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			‘Tis far better to love in hell than to live in heaven.

			Ethereal Foes, Book 1

			As a demon of the Ethereal, it’s Duncan Sinclair’s job to sway humans toward the path to hell. Duncan is very good at his job—until a prank gone wrong lands him in the upper realm doing penance. Now he’s being bombarded with love, kindness, and affectionate sex…and it’s killing him. The only way out is to agree to sway souls for heaven, with an angel as his partner, by all that’s unholy!

			Sapphira may be an angel of the upper realm, but she chafes in a bland existence where everything is so pure. It’s hard to hide her secret yearning for sin. Even harder with Duncan, who’s everything the dark core of her soul craves: handsome, sexy and refreshingly naughty.

			Confronted with an angel who drinks, swears, and takes him to bliss with her sinfully delightful body, Duncan finds himself at risk of losing his heart to the enemy.

			Loving this angel could land him right where he doesn’t want to be—heaven. But what’s a demon to do when he’s falling?

			Warning: This title contains annoying angels, smart-assed demons, beer, hotter-than-hell sex, and justice for all.
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			Chapter One

			The upper realm

			“He won’t break, my lord. I just don’t know what more we can do.” Sarah bowed her head as she stroked Uriel’s forearm, and he could feel her praying for understanding. The angelic creature was a vision in her thin white robe and soft, ethereal glow.

			Studying the angel in all her purity, Uriel was struck again with his kind’s perfection. More than the demons and dragons in the lower realm, more than the humans staining the middle realm—more aptly referred to as the Ordinary—angels exemplified all that was right with existence. Humanity needed them to experience salvation, and the lower realm needed angelic interference to be kept in check. Steeped in beauty, with a devotion to their cause, was it any wonder his kind were the chosen race, the leaders of the Ethereal? Unlike… Uriel glared at the creature responsible for Sarah’s upset, a dark-haired, blue-eyed demon hanging by angelic bonds in the center of Uriel’s quarters.

			Uriel sighed and placed a finger under the gentle woman’s chin. “Sarah, I understand better than you know. I commend you and the others for your dedication.” He lifted a brow at her blush. “Then again, Duncan Sinclair is a tempting demon, isn’t he? I’m not surprised you had to turn away so many selfless volunteers hoping to redeem Asael’s pride and joy.”

			Asael, that fallen bastard. Sent his son to annoy the piss out of me. Uriel smothered a curse and forced a smile at his favorite subordinate. “Go now, sweet.” The idea he’d been toying with for some time seemed a necessary course of action now. “Find Sapphira for me.”

			Sarah frowned. “What has she done now? I swear I’ll take her back to the Ordinary myself and leave her there. After so many infractions, she’s not worth the effort Charmeine insists—”

			“No, no,” Uriel hastily interrupted. “No need to send Sapphira back to the middle realm just yet. Our novice has been walking the straight and narrow for weeks. In fact, she recently pointed Annua toward three damned souls, giving us three more to welcome into heaven’s gates.” Sarah beamed, and Uriel couldn’t help leaning toward her wholesome mouth. They shared a kiss, his lips slick against her sweet mouth as he inhaled the basic decency pooling in her spirit.

			“Oh, Uriel.” She sighed and wrapped her arms around his neck. “I would share my love with you.”

			Your love and every other delectable part of yourself, Uriel thought with humor. Sarah tended to be very…physical in her assertions. “Later, sweet. Definitely later.” He laughed to himself, wondering just when humanity would realize angels and demons were, in some respects, surprisingly like themselves—the creatures the Ethereal cared for. Sex and love, hate and envy, gladness and sadness. All existed everywhere to ensure balance. Because balance was the key to keeping the Creator happy. Hence the reason for the Ethereals, both good and bad. The middle realm needed constant policing to perpetuate order, and God knew the humans couldn’t manage themselves without help.

			And speaking of bad… Uriel glanced again at the demon suspended from several consecrated ropes clinging to the energy in the ceiling and floor. If it weren’t for blessed balance, I could have relieved the world of Duncan Sinclair’s presence days ago. But were he to harm a hair on Duncan’s damned head, his father, the powerful Asael, would take great delight in destroying him. As mighty as Uriel knew himself to be, only one with dismal intelligence would take on Asael, fallen archangel and ruler of the demon world.

			Huffing at the injustice of it all, he returned to Duncan’s side.

