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Blurb

Created pure and innocent, the newborn angel, Fae’s, only crime is loving the mortal realm too much. She wants to see, to touch, to taste...and to know. All of which leads to her fall from grace when she meets the demon brothers who give her all she desires. 

Cravis and Travis toy with the young angel out of boredom, but losing her awakens something inside them that they didn’t know they could still feel. While Travis begins to learn how precious a life can be, Cravis struggles with the fear of how fragile love is, not sure if he can go through it being taken from him once again. 

The demons will claim the angel, but many dangers threaten the Fallen. Hunted by the Virtues and lusted after by the damned, Fae may be protected as a cherished pet. But she will soon learn she’s worth so much more. 
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Prologue

Glitter-coated leaves crunched underfoot as the men gathered around the dead bonfire. Smoke and noxious fumes from sex and beer still tainted the air. A small black stereo sat on a tree trunk, belting out sickening noise.

Midael let out a roar and smashed the stereo with his boot heel. The “music” cut off at the violent crush, and the only sound that remained was the echo of his anger. His wavy black hair slashed at his face as the wind whipped around him. “Again they’ve eluded us! How, unless someone warned them we were coming?”

“Careful, Midael.” Samax stuffed his hands into the pockets of his pristine white suit jacket. As perfectly put together as the rest, crisp and clean-cut, but something about him irked Midael. Something more than the smirk that always played at the edges of his lips. “That almost sounded like an accusation.”

Baring his teeth in a sneer, Midael kicked the broken stereo shell aside then stepped up to the youngster. “Almost? Perhaps I should make myself clear.”

Samax blew a strand of his choppy golden hair from where it had drifted across his clear blue eyes. “Perhaps you should. You got something to say to me, man?”

“Enough.” Nakir laid a heavy black hand on Samax’s shoulder while his twin, Munkir, shifted closer to Midael. “We’ve wasted more than enough time chasing the rebels. Samax, return to your duties. I believe you have finals?”

“I won’t be dismissed.” Samax shrugged off Nakir’s hand and pulled a pack of cigarettes from inside his jacket. “And if you’re saying the time we just spent following the latest lead to the largest gathering of Fallen in history is a waste, then there’s something bigger going on. I want in. What’s up?”

“What’s up?” Midael barked out a laugh. “Including him in the ranks of the Virtues is a farce. Go, boy. The grown-ups need to talk.” 

“He has as much right to be here as you do, Midael.” Paschar moved away from the group gathered on the other side of the bonfire, sweeping his long white hair over one shoulder irritably. “And it is beneath you to question. None of us is pleased that Asmodeus is always a step ahead of us, but doubting your brothers is not acceptable.” Gesturing for the others to move closer, he squared his shoulders and looked them over. “Whatever tasks you left for this hunt, go complete now. Quickly. Another newly formed is to be tested. We must prepare to act.”

Unsheathing the dagger at his hip, Midael held it up and smiled at the gleaming blade. “Why wait?”

“Because the Father of Lies gets a free pass twice a millennium, tough guy.” Samax let out a circle of smoke. “Don’t you do your homework?” 

Things had changed, and Midael didn’t like it. Once he would have had the right to lay the cheeky young angel out for his cockiness, for simply having the gall to speak to him in such a disrespectful manner. But Samax was all that he was meant to be. Salvation for the modern youth, the voice of the few faithful that remained among them. He reflected everything they had become.

Disgusting, but as Paschar constantly repeated, he’d earned his right to stand with the Virtues. Under the new regime, in any case. As far as Midael was concerned, the earth was due for another cleansing flood. Then, perhaps, the old way would reign once again.

“I don’t understand.” Munkir’s iridescent, dark blue eyes narrowed as he tipped his head back to look up at Paschar. “None has ever failed the test. Why concern ourselves now?”

“Three newly formed have taken the fall mere weeks after their descent within the last decade—and countless others within their first year. The demons have grown bold, and the temptations of the world are overwhelming.” Paschar shook his head, his forehead creasing slightly as though the loss disturbed him. “The new are molded to reflect this era...” He glanced at Midael then shook his head. “Undeniably flawed—yet with great potential.”

