small reprieve as she will grant you an audience. Bow thy head to acknowledge thanks.”

Swiftly Isabella did, not that her body was capable of much else. She had been ceremoniously draped in the starchy white robe Cherubs wore while undergoing penance but that robe was now shredded from the whip. Her shoulders hunched, and for once Isabella kept her head and eyes downcast, befitting her virginal status when brought before the powerful Council that ruled all the heavenly angels.

Isabella didn’t see the Kita arch down to sever her wing. Instead, she instantly felt the hot loss of her appendage as the nerve roots were brutally hacked through. Searing soul-pain soared like a high off-pitched note through her body. Frozen with the lash of excruciating awareness, she crumpled forward, falling with her arms outstretched as her back bent demonically upward, attempting to escape what came next. Raphael grasped her by the neck, forcing her head down with the sole of his foot, laced in leather-gladiator sandals, to anchor her shuddering body firmly in place.

Isabella screamed until her voice no longer worked. I have been thrown into the pits of Hell.

Golden rivers of her life essence, her blood, oozed around her shaking body. The sticky substance smelled of dewy blooming flowers, and the liquid instantly soaked itself into her gown.

When each of Isabella’s sisters forcibly knelt next to her, Isabella felt her heartbeat triple. She never expected this. A reprimand, yes. But this, it was too much. This was all her fault. Her obsession with the Almighty’s children had caused her fall. Her fascination with their culture, their women’s independence and sense of freewill had been a seed fermenting in her, creating a longing for more than a Cherub life. Worse, she had led a crusade to entice her fellow sisters to join her in arms when the consequences had been clearly outlined. A Cherub’s duty is one of service to a Seraphim and nothing more. It had been the nothing more that angered Isabella. Knowing they would all pay the price for her desire for freedom sat like a fiery cross in her heart.

The shocked gasps of her sisters stoked that fire and Isabella prayed with her heavenly heart for their forgiveness one day. They do not deserve this. One day I will make this right.

That conviction enabled her to endure what came next.

Forcing her head up, she leveled a steady gaze at the Mistress, also known as Mother. Cold and hot, her emotions were as volatile as her moods. The Mistress’ neck straightened and for a second Isabella let herself hope she would relent in the punishment.

The Mistress, veiled in a royal dark purple robe that notched at the wrists, wore black gloves to cover her hands, and a barely-visible mesh-like mask covered her face. Not one speck of flesh was visible.

Isabella took the chance. “I accept the punishment, penance and plead with my heavenly heart, Mistress, for you to accept my pain and suffering and not to punish my Cherub sisters.” The level of pain racking through Isabella slurred her carefully chosen words. She prayed for the Mistress’ compassion.

The Mistress moved closer to Isabella. Overpowered with the sweet scent of rose incense billowing through the somber Council, Isabella did not flinch. A heavy gold circle hung loosely around the Mistress’ neck. Another, smaller, necklace with an onyx-colored circle hung even closer to her heart, the black circle a not-so-subtle reminder of the first fallen angel. Its dark color gleamed at Isabella. She wondered if the Mistress would have to wear seven new circles.

“My child, what penance do thee willingly sacrifice for thy fellow sisters?”

Everything in heaven is about sacrifices.

With her life essence no longer streaming from the stubs of her wings, a traitorous thought roared through her mind. Isn’t this enough? It wasn’t of course.

“Spare them and I will grant you anything you ask.” Isabella’s shaky, pain-filled voice didn’t sound like her own. Then again her body was actively protesting the loss of her heavenly wings, which she had cherished. Part and parcel for why they’d been severed from her. Pride. Disobedience. Identity. Traits not warranted in a Cherub.

“This is a lesson thou must learn the hard way, my child. Thy sacrifice is duly noted and that pleases The Almighty greatly. Thy fellow sisters I bless whole, but thou wilt all be exiled to earth.”

Hushed but frantic gasps of fear caught at Isabella. She didn’t dare dart a look at her Cherub sisters. Exiled to earth, kicked out of the heavens; the harshest of penalties had been passed onto them.

Isabella had not cried when they whipped her. She had not shed a tear when her wings had been sliced off, but she cried now. “I beg thee...”

The Mistress turned back toward the Council. Isabella could have sworn she heard her say, “For the greater good, Isabella, thy will be done.”
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The reek of rotting food filled his senses. Rancid juice seeped through his penance gown making his butt wet and cold. The flimsy material did little to warm him or keep him clean. His first impression of the earthly realm—disgusting!