			Studying the sleeping demon—and how in heaven the demonic creature could sleep bound hand and foot and upright was beyond him—Uriel wondered what it was that drew his angels to such corruption. Not denying Duncan’s beauty, Uriel knew there was more, and sought answers to the questions that plagued him. Losing Asael to the lower realm a thousand years ago had been a blow to the upper realm. But in time they’d acknowledged he belonged in the Abyss, organizing demons and the scum who littered the lower realm. But Duncan…something about the demon screamed redemption. The challenge of it was eating Uriel alive.

			Brutality hadn’t convinced Duncan to switch sides, not that Uriel had expected that tactic to work. Honestly, he’d have been disappointed to see Duncan cave so easily. Not only had he healed Duncan after several unsuccessful bouts with pain, he’d tried winning the sarcastic demon over with heavenly gifts. Thus far in Duncan’s nine-day tenure, he’d been pleasured beyond belief by Uriel’s many angels. The demon had been gifted with a look into the upper realm few of his kind ever received, unless, like Asael, they’d Descended. Bowers of fruits, wines and any and everything the man could want were his for the asking, if only he’d reconsider swaying souls for heaven instead of hell.

			Duncan suddenly blinked awake, treating Uriel to bright blue orbs of rage. “What the fuck do you want?” he growled, his naked body straining to be free.

			And then there was that attitude to overcome.

			“You know, Uriel, throwing your ass in that dumpster was one of the most rewarding things I’ve ever done.” Duncan snickered. “You were covered in trash, and we’d just kicked the shit out of you and your team. Annua, Zephon, and Daniel, if I remember correctly.”

			“Was that before or after the dragon raped your sister?” Unfortunately, references to the unpleasant union between the ruler of the dragon legion and Duncan’s sister, Eve, failed to elicit the desired effect.

			Duncan laughed. “Raped? Please. Eve had him by the balls from the get-go. My sister’s a first-class demon.” With a wicked twist of his lips, Duncan shot a breath of blue flame at the brand new sheets on Uriel’s bed. “You tired of me yet or what? I don’t get much better than this.”

			“Asael promised me ten days of penance, Duncan.” Uriel scowled, unable to help himself, and overturned a nearby pitcher of holy water on his bed. “Your foolish stunt cost several angels their bodies. You put us at war with the dragons.” By blaming the angels for the theft of a precious, royal dragon egg. What a mess that had been.

			Duncan grinned, a wide smile that had Uriel itching to wipe it off his face. But they’d been down that road, and violence only seemed to improve Duncan’s stubbornness.

			“So you lost bodies. Your soldiers only had to return to the upper realm to wait for more to be born.”

			“Yes, but unlike your kind, we then need to wait for the physical form to mature. We don’t possess the living.” Uriel spat the offensive thought.

			“Admit it, you needed the workout. So my prank on the dragons was at your expense. It was just a joke, Uriel. Hell.” Duncan tugged again at his restraints. “Not my fault your defenders of innocence are a bunch of pussies.”

			Uriel slapped him across the face just as Sapphira entered the room, flanked by Sarah and Abigail. Nothing like losing control in front of his subordinates. Wonderful. He sighed and rubbed the back of his neck, a headache brewing.

			Sapphira stopped dead, her light brown eyes wide. “Uriel?”

			Duncan’s gaze wandered to Sarah and Abigail, and he groaned. “Not them again. No offense, Sarah, but you kneel before me one more time with that mouth open and I’m going to spank the living holy out of you. I swear you’d do the succubae proud.”

			Sarah blushed. “Thank you, Duncan,” she said shyly. “It’s the measure of the love I hold deep in my heart for you.”

			Abigail smiled. “You’ve missed us, admit it.” As her gaze took in his sensually hewn features and darkening expression, Uriel admitted the demon possessed the same attraction his father had to the opposite sex. And then a flash of amusement hit him as Abigail gaped at Duncan’s scowl…and his rising erection. “You did miss us.”

			“Satan on a stick,” Duncan swore and turned his attention to Sapphira. To Uriel’s surprise, however, he said nothing, merely studied her.

			Sapphira wasn’t so unaffected. She deliberately looked away from Duncan. “My lord, you summoned me? Am I to be punished again by having to share space with this vile demon?”