“You’re talking like he—or she—is destined to fail.” Samax dropped his cigarette and frowned at Paschar. “The Snake might be good, but you all saw right through him. So there’s hope that the new one will too, right?”

“There’s always hope.” Paschar gave Samax a tight smile. “But it’s best that we don’t lay our faith in it. If she takes the fall, she must be dealt with before the Father of Lies has a chance to use her.”

“Which is where I come in.” Most would be shocked if they knew, but secretly Midael prayed she would fail. He ran his thumb up his blade, eager to make an example of the fresh-faced, newborn angel before she had a chance to make fools of them all. As had too many before her. “One touch and—”

“Not one touch.” Samax fisted his hands at his sides. “All the others are forgiven a brief trespass of skin. Why should she be any different?”

“She won’t be,” Paschar said. “But any more and—”

“She’s mine.” Satisfied, Midael stabbed his dagger home and turned to leave.

“You bloodthirsty bastard.” Samax took a step toward him, but Nakir held him back. “You’d kill us all if you could. None of us is good enough, pure enough—”

“That’s not true, Samax.” Nakir glared at Midael. “Tell him that’s not true.”

“Who am I to doubt your worthiness?” Midael shrugged, well aware that his tone made it clear he found the young angel and all his ilk lacking. “Most don’t have the stomach to do what must be done. So it falls on me.”

“Yes, Midael.” Paschar rubbed his hand over his face. “If she fails, you may...deal with her.”

“He doesn’t have to act like he’ll enjoy it,” Samax grumbled.

Midael let himself fade from the forest, his pulse hammering in his veins as he pictured the newly formed angel lying in a puddle of her own blood. Righteousness was brutal and unforgiving. Sinners should be slain, no matter how pretty they looked. And unlike the others, he wouldn’t let her tears or pleas sway him. He would strike hard and fast—well, not too fast... 

Like any angel worth his wings, he denied himself all earthly pleasures. But this, this pleasure was older than man, older than the Virtues—this pleasure came with the fall of Lucifer and all his minions. Killing them was absolutely euphoric. 

I will enjoy killing her. Midael wiped a bit of moisture from his bottom lip and glanced around to make sure an elder such as Paschar wasn’t close enough to catch his thoughts. Of course, they rarely followed him into the slums where he hunted lesser demons and the soulless ones. They liked to pretend they didn’t know what he did to them. But for one as innocent as Samax...he smirked. The boy wanted to tag along? Good.

I’ll enjoy letting you watch.

​Chapter One

Cloud swaddling slowly unraveled as she freed her limbs. Blinking to focus her eyes, she took in the infinite blue of the sky stretching over and around her. An inhale brought crisp, sweet air in to tease her taste buds. A light sheen of morning dew coated her skin, cooling with the brush of thinning mist, and she shivered at the slight shift in temperature but didn’t try to cover herself. She’d never tasted or seen or felt before this moment. And, oh, how she loved it all!

Everything is so new!

Finally, a body independent from the heavens, a mind all her own. She could see...well, not much besides clouds and sky, but more would come soon enough. Somewhere below, the world waited for her to explore. Freedom was finally hers, beckoning like a swaying lantern at the end of a seemingly infinite tunnel.

But she had to be patient, just a little longer and... 

The mist brushed her again and gooseflesh rose on all over her naked body. In a flurry of motion, the clouds rolled over her and formed pure white cloth. The smooth fabric slithered along her skin, and all the newborn nerves within sparked like tiny lightning bolts. Covered from head to toe, she writhed to free herself. No use, the cloth imprisoned her. The tiny electric shocks burned until every part of her became overwhelmed, until her skin went numb. She opened her mouth. The fabric stifled her screams.

No! You can’t take this away from me! Not yet! Please!

The cloth slid away from her face. She could see. Digging her fingers into her shoulders, she hugged herself. This body belonged to her. She’d fight to keep it if she must.

A figure approached, cloaked in the gray of the storm clouds rolling in the distance. Kind eyes looked out of the shadows of a deep hood. His rich voice resonated without and within. “There is nothing to fear, little one. No one will take what you’ve been given.”

Her hold on herself loosened a little as she relaxed. Only one would meet her at the beginning of life, and He wouldn’t lie to her. 