Nathanael stood, automatically arching his wings to take more of his weight as he balanced precariously on the large garbage bags littering the smelly dumpster. Grimacing he stumbled forward, falling fast and hard to the asphalt. He’d forgotten his wings had been removed.

His knees skidded on the hard pavement while his mind balked at the stench, and the unholy sight mankind had created on the Almighty’s blessed earth. Blood oozed a golden hue from his ripped knees. While the alley was dark, his angel eyesight enabled him to see clearly. He shivered. Too bad I can’t regulate my body temperature. Earth is cold.

Standing, he braced his legs apart, automatically moving into his warrior-training mode. What was I thinking? A gust of wind brought a pungent fecal odor straight to his nose and he remembered what he’d been thinking. Make right the wrong to his intended mate so he could succeed. Simple, he’d boasted to his brethren, but as he stood on the hard ground of earth he wondered if that would be the case.

Deep in thought, Nathanael didn’t hear the men moving from the shadows of the alley until harsh hands pushed him down, grinding his nose and face into the oily slime from the nearby dumpster.

By the blessed blade, I am a fool. Not only a fool, but now I’m covered in grime. Nathanael swore he heard his brethren laughing their collective asses off at him. That, more than being held down, angered him. Nathanael bucked back at his assailants. Shocked when he couldn’t dislodge their arms he struggled more, twisting his body this way and that, seeking an opportunity to slip an arm free of their pin-hold. Once free he planned revenge. Plus, they were wasting his precious time. He no more wanted to be on earth than be held down. Humans and heaven-born angels did not mix. Nathanael felt certain that creed was written down in one of the holy books held in the heavenly library.

He was Sere, used to fighting but without the support of his wings, his body did not bend the way it should. Muffling a mouth full of obscenities which would have shocked his brethren, he bucked up again, forcing one man to let go.

“Looking for an easy target, are we gentlemen?”

The lyrical voice stole through his brain, gut and heart like a holy light. The woman’s words, soft in melody, boomed like liberating bells through his body. And he knew that heavenly voice must belong to the purest of angels, a Cherub. What is she doing here? Nathanael twisted his bloodied face, still pinned to the asphalt, until he could see the angel.

One man let go of him to swagger toward a young-looking woman. She stood her ground, wearing a costume that made her look anything but Cherub. High-heeled white leather boots encased her calves, leather pants and an ivory-colored top ended above her bellybutton to expose her flesh. Stunned, Nathanael could barely breathe. Cherubs, beautiful in their traditional modest robes, did not hold a candle to this alluring teen taunting the men with her voice and body.

Her leather jacket billowed around her. She gracefully bowed, extending her long torso toward the man. The twinkle of her star-studded belly caught Nathanael’s eye, quickening his heart. She made her movements slow, appearing to welcome the man’s advance. She tossed her candlelight-colored hair over her shoulder as she pivoted one foot behind balancing in a warrior’s stance. Nathanael saw a throwing star gleam in her right hand and admiration rose through him. This Cherub could wield her voice to make the man do anything she wanted. Instead, she planned to teach him a lesson in humility.

Contorting his own body, Nathanael slid free of the other man’s hold. Without giving his opponent time to jump him again, he leveled a kick to the man’s mid-section, noting at the last second the man’s eyes were an eerie, unholy green color.

The woman didn’t spare him a second glance. “Get back from him. I will take care of this.”

Nathanael laughed. “I don’t think so.”

“And that’s your problem.” Disdain dripped from her prayer-perfect mouth.

With the glow from the street light, he made out a flirt of a smile as it sailed ever so briefly across her lips. Then she let loose her weapon. The six-pointed polished gold throwing star spun and sunk into the man approaching her with ease.

“Just stay out of my way. You are only going to get hurt more, Sere.”

Swifter than he anticipated she doused the fallen man’s body. The man screamed, his human form dissolved into an oozy green gob of mess on the asphalt, making the alley stink of sulphur, telling Nathanael the woman had used holy water. The realization the human had been demon-turned drew him up sharply.

She somersaulted past him, the click of her heels the only warning, in the small alley as she used her momentum to go after the other man. Nathanael barely scooted out of her way. Another throwing star impacted the man’s large chest. Landing on both feet she doused him with another vial of holy water while he sputtered in surprise. Nathanael knew how he felt. Women where he came from did not kill. The demon burst apart, air vaporizing into green puffs of sulphuric mist before falling to the ground. Nathanael watched in awe as she stuck her hand in the green muck to retrieve her weapon. Then she wiped it down and put it back somewhere on the back of her belt.