			“Vile?” Duncan looked insulted. “Baby, you want vile, try having your cock sucked by Sister Goodness and Sister Light. And have Father Holy stand witness.” Duncan scoffed and turned to Uriel. “I knew you were a huge perv.”

			Sapphira and the others gasped, and Uriel stilled his fist clenching to strike and made his decision. Asael hadn’t sent his son to heaven for ten days as a peace offering. No, the cagey demon lord thought to use Duncan to make Uriel suffer, but he had underestimated his foe. Because Uriel didn’t plan on sending Duncan back to hell a demon.

			Uriel glanced from Sapphira’s shocked look to Duncan’s sneer. No, if he played this right, Uriel could kill two birds with one stone. He’d redeem the changeling in their midst, an angel with too much beauty and too much hunger to control. And, in the doing, he’d send Duncan back to hell a redeemed angel, Ascended into the fold his father had so scornfully cast aside.

			Duncan called himself ten kinds of fool as he stared at the most striking angel he’d ever seen. Thank hell this one didn’t seem to like him much. He didn’t think he could handle more hands of radiance and right pushing his body into an orgasmic frenzy. He’d have thought that after nine days of constant climaxes, perfect food and a gracious if conceited host, he’d be reeling with delight. But the angels he’d encountered treated sex with wholesome decency. The food made him sick to his stomach, blessed before each meal. And Uriel, well, Uriel he’d like to bend into a pretzel and tear apart piece by piece. The arrogant prick took great delight in watching his angels torture Duncan, when not beating him senseless. Though he wasn’t into pain, he could handle Uriel’s fists. Acts of kindness, sex and love, however, were driving Duncan friggin’ nuts. And if he hadn’t realized his father meant to torment Uriel with Duncan’s stubbornness, he might have cried uncle and demanded to be set free. By heaven’s gate, what kind of sadistic bastard turned what could have been great sex into suffering? Even his father wouldn’t stoop so low.

			Sapphira, the looker, pursed her lips and frowned at him before turning a demure gaze back to Uriel. “My lord, I’m supposed to be harmonizing with Mother, to put the gang riots to an end.”

			Uriel shook his head. “No, this supersedes Charmeine’s work. Our guest is of the highest priority. And I’ve decided that the only person to handle him is you.”

			“Me?” she whispered.

			For all that she stood a mere head shorter than Duncan and looked like an Amazon warrior, Sapphira kept her gaze downcast and her voice low with reverence.

			Damn, but that voluminous white robe hugged her curves every time she shifted, not to mention the stark contrast of the white material against her bronze skin. Unlike many of the others, Sapphira had a darker coloring, one that made Duncan think of smooth caramels and decadent nights. Light brown hair flowed down her back and framed a soft forehead, high cheekbones and stubborn chin. Her lips parted in protest, he surmised, and a vision of her on her knees suckling him struck him with an intensity that took his breath away. Shit. His dick spiked again.

			She gnawed her lower lip and kept shooting him glances while Uriel droned on about duty, promises and angelic necessities. And the more she stared, the harder Duncan grew. He couldn’t explain it, but this one got to him on a level the others hadn’t. And that worried him.

			“Uriel, do whatever you want,” he threw in casually to break Uriel’s long-assed lecture. “One more day and I’m outta here.”

			“Not quite.”

			“Don’t even—”

			“You see, what your father failed to ascertain, before sending you up here, were the details to his arrangement. Your foolish stunt killed twenty of my soldiers. Now I’m short twenty angels, several of whom were used to balance the Ordinary. Thus, you will remain in the upper realm, or under my power at least.”

			“Bullshit. I’m not staying up here until you grow new angels to sway souls for heaven. Recruit. Shift duties. Mingle the choirs. I don’t care. But I’m not to blame because your soldiers can’t take a hit.”

			Sapphira, he noted, watched him as closely as she watched Uriel. The woman seemed fascinated by the byplay.

			“First of all, restoring balance to humanity, as you well know, isn’t an easy task. It takes time and patience.”

			“That you severely lack,” Duncan muttered.

			Uriel smiled through his teeth and ran a hand down Duncan’s arm, burning him with the utter purity of his power. When they fought in the middle realm, angels and demons touched with no repercussions. But in the Ethereal, contact between the races literally hurt.