“Look, Fae. Look at the beauty below. Lose yourself to it.” A pale hand swept out toward the unfolding wonders of the world. “All will be well once you learn the flow. Voice any questions you have. They will be answered.”

The clouds parted to reveal wonder and beauty. A child brought to life, a man clothed in pale blue passed it to another. The look on the second man’s face made her want to sing for him. Such a gift, a new heartbeat to sound out in the glorious harmony of existence.

Then she watched a life fade. Eyes closed in peace, a welcome release from pain. A gift of a different sort, freedom from suffering.

Perfect, and she loved it. And she would watch it forever. A blessing, really, to watch them enjoy all they were given.

All I will never have.

The figure drifted to her side and stroked cheek with a long, thick finger, the smooth tip hot enough to leave a lingering warmth on her flesh. “But you can have this, my child. Shall I tell you how?”

Wide-eyed, she tried to make out the face that disappeared into the darkness of the hood. “Yes, please.”

“Take what you are given, Fae. Take the gift of knowledge, of eternity.” The last words were whispered from the standing shade of the vanishing form. “And then take more.”

More?

A warm breeze flipped the hood from her head and teased her long golden tresses until they danced around her. The clouds fluffed up and swirled with the skirt of her gown. Red light bled into the sky as the sun rose high above the horizon to bathe the world below.

She rubbed her arms through the diaphanous cloth that covered her. The clouds seemed to filter the warmth, leaving her cold. And His voice echoed over all her first peaceful thoughts until only one remained.

What more could one want?

[image: image]

Cravis rotated the beer bottle in his hand and watched the waitresses do their little cleanup routine, dancing and laughing while they collected bottles and glasses and garbage, hips shimmying as they stretched over tables to give them a good scrub. The whole scene reminded him of some dirty music video, hot, but redundant after the hundredth time.

Elbow on the table, cheek propped on his fist, he brought the bottle to his lips. A girl peeked at him while she rubbed down a vinyl seat and bent over. He took a swig and let his eyes skim over her tight ass, left bare by the black miniskirt. Little pink pussy lips strained against a transparent excuse for panties.

I suppose it’s a good thing she shaves. He arched a brow when she frowned at him, and she scurried off to clean something else. Wouldn’t be kosher to have her pubes in the pretzel bowls.

After another swig, he slammed his bottle on the table. “I’m bored.”

His brother must have been waiting for him to finally say something because he immediately sprang up from his slouch on the padded black bench across the table. A crooked smile on his lips, Travis made a “come hither” motion with his fingers to the waitress topping off the saltshakers.

The new girl approached their table with quick, stiff steps. She swallowed and faced his brother. “Yes, Travis?”

Travis picked her up and sat her on the table. “We need to talk.”

Talk. Right. Cravis saved his beer from her wiggling ass and rolled his eyes when she ducked her head and giggled. A bleached blond chunk of hair slipped over one bland, blue eye. She wrinkled her nose and blew at it.

Tucking the hair behind her ear with one hand, Travis fingered the buttons of her snug red shirt with the other. “What’s your name, cutie?”

Hands fluttering over her bare chest as her shirt came apart, she blushed. “Sarah.”

“How do you like working here?”

“The money’s great.” Her gaze drifted down and locked on Travis’s crotch. “And everyone’s so...nice.”

Her shirt slipped off her shoulders and drifted onto the table. The tan of her bare flesh glowed orange under black lights.

Travis reached around and unhooked her bra. “Yeah, we’re a friendly bunch.” He lifted her heavy breasts in his hands and bent down to flick a hard nipple with his tongue. “You taste like an orange creamsicle.” He smacked his lips. “Did you let Bambi talk you into using her lotion, Steph?”

The girl groaned and raked her hands into his pitch-black hair as he licked a figure eight around her other nipple. “It’s Sarah.”

“Whatever.” Travis palmed a breast and held it out to Cravis as though offering a hunk of bread. “Have a taste, brother. She’s clean.”

With heavy-lidded eyes, the girl looked at Travis, then Cravis, and set her hands behind her. The table creaked as she shifted. A moan passed through her parted lips when Travis pinched her nipple, and her thighs inched apart. Arousal rose from her, hot and moist, like musk-scented steam.

Hmm, maybe... “Is that what you want, Sarah?” Cravis stood and slid his chair out of the way. “You want me to taste you?”

