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This book is dedicated to my family, who will probably never read this book. The past few months have been the most challenging we’ve faced in a while, but everyone pitched in and we made it through. Love all of you so much: Martin, Ashley, Amber, Alaina, Alejandro, and my mom Barbara.
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Prologue
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Six months ago, West Texas

Nathaniel, an angel of heaven, slowed his pace through the grocery store as he watched the blonde woman choose vegetables. She was on the slender side, in clothes that had been mended more than once. Exhaustion lined her face and tension stiffened her shoulders. She kept glancing toward the large front windows as if waiting for someone—or hiding from them.

As he closed the distance, she looked at a clock on the far wall then started moving faster. 

“Shit,” she mumbled.

“Are you okay?” Nathaniel asked.

She masked a slight jump by spinning to face him with a scowl on her face. “I’m fine. What do you want?”

“That depends on who you are and what you need.”

She sighed deeply and rolled her eyes. “Look, buddy, I’m getting groceries, not looking for a date.”

It took a second for her words to make sense, then Nathaniel chuckled. “You misunderstand. I know you’re in some kind of trouble. I know your sister is outside in a pickup truck and you’re eager to return to her. I know where you’ve come from but not why you plan to return. And most importantly, I don’t know your name. I am Nathaniel.”

She took a step back and set her handbasket on a display of sacked potatoes. “You’ve been watching us.”

Not a question, but he replied anyway. “Not I. A Watcher alerted me to the cult you’re in and I came to investigate. Things are escalating. While I could dive into your human mind for the answers I seek, I’d rather not do that to you.”

The blood drained from her face, and he tensed in preparation of catching her if she fainted.

“Leave me alone,” she whispered.

“You’re not safe. I can get both you and your sister to safety.”

She shook her head. “No, you can’t.”

He smiled and cloaked himself in a way that kept him from all human eyes save hers. “I am here for your protection. See me for who I am.”

Then he unfurled his wings, allowing them to rip through the fabric of his cheap T-shirt, until they stretched to their full glory. Light emanated from his aura, in a flash of white. The woman’s eyes widened and she took another step back, but he noted she wasn’t nearly as shocked as most. He suspected she’d already encountered demons but wasn’t certain if she had realized it. Now she knew angels were in her midst.

After a few deep breaths, her color returned to normal, and she looked him in the eyes. “My name is Lily and my sister is Iris. What do we need to do?”

Nathaniel gave her an approving nod and pointed to her basket. “Finish shopping first, then we’ll talk.
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Chapter One
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Present day, Houston, TX.

Moonlight penetrated the closed blinds, and the shadows danced in the corner as a tree outside Iris’ motel window swayed in the wind. She frowned at the shifting nuances and shook her head in annoyance. “I know yer there, Uriel.”

Nothing happened for long minutes, but it didn’t dissuade her just as the angel in her midst didn’t seem to be deterred by her rejection. “Go away, Uri. I already told you I don’t need yer help.”

Her eyes drifted shut as she regulated her breathing to calm her racing pulse. When she opened her eyes again, the shadows in the corner had been replaced with the form of a tall man. Uriel, an Archangel of heaven, stood in her room as quiet and imposing as ever. His military-short red hair and bright green eyes didn’t show well in the darkness, but she knew them by now. Just as she knew his pale golden skin and muscular frame that towered over her own barely five-foot height. He had a lean build, but his inherent strength was evident in every movement. He was masculine perfection and completely off-limits for her.

The shadows seemed to obey him as he stepped toward her bed, cloaking him in darkness though she still saw his motions, until he sat on the edge of her mattress. The smile he aimed her way seemed to shine with its own light. Why did this man, who wasn’t human at all, have to be so damn enticing? In her twenty-three years of life, she had never been so attracted to a man, even the father of her unborn child.

“Can’t sleep?” he asked.

She gave a very unladylike snort. “How’m I supposed to sleep with you skulkin’ around my room?”

His grin was completely unrepentant. “You know I’m only here for your protection. It’s supposed to make you feel safe, not sleepless.”

“Well, it ain’t workin’. Go away.” Then maybe she could stop thinking about him.

He shook his head, clearly hearing the lack of conviction in her voice, and lifted one large hand over her protruding belly. “May I?”

She should’ve said no, but the calming influence of his touch was too tempting. Not to mention, his attention flattered her despite her best efforts to remain unaffected. Not like she was dressed to entice a man anyway. She threw off her blankets to reveal the thin T-shirt and bulky sweats she liked to sleep in. Easing fully onto her back, she gave a small nod.