			Uriel took his hand away, exposing a deep red burn that would hopefully mend without scarring, since it didn’t look as if Uriel planned to heal him. “I have angels in training as we speak, but the balance shifts each second of every minute of every day. You’ve served nine days of your sentence, and in nine days I’ve replaced just two of my Decision makers. By my estimation, you have another month to fulfill the obligation Asael promised me.”

			“Son of a—”

			The bindings securing him suddenly disappeared, and Duncan dropped to his feet. A white cloth appeared and wrapped itself around him, toga-style. The burn on his arm vanished as if it had never been. Far from appeased and fuming at Uriel’s nonsense, Duncan took a step toward the exit when Uriel’s next words stopped him cold.

			“I have your father wanting a word.”

			Duncan turned to see Uriel holding a small quartz crystal. Reluctantly catching the quartz aimed at his head, Duncan shook with the violence of the message reverberating through him.

			“Stay the thirty days, and not one minute more. Somehow the bastard outplayed me, a surprise. Didn’t think Uriel had it in him.” Asael’s heavy words ricocheted through Duncan’s skull. “But remember what I said. I want information—plans and the networking that’s allowing angelic spies into the Abyss. Your sister’s working hard to keep the souls of the blood elves in hell. But those shifty angels aren’t helping. Oh, and if you run into a Virtue named Charmeine, steer clear. That woman has an ax to grind with me, and I’m sure she’ll take all her bitchy righteousness out on you. And Duncan, after that last fiasco, I don’t have to tell you not to fuck this up.”

			Dropping the crystal now singeing his palm, Duncan glared at Uriel and said nothing.

			“I assume Asael corroborated what I told you?”

			Duncan gave a short nod.

			“Excellent.” Uriel glowed, and Duncan had to look away from his bright contentment. “Sapphira, come here, dear.”

			The siren approached him, her damned robe clinging to her profile for a moment, just long enough to imprint the sight on Duncan’s brain. Uriel spoke to her quietly for several minutes, an intriguing conversation, if her wide eyes and parted lips were anything to go by. Then he patted her shoulder and nudged her to step back, closer to Duncan.

			“Sapphira,” Uriel boomed in that imperial tone that made Duncan want to kick his ass. “I task you with the duty of watching over demon Duncan Sinclair.” Abigail handed Uriel a piece of paper. “You are to manage this list of sways and make sure Duncan turns them to the light, away from temptation,” Uriel added sternly, and when the young woman blushed, Duncan wondered what sins she’d committed. She licked her lips, and he inwardly groaned. The devil willing, she’d had a problem with thievery or greed. Because if the woman liked sex as much as he suddenly wanted her to, he had a feeling Uriel would have him by the balls.

			“But I…” Sapphira reluctantly nodded. “Yes, my lord.” She looked as if she wanted to say something more but closed her mouth and kept it shut.

			“Wonderful. I expect your first full report in three days. Nathan Shepherd’s number one on your list. I expect to see him in heaven nine years from now.” Uriel stared at Sapphira, then Duncan, and narrowed his gaze. “Don’t play me for a fool, Duncan.”

			“Wouldn’t think of it,” Duncan muttered. As ass, maybe. Or a giant shithead. Nothing so bland as a fool.

			“Because if Nathan doesn’t get himself into heaven’s good graces, then it’s that much longer I’ll have to keep you here to restore balance.”

			Fuck. Uriel had a point, much as Duncan didn’t want to admit it. Swaying souls toward heaven made him want to puke. It went against everything he’d ever been taught. But if Duncan screwed with the balance, he’d be messing with the Ethereal as well. The last time angels and demons tried to outdo one another on such a major scale, there’d been a near apocalypse. And, much as the chaos had been fun, it had also been scary. Angels and demons lived by rules to keep humanity on a tight leash. Slip the littlest bit, and by the devil, the humans might very well overtake the Ethereal. A nightmare of epic proportions.

			“Well?” Sapphira’s gentle tone had vanished. She glared at him as if he were Satan incarnate, and while he thought the comparison complimentary, he doubted she’d mean it as such. So much for sugar and spice, yet she promised to be a refreshing change from Sarah and Abigail. And anything that would get him out of the upper realm and away from that fucking Uriel was a blessing.

			“You lead, I’ll follow.” And keep my eyes glued to that exceptional ass.

			She shot him a suspicious look, bowed stiffly to Uriel and strode from the room.

			Duncan followed her, his footsteps lighter the farther he moved from the conceited angel. And then the dick stopped him at the exit to his quarters.