She swallowed and nodded.

The edges of his lips crept up. “To touch you?”

Her breathing sped up. “Yes.”

He nudged Travis out of the way and put his hands on the table at either side of her hips. Tiny goose bumps rose all over her breasts as he moved close enough for her to feel his heat. “To fuck you?”

“Please.” She whimpered and her whole body shook, as though he were already inside her, bringing her close to the edge, refusing to let her go over. “Oh, please.”

“Very well.” Cravis straightened and nodded at Travis. “Chain her to the table.”

“What?” She gaped toward the bar when Travis disappeared behind it, scrambling off the table at the sound of rattling chains. “You guys are sick. I don’t do stuff like that.”

Travis popped up and dropped enough chains on the bar to wrap around the tire of a semi. “Aw, come on, Stacy...”

“It’s Sarah.” She snatched her shirt and dashed for the door as though she thought they’d chase her. The door hung open for a moment, letting in catcalls from the street.

“Well, that sucks.” Travis stashed the chains, and then folded his arms on the bar. His lips turned down in a mock frown. “Did you have to scare her off, Cravis?”

Cravis laughed. “Even you don’t like them that easy. Not the first time anyway.”

Their Haitian beauty, whom they’d named Bambi for her big, brown eyes, ambled over, lashes fluttering. “I’d let you chain me up.”

So accommodating. So warm. A shame he’d had to back off before she got attached. He liked her too much to destroy her.

That in mind, he tapped her little nose and smiled. “But you wouldn’t enjoy it.”

“Ugh.” Travis made a face like he’d bitten an apple and just spotted half a worm. “Since when do you care?”

Bambi rolled her eyes and sauntered around the bar.

“Since our most loyal employee provided an alibi for my careless little brother.” He leaned against the bar and accepted the shot Bambi poured him, inhaling the sharp sweetness before downing the rum. He took a moment to enjoy the slow burn. “She’s earned your respect.”

“I suppose so, even though it really wasn’t my fault. That guy sold me his soul to keep him out of jail. How was I supposed to know he’d just robbed the bank around the corner and killed two cops?”

“Five thousand years and you still haven’t figured out how to spot a rotten deal? That guy’s soul was worth about as much as a case full of counterfeit money.” Then again, a good deal took patience, and Travis had none. “If they’re ready to gift wrap their soul within seconds of the offer, you really don’t want it.”

“Hey, I’ve done my quota for the year. How ’bout you?”

“I’ve got a few months...” His gaze snapped to Bambi when a glass shattered. He reached out and ran his thumb over her trembling bottom lip. “Don’t worry, sweetheart. You’ve got yours back.”

“Enough shop talk. Now I’m getting bored.” Travis tapped his fingers on the bar and screwed up his brow the way he did when he was thinking too hard. “We need a new toy.”

A toy? Cravis shook his head and ran his tongue over his teeth. He didn’t want a mindless toy to play with until it broke. The very idea of taking yet another soulless whore turned his stomach.

He traced the rim of his shot glass with a finger. Laugh and you’ll eat those pearly whites, brother. “I want a pet.”

Travis didn’t even smile. “That’s a tall order.”

“No goldfish digs?” Thanking Bambi for a refill, he watched Travis’s mouth flatten into a thin line and relaxed. For once, they were on the same page. “I kept the last one for almost a hundred years.”

“I remember.”

The bar got very quiet as the waitresses filed out the front door. Bambi walked around the bar and gave them each a peck on the cheek before joining her friends on the street. 

Travis stared at the door long after it closed. “I didn’t stick around; I only came after...” He shoved his hands in his pockets and scowled. “I thought you were gonna give up.”

Cravis laughed. “Who me?” He sobered when Travis wrenched his hands out of his pockets and folded his arms over his chest. “Estelle was...different. I forgot her mortality, even as she faded away. And I got too wrapped up in her.” A smack in the center of Travis’s chest shook the scowl. At Cravis’s next words, it disappeared. “Won’t happen again.”

“Good to know.” Travis dropped an arm over Cravis’s shoulders and almost knocked him off his feet. “Now let’s go get us a goldfish.”