She then bowed her head to recite an ancient Hebrew prayer of forgiveness, forcing the green muck to further dissolve.

Nathanael carefully eased his way up to her. “Wow, and I thought I did fast prayer.”

She ignored him.

Wiping her hands on her pants, she moved to the other puddle of green slime.

“So, Cherub, to whom do I owe the pleasure of thanking?”

She turned and looked at him. For a second something potent filled the space, which considering the reek of garbage milling around them, was miraculous.

“I am no one, Sere. But if I were you I’d get some pants on before I leave this alley.” A real smile radiating laughter filled her young face. It had to be the loveliest sight Nathanael had ever witnessed.

Nathanael vehemently disagreed with her assessment of being no one.

“And, if I were you Sere, I’d fly home.” Mockery and contempt met him square on.

He moved a tad closer, noting how her eyes cased him with suppressed laughter but also reading her body language. She was like a lamb, getting ready to bolt. He cursed when she did.

One second there. Another gone.

Nathanael blinked. He had hoped to talk to the Cherub.

“Guess I’ll be doing this the old fashion way,” he said to himself, moving from the shadows of the alley.

A swirl of thick emotions surged through him. He had been saved by a Cherub angel. A teenager like himself. Glad none of his brothers had witnessed his ass being saved by a mere female, he gathered his composure, and reminded himself he was a Seraphim. Fallen, but angelic, so to speak.

Forced back to the dumpster he dug around until he found a worn sweater. He tugged the filthy thing over his head to cover up his robe and prayed the Seraphim safe house still existed. After the fall of Lucifer, the Council had created angel safe houses ruled and governed by humans wishing to serve the greater good of the Almighty. A few houses over the years had become extinct but Boston was said to still have one. Nathanael could not fail. He had made his choice when he’d begged for exile and now had to complete his task.

* * * * *
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TWO NIGHTS LATER NATHANAEL felt more in control of his body and surroundings. He was armed with two small knives braced under his long-sleeved shirt and a third one tucked into his sock. They weren’t perfect. But here you worked with what you had. Adaptation, his new word of the day.

He sauntered down the worn, crumbling steps at the back of the recreational center and caught the stench of hashish from a group of teens lingering by the side. They were careful to keep to the shadows as they enjoyed their illegal drugs of the night. Ignoring them, Nathanael opened the door and stepped inside. The symmetry of the place was like any other recreational center but there similarities ended. Since he’d already been to about four such places in the city while searching for his mate, this place with its bar-like décor and freshly painted walls gave him a measure of hope.

Two older teens, with weight lifting bodies, all bulk and muscle with bull dog like necks moved forward.

“These are the rules. No drugs or alcohol on the premises or we’ll kick your ass out. And no fighting. Understand?’

Okay, he hadn’t expected that and it was on the tip of his tongue to point out a group of druggies were practically camping on the door-step, instead he nodded and mumbled, “Got it.”

They let him pass. He made his way through the throng of teens at the center. The symphony of male colognes and female perfumes was overwhelming. How did humans handle it? Maneuvering his way through a crowd of thrashing dancers, oblivious to the techno-beat and more in-tune with the light show, he made his way to what looked like a bar. There was mahogany wood for the counter and a dozen bottles in varying shades of copper, red, yellow, lime green and red liquids, all neatly lined up on the backboard.

A large pink neon sign neatly placed between the middle of the bottles stated, “Virgin drinks rule!”

It also looked like someone had at one time scrawled the word, “sucks” underneath the blinking sign. Nathanael chuckled to himself. It was a prank he and his brethren would have probably done and knowing that made him a bit more at ease.

So far this recreational center, located one block up from the Boston Harbor next to a stack of old rundown warehouses, showed promise. He’d learned at the safe house that rumor had it a group of fallen angels were literally singing for their supper. At first he’d dismissed it, thinking his mate would never dare such a thing, but with little else to guide him, he’d been force to pursue the wild tale, all the while praying with his divine heart he’d be wrong.