Uri placed his full palm against her restless son and slowly rubbed in a circular motion. Within seconds the constant kicking eased, and she released a relieved sigh.

“He’s impatient to join us,” Uri said.

She snorted again. “Don’t know why. We don’t even have a place to live yet and the weather sucks. I can’t believe how humid Houston is compared to West Texas.”

His frown made her regret her words. The Maxwell brothers had been more than generous to her and her twin sister but living with the men was where they had drawn the line. The sisters had opted to stay in a motel for the moment until Lily could save up enough for the deposit on a decent apartment. It was cheap, close to Lily’s jobs, and relatively clean. Security was iffy but with two Archangels hanging around night and day, Iris had never felt safer.

Uri released a quiet sigh and continued to rub her belly. “He still has a few weeks to go. A lot can happen in a few weeks.”

“True. I could win the lottery. Oh wait, I haven’t bought a ticket.”

He grinned again, instantly dropping her IQ. “I’ll buy you one the next time I go on a pickle run.”

A groan escaped despite her best efforts. “Damn. Why’d you mention pickles?”

“Are you out already?”

“Hey, it ain’t my fault Lily likes dill pickles as much as I do.”

He chuckled as he stood. “I’ll be right back. Want anything else?”

“Nope.”

He paused at the door and waited, but she knew better than to start a list. The last time she’d done that he’d doubled it and bought the best of every item. They’d never be able to pay him back at this rate.

“Nothin’ else, Uri. I’m sure.”

Though his expression said he didn’t believe her, he finally nodded and walked out the front door. A small sense of relief filled her, relaxing her tense muscles and easing the ache in her shoulders and back. Unfortunately, it was only physical. All the reasons she should be on her feet and doing something, anything, to help her sister danced through her head. Knowing she was completely helpless until after her son arrived aggravated her.

Lily worked her fingers to the bone doing three different jobs to save up money so they could finally find a decent place to live. Sure, Uri and his brother Sel supplemented her meager income by constantly bringing them food. They also showed up with gifts of clothing and other necessities on a regular basis. But how long would that last once they found out the truth about the baby in her belly?

Iris shivered at the thought and fought down the all-too familiar fear that always raced through her veins when she remembered that fateful night. She was a victim in every sense of the word, but that didn’t stop guilt from rearing its ugly head every time she considered the face of the man who had fathered her son.

A sound at the door startled her and she looked up to find Uri walking back into the motel room despite not having a key. Only an empty twin bed sat between her and the door, making her tense at every noise. If anyone tried to break in, she might be able to run into the bathroom. Well, waddle was more like it.

“That was fast,” she said.

“We need to go. Now.”

He yanked off his shirt, momentarily stalling her protest.

He reached her as she struggled to sit up and slid his strong arms beneath her. She gasped when he lifted her from the bed with little to no effort.

“What’re you doin’? I can walk.”

“There’s no time.”

“What? Why—”

A loud crash sounded from the parking lot, much too close for comfort. She grabbed his shoulders and held on tight.

“There are men walking down the street and throwing bricks through every window they see. You’re too close here.”

He hurried to the door, stopping only long enough for her to grab her purse. She threw the strap around her neck before resuming her hold on his shoulders.

“Uri, we’re on the second floor.”

“Don’t let go of me.”

Knowing what came next didn’t make it any easier or keep her stomach from flipping. Though that just as easily could’ve been from the sensation of his warm skin beneath her hands. She had flown with him only once before, but that feeling—part awe-inspiring, part nerve-wracking—never went away. She couldn’t decide whether to laugh or scream as he moved swiftly to the end of the empty walkway.

Chaos sounded from below, but the noise echoed off the cheap motel, making it impossible to know how many people were causing the ruckus. That wasn’t enough to halt her reservations of letting him fly her away.

“Uri, please. No.”

“It’s just a short trip, Iris.”

“Then let’s walk. Don’t you have a car?”

He snorted a laugh as he leapt onto the rail in a crouch, somehow still balancing her bulky form against his chest. Shadows cloaked them, though she knew the angels also had the power to keep human eyes from seeing them.

Her heart hit her throat. “I swear to God if you drop me—”

“I’d rip off my own wings first. Just close your eyes.”

“No waaaaaaaay.”

Her words turned into a screech as he jumped into the dark sky above. Large white wings appeared from his back. Though, white was too simple a word for what she knew was a myriad of colors. Every hue from ivory to parchment could be found among his soft feathers. She pressed her face against his collarbone and inhaled his strong, masculine scent to chase away the chill in the air.

True to his word, they weren’t airborne more than ten minutes before he set down in a familiar backyard and his wings disappeared. She looked around the ornate garden of the Archangel Michael’s home and instantly felt safer.