​

Chapter Two

Mere days had passed, but Fae was more than ready to leave the between place and find more. Down there. To walk among them, to see them up close—she was tired of the tedious perfection, of the lectures she’d been forced to endure for days, but the wasted time would mean nothing when she was released.

If only I could touch them.

“You mustn’t, child. To do so is a sin.”

Fae looked at her mistress, older than names, as were all those she knew. Those with names walked among the humans, as she would soon. Perhaps they would understand, because clearly the mistress didn’t.

The words that dampened her excitement played over and over in her head.

Look, but do not touch.

“Why?”

The mistress’s lips turned down, but the rest of her face remained still. How strange that her expression never really changed. Almost like the women below who had needles stuck in their foreheads to retain their youth. They looked like they wore plastic masks. She’d always wondered what plastic felt like.

She reached out.

The mistress brushed her hand away. “Because it is so.”

That tone, the same one those below use with their children. Fae didn’t like it when they did. Children were the sweetest things, like puppies and kittens and—

“When a child misbehaves, it is chastised. The same applies to you. The rules are clear within. Follow them, and you will not be led astray.”

“But, Mistress—”

The mistress’s frown deepened. “Go now, enjoy the life. And while you do, let the questions pass. They will do you no good.”

There had never been a thing she did not like. Life. Death. All beautiful. But not to question, not to learn?

How will I bear it?

Not wanting to anger the mistress, she nodded. She would obey.

Or at least try for a little longer.

Careful to guard her thoughts, Fae listened to all the mistress’s instructions, solemn and quiet, the way the mistress liked her to be. And she stopped asking questions.

Only once she began her descent did a secret smile steal across her lips, hidden behind a curtain of golden hair, just in case someone was watching.

I will find my own answers below.
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As the device in the doctor’s hands caught the infant’s first heartbeats, Fae held up her glowing hands and let the soul nestled in her core flow out.

The child’s mother laughed, her eyes sparkling with tears of joy.

Wonderful to witness, but Fae felt like someone had scooped out her insides, leaving her empty. If only she could touch the mother, or even the father who hovered close in his khaki green uniform, his cheeks as pale as the white sheets draped over the mother’s hips, she would feel whole.

But she couldn’t. It was forbidden. She’d completed her task in sheltering the fragile soul with its tenacious grasp on the little body. The pregnancy had been difficult, and none had been sure the little one would have the strength to survive. But she had. And Fae was no longer needed.

Still, she lingered, drinking in their happiness like a trickle of water in a desert she couldn’t escape. Her existence felt shallow. Incomplete. That sweet essence of life and love was just out of reach.

“You are done here.”

The voice startled her, mostly because she knew who it was.

Azrael.

Why is he here?

“She is perfect.” Fae squared her shoulders and faced the archangel. She knew very well she couldn’t protect the child if she were destined to pass into his hands, but still, she had to try. “You are wasting your time.”

Azrael smirked. “Who says I’m here for her?” His heavy black cloak billowed around him as he slid behind her. “Be gone, little one. Indulge in the wonderful future you’ve envisioned for her. Go out and watch existence unfold in your blissful way. You are too young to know any better.”

The glorious heat of his being wrapped around her, reminding her of the one touch she’d been granted since her birth. Absolutely still, she closed her eyes and prayed he’d move closer with that huge, virile body he’d taken on. She imagined his soft, long dark locks drifting over her flesh.

“My, my. That didn’t take long.” His breath caressed her cheek and she shuddered. “They won’t trust you with another soul until you get such thoughts out of your head.”

Fae jerked away from him and folded her arms over her chest to hide her hardening nipples. She refused to let him see how her body reacted to his presence, to his tone. Not when she didn’t understand it herself. “I do not know what you mean.”

He laughed. “I suppose you don’t. You are innocent, despite your wantonness. Thank God one of us wishes to remain pure. That look in your eyes could tempt a saint.”

She dropped her gaze to the floor, unsure of what he saw, but knowing it wasn’t good. “Please just go.”

“Oh, no. I have duties I must attend to.” He stepped away from her and gestured to the door. “But you should go before you...distract me.”

The sterile air turned icy and her nipples pebbled under her arms. She should go. This wasn’t a place to welcome worldly pleasures, of the flesh or anything else. Death’s cologne hovered over everything, thick enough to gag her. Much as she’d like to distract him, she wanted to be away from him more. His broad form hid something sinister she could not face.