The stabbing colors from the light show hurt his sensitive eyes. So much color. So much of everything. Again, the thought he was out of his element overwhelmed him. He chose his path. He’d fight for his Cherub angel and make her come back with him. After spending only forty-eight hours on earth, Nathanael couldn’t wait to get back to the pristine, orderly world of angels, where everything was preordained from birth. Status meant everything. You were born by the grace of The Almighty to be a certain type of angel and Nathanael knew he’d been born to be a warrior, all the way.

No Cherub will stand in my path. I will ascend. Or die trying.

“Can I help you?” A man, who looked in his late twenties, and who stood behind the bar wearing a dark navy suit nailed him with a stony look. The man, all business, appraised Nathanael’s attire. Donning the normal teenage clothing of the decade had been a necessity but the tight jeans made him conscious he was overly tall compared to most youths and much more muscular. The black dress jacket over his long-sleeved shirt he’d purchased on a whim after going to the Seraphim safe house. What he had discovered there didn’t sit well with him.

None of the earth-bound angels wanted anything to do with the heavenly exiled Cherubs. They knew of their existence but didn’t interact with them and that confused Nathanael.

Why would they treat them with scorn? They were females and if Nathanael had his way they would be protected by the earth-born Seraphim. When he had mentioned that the Patriarch of the house had silenced him. Nathanael had wanted to argue his point but the Patriarch had made it clear they had approached the fallen angels and been told to leave them alone. Why the man listened to them mystified Nathanael. The fallen angels needed protecting and while he had pleaded his case late into the night, the Patriarch would not budge. If the female angels needed him they had to come to the Seraphim safe house and not the other way around. Frustrated, Nathanael had left. He felt more disgusted with his brethren than anything else. A Seraphim was a warrior, but it would appear on earth the earth-born angels were made up mostly of lawyers, bankers and business men.

Scanning the crowd, Nathanael vowed tonight to discover where his Cherub was and return with her to the heavenly realm for good. Then in a decade’s time they’d undergo the x’simcha ceremony, binding two souls together to breed future Seraphim if they were boys and future Cherubs if they were girls. Simple. They way of heaven-born angels.

“Take it you understand the rules here,” stated the man, who still eyed him suspiciously.

Nathanael nodded.

“And this is your first time in the area?”

Nathanael knew the man was fishing for information, but the last thing he wanted was conversation with another useless human. “What do you recommend for a drink?” he asked changing the subject.

The man gave a crafty smile like he knew he’d been purposely mislead and said, “Scorched Earth.”

“What?” asked Nathanael.

“The drink Scorched Earth is what I’d recommend for you.”

Nathanael nodded and the guy handed him a blood-colored drink, a mix of some of the copper liquid, some from the red and some from a bottle the bartender had under the counter. The drink cost Nathanael six dollars. Nathanael paid for his beverage, smiled and leaned back against the counter, taking a sip of the syrupy drink. Bitterness singed his throat and he coughed up a storm.

The man chuckled as he went on to serve another customer. Nathanael was not one bit amused. Whatever was in the drink tickled his throat, but once he calmed down the warmth from the bitter liquid enveloping his belly wasn’t all that unpleasant.

The bartender rematerialized by Nathanael .“So, what brings you to these parts?”

The question was straight up asking what Nathanael was doing here. It was also a not-so-subtle warning this human didn’t trust him.

“I’m looking for someone.”

“There’s lots of someone’s here. Anyone in particular? I know most of the regular teens and some of the ones no longer allowed in here.”

“Are you the manager?” asked Nathanael, trying to get a sense if the human really could be helpful.

The human chuckled. “I guess you could call me that. Most days I feel like I’m the janitor, guidance counselor, and accountant all rolled into one. This building is mine. This rec center is also mine so if you’re looking for trouble take it elsewhere. I’ve spent a lot of money on this place trying to make it inviting for the teens in this area.”

“Certainly, looks better than the last one I was in. All they had were rows of tables and the kids were bored to tears playing some stupid game called Bingo,” said Nathanael, taking a second tentative sip of the brew.

“That would be Caldwell’s Recreational Center. The city owns that hell hole and it’s totally useless. Listen, I’ve got to chat with someone back stage but if you need another drink or want to talk later I’ll be back.”

Nathanael smiled and nodded. Maybe the human wasn’t all that bad.

Quiet transcended the bar the minute the shimmering lights and techno beat ceased. A hush of anticipation soared through the motley teenagers.