“Y-you can put me down now,” she said, unable to hide the tremble in her voice as her heart continued to race.

Uri ignored her as he strode to the back door. It opened before they reached it and she came face to face with Sel, yet another angel. He had the same build as Uri, though he had the darkest skin. It still held a golden hue, but if Iris had to guess at an ethnicity, she would call him Hispanic. His black hair reached the middle of his back and his green eyes widened when he saw her in his brother’s arms.

“What’s wrong?” Sel asked.

“Trouble at the motel,” Uri replied.

The brothers stared at each other a moment before Sel stepped back so Uri could carry her into the house. They did that often, long glances full of meaning. Iris and her sister suspected the men could all speak to each other telepathically but had never asked. She was afraid to know the full breadth of their powers. It was almost too much to bear even knowing they existed.

Keeping everything in perspective, the good versus the evil, often kept her up at night. She would let them have their secrets. Hopefully, she and her twin would soon be free of all the paranormal mumbo jumbo and could just live quiet, peaceful lives somewhere. All she wanted now was to raise her son and stay safe with her sister. Nothing more, nothing less.

Uri carried her through the kitchen and into the living room where Mike lounged on a black leather recliner. Sel dropped onto a matching sofa and Uri set her down on a sofa opposite. Then he sat beside her. She tried to put space between them, but he dropped one large hand on her knee, holding her in place despite hardly adding any pressure to his touch. She didn’t want to make a fuss in front of his brothers but that was a bold move even for him. She shoved his hand off and scowled, but Mike spoke before she could say anything.

“So,” Mike said as he looked them over. “There was a riot?”

She turned her scowl on the other handsome angel in the room. Mike was the tallest of all of them and the bulkiest. He often wore leather and denim and rode a motorcycle, the only one she had seen do so. His dark brown hair went just past his shoulders and his brown eyes were so dark they sometimes appeared black. He ignored her silent anger and looked to his brother for an answer.

Uri shrugged. “Not quite. More like a few thugs walking down the street causing trouble. They were throwing bricks and rocks, vandalizing every property they passed. You know how it is in that area of town.”

“Does Lily know I’m here?” Iris cut in.

Sel nodded. “I was with her when Uri decided to bring you. I told her.”

That confirmed the telepathy. “Oh...okay.”

“She’s trying to get off early so she can check you two out of that motel and into somewhere better. I’m going to pick her up as soon as her shift ends.”

“How will you know?”

A look of uncertainty crossed his face. “Um... I bought her a cell phone?”

“Sel!”

Uri ran his hand over her knee. “Calm down, Iris. You’re going to get the boy all worked up.”

She shoved his hand off her knee again and then pushed to her feet with a bit of effort. “Don’t you tell me to calm down, you overbearing oaf.”

Mike chuckled until she turned her glare his way. “You too. Just because all y’all are high and mighty angels doesn’t mean you can completely take over our lives.”

Uri stood and raised his hands. “That’s not what we’re trying to do.”

“No? You didn’t just show up one day and throw a wrench into all our plans? You didn’t just shatter every concept I had of what was good and bad in my life?”

His shoulders dropped as he slowly nodded, the look of defeat on his face ceased her rant. Her breath caught and she choked on her words before more anger could shoot out. It wasn’t their fault that confusion and fear filled her to the brim, leaving her lost in the chaos her life had become. She knew that, just as she knew a lot of her emotional upheaval was purely hormonal. Fear lived and breathed in her daily. Unfortunately, she couldn’t tell them about it.

Warmth at her back alerted her to Mike’s presence though he wasn’t touching her. She looked up at him as he placed his hands on her shoulders then gently steered her back to the sofa. Though her anger hadn’t dissipated, she dutifully sat.

He crouched to be eye-level with her. “I’m sorry about all the bullshit you’ve had to put up with for the past few months, Iris, but you know we just want to help you and your sister.”

“I know.”

His gentle smile only made her feel worse. He might look to the rest of the world like a big, bad, biker, but she knew he really had a heart of gold and the calm countenance of an angel. In truth, she trusted these guys with her life, but could she trust them with her baby’s life too? That uncertainty kept her wary.

“It’s late. Why don’t you let Uri get you settled into one of my guest rooms.”

When she opened her mouth to protest, he immediately lifted a hand. “Just for tonight. Tomorrow we’ll discuss options.”

She huffed out a breath and simply nodded. No sense in arguing against three of them. Picking her battles would be the better option and this wasn’t one she could easily win anyway. Plus, she was exhausted, and it really was late. Plus, plus, there was no safer place than Mike’s house.