She hurried out the door and didn’t look back.
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In a flurry of white skirts, the young angel swept from the room so fast one would think Azrael had threatened to ravish her. The poor thing must have misconstrued his words.

Yes, because that’s not at all what you intended. Azrael shook his head, staring at the empty doorway with a bemused smile. What in the world had come over him? Head tilted to one side, he envisioned the little one then analyzed his reaction to her, searching for anything...vulgar. And thankfully found nothing. He had no real designs on her innocence—but provoking her had amused him. Spunky little thing. 

Warriors bowed their heads in his presence, but somehow she’d found the courage to stand up to him. Even if only for a brief moment. Pretty impressive.

Letting out a heavy sigh, he turned back to the sorry task at hand. The soldier had been given a medical discharge. His poor wife didn’t know it yet—she thought he was on leave—but the disease working its way through his system would cut their time together short. Azrael could have taken him already, but he had to respect the man’s will to fight for these last precious moments. Truthfully, he’d like to see if the man had the strength to cheat death. It sometimes happened, and though he’d never admit it out loud, in some cases he revelled in defeat.

Watching over the pair cuddling on the hospital bed, Azrael let his powers flow out, feeling for the cold fingers of death that had drawn him here. If they’d latched on to the man, he’d have no choice but to take him now. But if they didn’t have a solid grasp...

The weak tendrils clinging to the man’s soul shocked him.

Impossible.

Death never called for him unless mere hours remained before a soul was ready to be led away. Granted, miracles, or sheer stubbornness, sometimes wrenched a soul from his grasp at the last second, but this man had days—possibly months—before he’d have need of Azrael’s attention.

So what had brought him here? Not the mother—he double-checked—she was perfectly healthy, as was the child, just as the Fae had...

“No.” Azrael gritted his teeth and strode toward the door. He rarely meddled in human affairs, but the affairs of his own kind—damn right, he’d get involved. What could take the life of a newly formed angel? A demon? Would they dare?

A man in a white suit cut him off in the hall. “My Lord. What a pleasant surprise.”

“Midael.” Azrael’s lips drew into a thin line. “What do you want?”

His “brother” put a hand on the hilt of his dagger and bowed low. “If I may?”

“Speak, man.” Azrael shrugged his cloak off his shoulders, his palm itching for the weight of the sword strapped to his hip. Instead, he folded his arms over his chest. “I have neither the time nor patience for your obsession with out dated protocol.”

“Out dated...” Midael straightened then gave a curt nod. “Very well. I am looking for a newly formed that goes by the name Fae. She should be here—have you seen her?”

“A newly formed?” Azrael’s brow shot up. What interest could the Virtues have in her? Namely this one? He let out a sharp laugh. “The last I heard, the Virtues were following Asmodeus and the Fallen he’s gathered. Has he bested you once again?”

Midael’s jaw ticked. “We were called away to a more pressing task. The Snake has laid temptation before this newborn angel. We must find her before she becomes one of the Fallen. If we don’t...”

Yes, one so newly fallen in His hands would be...unfortunate. Azrael studied Midael’s impassive face. But you’re lying.

“And what makes you think I would have noticed her here? This is a place where new souls take form every day. Those who deliver them are all the same. Young and innocent. You might not have noticed, but they tend to avoid me.”

“She would be different.” Midael ran his tongue over his teeth, head tilted slightly as though he were searching for the right words. “Perhaps lingering a little longer than the others—”

“They all linger, Midael. Life fascinates them. It’s rather sweet.”

“Sweet?” Midael jerked back as though he’d been struck. “You find it sweet?”

“Why does that surprise you?”

Eyes wide and wild, Midael leaned close. “Because you are above this plane—you are one of the Four.”

“Whatever gave you that idea, little brother?” The corner of Azrael’s lips crept up as the tick in Midael’s jaw became more pronounced. They were of the same mold—a mold originally formed for Azrael. There was no feeling of kinship between them, but hell, the man lorded his superiority over all the later tiers of angels. He deserved to be taken down a few notches now and then. “Have you developed the power of prophesy since we last spoke? Are congratulations in order? Shall you finally join the Dominion?’