			“Oh, and Duncan?”

			“Come on, Uriel. I have souls to sway, remember? You do want me to make you proud, don’t you?” His snotty tone, however, didn’t pull Uriel’s face into a frown the way it had this past week. An uneasy feeling gripped him as Uriel smiled wide.

			“I just wanted to wish you good fortune. Have no fear, Duncan. You’ll make me proud. I have faith.”

			Sapphira glanced over her shoulder, waiting for a damned demon to find her. She tapped her foot and glared down at her angelic garb. White, white, white. Everything in this place was either white or gold. So boring. She couldn’t wait to get out of here. The upper realm always felt so thick, as if the air were filled with tiny sacks of cloying joy and goodness that made it hard for her to breathe. Uriel, Sarah, Abigail, and the others constantly had a positive thing to say or do, and basked in the notion of doing their part for the benefit of mankind and the Ethereal. And then there was her mother…

			Sapphira cringed, imagining how truly irked Charmeine was going to be when she realized her orders had been usurped by an angel of a lesser sphere. And heck, not just a lesser sphere, but a lesser choir as well. Uriel, though head of the third choir, fell below Charmeine, a Virtue, in the angelic food chain.

			The upper realm, composed of three spheres and three choirs in each sphere, had little to do with any sense of hierarchy in the Ordinary or lower realm, or so she’d been informed. The second sphere, Charmeine frequently told Sapphira, had an importance many dismissed out of sheer ignorance. The third sphere, of which Sapphira was a part, dealt with the Ordinary, with humanity, focusing on the mundane. And the first sphere, those blessed Seraphim, Cherubim and Ophanim, well, they were so close to the Creator, it was no wonder they could do nothing but think of Him.

			Now the second sphere, the three choirs of Dominions, Virtues and Powers, had the most difficult job of all—easing the missions of the third sphere to coincide with what His first sphere needed. Charmeine would wax on and on about her importance in the harmony of mankind, of enlightenment to both humans and angels alike. And to have her lessons tossed aside by a mere third sphere angel wanting to turn a demon? Monstrous.

			Sapphira allowed a small smirk, wishing she could be there when Uriel broke the news. But then Duncan joined her, and she quickly schooled her features into an expressionless mask. Or at least she hoped it was expressionless.

			“Where to, fearless leader?”

			If that attitude wasn’t enough to make her fall in love, that body sure as hel—heck—was. The fact that Duncan had made Uriel lose control amused her to no end. Sapphira herself had caused Mr. High and Mighty to raise his voice a time or two. To her discomfort, those occasions had been effortless. But how was a young angel to know what not to do when everyone preached love and happiness all day every day? So she’d engaged in sex with humans. She questioned Descension, sin, and what led many to ruin. Sapphira couldn’t quell her fascination for the lower realm, much as she tried to suppress her curiosity.

			But how could an angel hope to stop thinking about the forbidden when it came in a package that looked like Duncan? Another glance at him showed a ripped upper body and golden, powerful thighs that appeared more muscular each time he shifted in the thigh-length cloth. And…oh baby, when the cloth molded around his impressive shaft, her body warmed with anticipation. Dam—darn it, she wanted to wipe her mouth to make sure she wasn’t drooling.

			She hurriedly shifted her thoughts, trying to remember what Duncan had asked her. But irritation returned when she spotted Uriel passing in the corridor to her right.

			Uriel had too many rules. Angels had to adhere to so many strictures. So many demands on them to help, heal and deliver that it made it hard to simply exist. For her part, Sapphira couldn’t stand all this sentimental claptrap about saving the world from itself.

			Another glance at Duncan reminded her of who, specifically, they had to save—his question in the first place—and she sighed. “Nathan Shepherd. The Towers in King of Prussia.”

			“King of Prussia? That’s near Philly, my town.” Duncan smiled and crossed his arms, his biceps bulging lovingly over a broad chest partially exposed by the thin white silk covering him. Her fingers itched to touch his firm flesh, and she wondered if his nipples would taste as sweet under her tongue as she imagined. “…do you think?”

			She blushed, embarrassed to realize he was waiting for her to answer. She’d missed most of what he’d said, too busy ogling the man to listen. “Right.” She frowned, as if irritated with him. Looking mad would hopefully make her appear a stern, commanding angel. Hell, it worked for Uriel. “So let’s change into something appropriate for the Ordinary and get down to business.”