“All right,” she said, rubbing a hand over her belly. “Lead on.”

Uri grinned as he helped her stand and placed a hand against her upper back, rubbing gently as he nudged her toward the stairs. She didn’t even protest when he lifted her into his arms again for the short walk up to the second story, or when he gently placed her on a bed in the first room they came into.

“Sweet dreams, Irimë.” He kissed her forehead and strode out of the room.

Why did her real name have to sound so sweet coming from his lips?

* * *
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URIEL DROPPED ONTO the sofa with a beer in his hand and groaned. Why did that woman have to press every one of his hot buttons even as she got on his last nerve? When they first met, he’d been ensnared by the strength and determination she and Lily had shown to get out of the cult they’d been dragged into by their father. That determination had been evident in everything Iris said and did, and her iron will had been a boon during her trials. Now her stubbornness was a wall she kept between them. 

She was nearly eight months pregnant with another man’s baby, her small frame rounded in the most alluring way. With caramel-brown eyes that starred in every one of his fantasies she often saw right through his attempts to buy her things. Her disheveled brown hair, curly and frizzy enough to form a dark halo around her head, only added to her appeal as did her short temper and no-nonsense attitude. 

Physically, she and her twin sister were nothing alike, but that stubborn determination was definitely a family trait. And once she got riled up, the southern twang that flavored her voice only made her more enticing. The thought made him chuckle and his brothers looked at him.

“I’m not sure pissing her off when her due date is a few weeks away is wise,” Mike said.

That only amused Uri more. “You know as well as I do I didn’t do anything wrong. She’s just a little...emotional right now.”

Sel outright laughed. “You can say that again.”

“Hey, she can’t help it.”

Mike quirked an eyebrow. “Perhaps, but there’s more to it. I know you can feel it as well as any of us.”

“Yeah, I do,” Uri agreed with a sigh. “The boy has a very strong will and I’m afraid he’s starting to exert it on his mother. He doesn’t seem to like me or Sel.”

Mike nodded. “Or me. Did you see how she recoiled when I crouched down to talk to her?”

“We all do that, Mike.”

“Ha-ha.”

“Seriously though,” Sel said. “I’ve tried talking to Lily about it, but she’s just so damn busy working all the time.”

“Did you talk to her bosses?” Mike asked.

“Oh yeah. They all know to give her the easiest jobs and insist she takes breaks to eat. But she’s a very strong-willed woman. She doesn’t sit around waiting to be told what to do, so she’s constantly working.”

Uri ran a hand over his face. “Geez, bartending at night, bakery in the wee hours of the morning. And what else?”

“Now she’s also talked that motel manager into letting her help with maintenance. She was painting a room yesterday.”

The anger in Sel’s voice was no surprise. Uri knew his brother’s feelings for Lily were growing, even as he fought them as hard as Uri fought his own for Iris. The twins didn’t seem to trust the brothers, for whatever reason, and the angels wouldn’t push.

“There has to be more we can do for them,” Uri said.

Mike shook his head. “Trying to force your will or your presence on either of them will backfire. Just do as you are and let them come to their own conclusions about your intentions. They’ll learn to trust you. They just need time.”

Uri stood to pace around the room. “Time is one thing Iris doesn’t have. The boy will arrive in a matter of weeks, and I have a feeling we need to have them in our care when that happens.”

“A premonition?” Sel asked.

Uri paused to think it over and explore his feelings. Though it wasn’t completely unheard of, premonitions didn’t come to any of them often. Their brother Rafe had prophetic dreams on rare occasions. They were all Archangels, servants of the Source of All Creation. Sometimes they just knew things.

“Perhaps, but just as likely not. It’s obvious the boy doesn’t feel comfortable around us. However, he calms when I rub Iris’ stomach. At first, I thought I was a calming presence to him, but then I realized he seemed to be...”

“Listening,” Mike said.

“You get that feeling too.” Uri didn’t bother stating it as a question, but both Mike and Sel nodded.

“Lily said he often kicks her hand and is very active, but any time one of us is near, he stills completely.”

“Have you tried speaking to him?” Mike asked.

Uri shook his head. “Iris is already so leery of me, I try not to use too many powers in front of her. Besides, Zerach was always better with children.”

“I wonder if he retained that power when he fell,” Sel mused.

Mike quirked a brow. “Everyone will be here tomorrow night for dinner. We can ask him then.”

“So long as I can talk Iris into staying here that long,” Uri said with a sigh. “She usually finds a reason to skip our Sunday dinners.”

“So much family makes the women uncomfortable,” Sel replied. “Lily says it’s just been the two of them for so long that all of us together seems a bit overwhelming.”