“No. But I am satisfied with my position as a Virtue.” A tight smile plastered on his lips, Midael continued. “Which brings me back to the task at hand. If you haven’t seen the girl—”

“I find it hard to believe Paschar would order you to hunt her while she is still pure.”

“Paschar does not ‘order’ me,” Midael said through his teeth. “And I am not hunting her. The Virtues have decided it is prudent to watch her closely so we may act immediately when she does take the fall.”

Azrael blinked. “‘When’?”

“Yes. It is inevitable.”

They’ve already condemned her. He nodded once then let his face take on the cool detachment he was so well known for. “Then you’d best go. As you can see, she’s not here.”

“Of course, My Lord.” Another bow, swift and almost mocking. Midael took a step toward the door, paused, and glanced back. “But if you see her...”

“I will be sure to tell Paschar.”

Shadows stirred as Midael departed, following him, letting Azrael know exactly where the vicious Virtue had gone. A little further, he sensed Fae. Death’s hold on her had slipped, but lurked closely enough for him to find her until the danger had passed.

Reaching out with his power’s icy claws, he located every Virtue on this plane, easy enough considering how often they risked their lives. Singling out Paschar, he cupped a hand over his mouth and whispered out a cool breeze that could travel across any distance. Communication in this manner was never ignored, not even by the Elders.

The message was simple. I’d like a word.

​

Chapter Three

An angel, swanning around the Friday night crowd, observing the dregs of Detroit with the wonder of a young girl coming upon a herd of deer. No different than any other, exquisite of face and form, her whole being shone with everlasting love. Perfect. The type that bards sung about, that weak men worshiped from afar.

What was that line?

“God broke the mold when he made you.” Cravis’s snort startled a couple of old biddies creaking past him. He leered at them until they waddled away as fast as their pudgy little legs would go.

The great Almighty won’t break a flawless mold. He’ll use it again and again until he’s inspired to create another. Which happens once every thousand years.

This divine clone was a newer addition. Blond females were a whim of the twentieth century. Blond males were the trend of the tenth. Cravis remembered snickering with his brother when the first golden flock descended on Valdamarr to demand that he stop sacrificing the faithful to his pagan deities. Even with all their military trappings, the lofty “Powers” looked like pansies. The fair-haired females seemed extra delicate, as though to make their counterparts masculine in comparison.

Whatever they looked like, they were all aloof shells until they impressed someone enough to earn their wings. Then they became arrogant shells. The only interesting ones were the warriors, and this one hadn’t been put together that way. The most she could hope for was a place in the heavenly choirs. What a life.

Angels may be beautiful and pure, but demons were superior in their unique, unpredictable ways. Either terrible or lovely, fascinating with all the flaws they bore with pride. Most were born behind the pearly gates before they fell and became the depraved creatures they were now. They tended to keep their angelic forms but distorted them to create the illusion of individuality.

Only those who’d lived before there were gates to keep out the damned stood apart. They flaunted the pure darkness of the demonic forms they had been cursed with, masking it only when it would serve a purpose beyond vanity, most often for pleasure. He and his brother were among those. Older, wiser, and much more depraved. They hadn’t fallen from grace as much as ditched it. Why stay among the privileged, blessed masses? How tedious, existing for eternity with so many restrictions. When the invitation came to shed the shackles and seek freedom, he and his brother were among the first to take the plunge. They liked being able to question it all, a luxury denied to those of light. To those of darkness, nothing was denied. Nothing but the taste of purity.

Cravis didn’t mind. Purity didn’t taste that good anyway.

The young woman passed through the crowds unseen. Her fingers twitched and he smiled. She wanted to touch them, but that just wasn’t done. He liked to watch the new ones struggle to avoid temptation, become content to savor everything from afar.

“She’s perfect.” Travis took a step forward.

Cravis put a restraining hand on his brother’s arm before he could barrel through the crowd to intercept the wandering angel. “She’s too new. Give her a few years and maybe, but now...it’s not happening. We can’t force one of them. It would mean death, and I’m not that bored.”

Scuffing his boots on the sidewalk, Travis jutted out his chin. “There’s no penalty if they’re willing.”