Caught up in the anticipation, Nathanael felt his body gravitate toward the stage. A mass of excited people, four levels deep, stood between him and the dark backdrop. Muffled conversations and hushed whispers thickened the air. The mood in the place moved from partying delight to sweet ecstasy. The curtains swung up like a billowing cloud and there before him stood four Cherubs, their heavenly bodies on display in clothing that would make the Mistress weep. Each wore a pleated black and white skirt barely covering their bottoms, high top red sneakers with black laces that travelled all the way up to the knees and white blouses tied into halter tops which showcased more of their honey-colored heavenly flesh.

You are kidding me. Nathanael blinked. For a moment he wondered if this fantasy come true was real, especially since he hadn’t stopped thinking about the sexy Cherub from the alley. Shifting on his feet to ease his discomfort, he moved closer to the stage.

Two members of the band had blonde hair that fell in tight ringlets to their waist, one had straight pixie-cropped white hair with red dyed ends framing her small face, but the one center stage bore the traditional thick straight blonde locks of a Cherub, and she was the female who had saved him in the alley. A tiny gold star embedded in her belly-button winked at him. Her skin tone glowed like a warm candle and she, like the rest of the Cherubs, looked about seventeen. With the thick outline of black make-up around their eyes they were a spell-binding sight.

So, these were the teens who had dared to take up arms and lead the heavenly charge against the demons pounding on Heaven’s gates. Knowing that sped up his heart because without a doubt these Cherubs were like none he’d ever seen or envisioned.

The hush in the center grew. Nathanael became acutely aware of his own ragged breathing. Nathanael eyed the lead Cherub. She wasn’t wearing anything remotely angelic. His heart leapt, eager for the sound of her heavenly voice.

A bell rang, a second and third. A soft, haunting melody of a hum started, growing louder with each Cherub until the girl at center stage, threw her head back and sang. The wail of the sorrow-filled song crashed through every fiber of his being, but the seductive tenor also teased the audience.

There, standing at center stage, was the Cherub who had rescued him two days ago. Then she had taken on the demon-infested humans with deadly throwing stars. Tonight, she stroked each person’s soul, allowing the purity of her voice to work its magic, easing their anxiety, allowing them in this moment to let their heart truly love, and feel the power of her heavenly lyrics. The sexy sound traveled through Nathanael’s bones.

Every cell in Nathanael’s Seraphim body recognized the sensual lilt and the foreign words she sung. Ancient Hebrew, the cadence rolled off her tongue like the taste of heavenly red wine. She flirted with the crowd, who were oblivious to the sexual meaning of her words. Her words caused the fine hairs on his skin to rise with pleasure. If he’d had his wings they’d be arched back, proudly displayed. Shaking his head, Nathanael forced his body to cool, taking another dreaded sip of his drink, wanting the bitter tang, anything to force his mind to heel from the fantasy he was envisioning. When the remaining Cherubs threw their voices into the melody of the song, a flood of such intense love slammed into him, he felt like he’d had one too many urdal—the blessed seeds from the heavenly plant many Seraphim chewed to experience a more divine holy prayer.

Nathanael worked his way through the crowd. A few people he shouldered out of the way until he was close enough to the right of the stage to lean against the wall and watch. A total of four more songs followed.

By the end of their first set his breathing was labored, his heart pounded loudly in his chest and his palms were sweaty.

He moved from the wall to flex his muscles. A part of him was angry. However, he wasn’t sure if that emotion was directed at himself or the teens on stage.

What he’d witnessed felt sacrilegious and it burned through him. Glad he’d taken on the mission to extract his future heavenly wife he prayed that tonight he’d be back in heaven’s realm. The minute he found her, he’d call to the Mistress and as promised she’d let them back into the heavenly realm, once his Cherub to be wife agreed to the wedding. Then he’d repent for the impurity of his thoughts. Again, he shifted, wishing his jeans weren’t so tight as he tried to calm his emotions.

He prayed one of these Cherubs wasn’t Isabella. He didn’t want her to be openly displaying her body or voice for mankind. Cherub angels were purity. They exemplified all the heavenly descriptions of what that word entailed.

Marching toward the back of the stage, he wondered why no one stopped him. Cherub angels were never unescorted in the heavens yet here on earth they walked about alone, vulnerable.

A sharp steel blade cut into his throat, catching him off guard.

“Well, what do we have here? Why I do believe it’s a Seraphim and just my luck, the one I saved from the alley the other night. To whom do we owe the pleasure of addressing?”

The feel of his own angelic blood sliding down his throat caused Nathanael to attempt to move back. The blade cut more into his flesh, making it
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