“But their father hasn’t been dead more than a year.”

“He was pretty caught up in the cult at first and they kinda had to fend for themselves,” Sel said. “They remained loyal to him because he wasn’t abusive and he was their father, but he wasn’t exactly the most attentive dad.”

Mike nodded. “That explains much. They’re both very reserved when we’re all together. Are they the same one-on-one?”

Sel gave Uri a questioning look. “I don’t know about Iris,” he said, “but Lily has only opened up to me a little. I’ve tried all I can think of in the limited time we spend together. But short of kidnapping her and whisking her off on a vacation where we can be alone, I just don’t get the chance to talk to her much.”

Uri felt for his brother but there wasn’t much they could do. “I’ve been able to be with Iris a bit more since she’s not working and supposed to be on bedrest. But she really hasn’t opened up to me either. She doesn’t seem to trust me, and she definitely feels like they’re taking advantage of us. No matter what I say, she rarely lets me do anything for her.”

“She isn’t due for another five weeks,” Mike said. “We should do what we can for them until then. But once the babe arrives, they really won’t have much choice but to move in here.”

Helpless energy filled Uri and he fought to quench it before his brothers picked up on the emotion. Sel glanced at him but said nothing. Mike stood and looked around his living room as if seeing his entire house in the view.

“There’s more than enough room for them here with us.”

“Yes,” Uri agreed, “but they don’t want to depend on us.”

Sel made a sound of frustration. “You should’ve seen Lily’s face when I gave her the cell phone. Only knowing Iris can get a hold of her faster won the argument. Which reminds me...” He fished a cell phone from his back pocket and tossed it to Uri. “You get to have that argument with Iris. One angry female a day is my motto.”

Uri snorted a laugh though he felt little amusement. Why were these women being so damn stubborn?

“There has to be a reason they don’t trust us,” he mused aloud.

Mike frowned. “I agree, but unless the two of you are willing to pry into their thoughts then we’ll have to wait for them to confess the reason.”

“Though I’m seriously tempted,” Sel said. “No. That’s not something I’m willing to do unless they’re in imminent danger.”

Uri nodded. “I agree. For now, I’m going to continue talking to Iris and hopefully break down the walls she’s built up against me.”

“Good luck, bro,” Sel said.

“Thanks. I have a feeling I’ll need it.”

Uri left the living room and headed up the stairs to the room where Iris slept. He placed his palm flat against the door. His chest warmed at her proximity and his soul eased. No other human woman had ever made him feel this way, as if peace was a tangible thing he only had to reach out and grasp between his palms. Was this what his brothers felt with their wives?

The chaos of the past couple of weeks had prevented him from asking Zerach, Rafe, or Cam if they felt this too. Cam and Eleanor weren’t married yet, but they were engaged and living together in Cam’s huge house in the woods. It had only been a few weeks since Eleanor had been kidnapped by a demon and Cam had destroyed it, nearly destroying himself in the process. They were holed up in his mausoleum of a house, licking their emotional wounds and getting to know each other better. Uri was loathe to bother them for anything short of Armageddon.

Unlike Cam, Uri wasn’t having a crisis of conscience over his growing feelings for a human woman. No, the only thing holding him back was the woman herself. Not only did she not seem attracted to him, she didn’t seem to like him or his brothers much at all.

They had saved the twins from a cult controlled by demons, healed them when they’d burst into flame and been badly burned. They’d saved Iris’ baby in the process, and proceeded to care for them to the best of their abilities since then. And what had Uri and his brothers gotten in return? Nothing but distrust, exasperation, and more than a little anger. Exactly what was wrong with these women?

Though leaving the sisters to their own devices would certainly be easier, none of the brothers had thought it a good idea from day one. The twins were hiding something, and their association with the cult still put them in danger despite the Texas branch being dissolved. Until Iris gave birth, none of the angels wanted to let them go off on their own. Despite the sisters’ bid for independence, the brothers were much more equipped to deal with demons and provide them with any material things they might need.

A sound from behind the closed door pulled Uri from his thoughts and he turned the knob to peer inside. The room was hidden under complete darkness, but Iris’ form twisted and turned on the bed.

“No...please. Stop. Please stop.”

Uri rushed across the floor as she cried out and struggled with the heavy blanket. He pulled it off her in one hand and turned on the bedside lamp with the other. The sudden light showed her wide eyes open and staring sightlessly at the air above her.

“Iris,” he said softly.

She continued to stare and bat away an unseen attacker with her small hands. Uri sat on the edge of the bed and gently gripped her wrists.
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