“She won’t be.” Cravis shoved his hands in the pockets of his black jeans. A snowflake drifted down and landed on his cheek. He swiped it away and frowned at the sky as more fell. Snow? Already? “Why would one so new embrace the fall?”

Travis grinned and a puff of white air escaped him. “Look at the way her fingers twitch. More than any I’ve ever seen. She wants to touch, to taste. The forbidden calls to her. Offer it and she’ll accept.”

Cravis watched the girl shy away from a small group of laughing teens holding out their hands to catch the snowflakes. She clutched at the long, white skirts of her peasant style dress. Staring after them with wide eyes, her luscious lips parted.

“I don’t think so,” he said.

With a shrug, Travis stepped off the curb. “A wager then. If I’m right, I fuck her first.”

Teeth bared in a broad smile, Cravis followed his brother across the lightly white-coated street. “Fine. With one concession.”

Travis arched a brow.

“If she resists, even a little, succumbing to your charms...” He met his brother’s eyes. “I fuck her first. My way.”

Travis shuddered then nodded. “You’re on.”

[image: image]

Teeth digging into her bottom lip, Fae’s gaze flicked left, then right. What should she do? No one had seen her before, and now there were two, looking right at her.

She should go home and ask the mistress what it meant.

The darkness of the men’s flesh matched none of the humans she’d seen. Like the night given form, pure black, broken only by flashes of white fangs when they smiled. Then suddenly their flesh matched hers. And the fangs disappeared. Only their eyes and hair hadn’t changed.

They stepped off the sidewalk and cut across the street, weaving around large machines that streamed little gray clouds of noxious fumes. The cold white...snow—swirled in a sudden, violent wind, blinding her. Her skin went numb, and she spun around as startled shouts sprang up from the people rushing around her. The snow reminded her of the fabric that had bound her, stealing her senses. She had to get away from it. But where could she go?

Then she spotted the men again. As they approached, she realized they were huge, bigger than even Azrael, who towered over her. She would say they were beautiful, but beautiful things weren’t frightening.

Were they?

Fae didn’t know, didn’t understand...much of anything. Her own hair was the color of the sun’s glorious rays, her eyes a fair match to a clear morning sky, her skin peachy and perfect. But she didn’t think she was beautiful. Those around her were beautiful, with all their different forms and faces. She was tall, with slight curves, but not enough. What she wanted was the curves of the women she’d seen.

The thought startled her. How dare she wish to be other than what she was? She shivered and wondered if it really mattered. The people around her made haste to find shelter from the snow. She should do the same.

“Could you spare us a moment, precious?”

The men looked so alike she wondered how one would tell them apart. Until the other spoke. His voice didn’t sound edged on laughter like the first. It was pure and deep, with the low rumble of a beast.

“Wondrous, are they not?”

Fae looked at this one and smiled. He reminded her of the one who’d come on her first day, and she hadn’t been afraid of him. “Oh, yes. I long to be like them.” Her smile faded a little, and she rubbed her arms as a fierce tremor shook her. “Is that wrong?”

The men exchanged a look. The first one answered her. “Why, yes. What shall be your penance?”

“Penance?” Fae repeated the unfamiliar word. The meaning came to her and she frowned. “Is there one?”

The man’s lips curved as he studied his nails, wet where the snow had melted. “Naturally.”

Fae fisted her hands in her white robes. Maybe these men had the answers no one else would give her. Like why her thoughts alone could condemn her. And if this penance could save her. “Shall I be cast aside?”

The second man reached out and pried one of her hands loose. “Does that scare you?”

“Yes.” Fae bit her lip as his callused palm enfolded her long, delicate fingers, warming them. She knew—God, she knew she’d broken the rules. Several in the past few moments. But he’d touched her. Perhaps this man was a Virtue, here to enforce the laws. If he were, he could crush her, easily as a man crushing an ant under his heel. Instead, he lent her his strength. She’d never known kindness like this. “Can you help me?”

Another look passed between the men. Fae didn’t understand it, but she prayed it meant there was hope for her.

“Of course, we can,” the first said. “But you must swear to submit to our...judgment.”

“Oh, I do.” Fae’s eyes were wet. A salty warm wetness contrasting with the cold from the snow. She touched her face, confused again. Tears? Tears were for loss or for happiness. Yet she felt neither, really. “I...”

The
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