			Duncan quirked a brow at her. “Don’t tell me you plan on doing what Uriel says.”

			“Of course I do.” I hope you’re hearing me, Uriel. Or Sarah, or Abigail, or any of the other angels dogging my every step. “It’s an honor to protect the balance. I’m told you and your brother and sister work to sway the souls bent on Decision. Your knowledge will help us do as we’re meant.” That about summed up what she’d been lectured on for the last several years. “Oh, and I just wanted to add what a pleasure it is to work with such an established Decision maker.” Right, keep it positive. She wanted to choke on the words, but forced them out regardless. “I want only to restore harmony and balance…and love.”

			Duncan frowned, and she wanted to kiss him for having a disagreeable bone in his body. “On that note, I’m ready to leave. Let’s get the hell out of here.”

			Thank God. Sapphira nodded pleasantly and took his hand, flashing them to the area where clothing suitable to the middle realm sat on hangers and in heaps for those needing them.

			Anticipation surged, the knowledge that soon she would once again be surrounded by greed, lust and conflict, by the very qualities that made humanity what it was—exciting, lively and a complete opposite of life in the upper realm—causing her heart to race. Her excitement had little to do with the sensual demon forced to follow her orders. Or so she kept telling herself. She glanced at him and licked her lips. Such a strong, powerful creature. Tall and broad, heavily muscled. Dark of spirit and contrary. And hers to do with whatever she wanted, under her thumb, her boot, her body…

			“Sapphira?”

			Duncan’s smooth tone tore her gaze from where it had wandered to his impressive erection, and she flushed when he smiled, a carnal grin that told her he knew very well what she’d been imagining.

			“Let’s go save some souls, sweetheart. I’m more than happy to teach you everything I know.” He grabbed jeans, a ragged T-shirt, and a pair of scuffed boots—all black. Then he promptly dropped his white robe and stood before her, gloriously naked. “I promise not to leave anything out.”

		

	
		
			Chapter Two

			“Uriel’s calling. I’ll be right back.” Her eyes wide and fastened on that part of him rising to meet her gaze, Sapphira disappeared before Duncan could take his next breath.

			Duncan scowled at the empty space where she’d stood. His plan would never work if the angel kept her distance. Despite the fact that he’d decided to use her for the information she possessed about the upper realm, his body demanded he take whatever else she had to offer. For all the physical pleasures he’d been subjected to these last nine days, he hadn’t once been as aroused in Sarah, Abigail and the others’ presence as he was just by standing near Sapphira.

			For a minute he wondered if that had been Uriel’s plan all along, to seduce Duncan with feminine perfection. As he dressed, Duncan pondered the idea and discarded it. No, Sapphira didn’t seem as easy around Uriel as the others. And Uriel had given her a tired, almost exasperated study, much like the one Duncan’s father often gave James, his brother.

			Thoughts of James took his mind from Sapphira, and Duncan wondered how he’d once again found the short end of the stick. James and Duncan had played a prank gone very wrong, and though amusing to see the angels getting their asses handed to them, Duncan knew he and James rightfully deserved some type of punishment, if for no other reason than they’d been sloppy enough to get caught. Yet while he’d been banished to the demon-forsaken upper realm, James, his twin, was no doubt living it up in the catacombs with the dragons, sentenced to punishment by the dragon prince, his best fucking friend. And how his father had loved rubbing that in.

			“Figures,” Duncan muttered and tied his boots.

			Duncan felt closer to James than anyone else in the Ethereal, with his younger sister and father running a close second. A fallen angel, Asael was nevertheless a decent caregiver. He made no allowances for shortcomings, but loved with a full heart, as dark as it was. Asael also possessed a rather skewed sense of humor, which explained why he hadn’t lauded his sons for implicating angels in a demon prank, but instead had thrown Duncan to the angels and James to the dragons.

			Like Teban would really make James suffer. Duncan highly doubted James was doing anything but drinking and whoring, his two favorite pastimes. Then again, with Eve now stuck in the lower realm working on swaying the souls of the blood elves, the middle realm was seriously in danger of being unbalanced. With Duncan up here, James had to be working the souls in the Ordinary. Heaven take him if Asael found other demons to cover their territory. Just thinking about it pissed Duncan the hell off.

			Needing to get back to business, Duncan debated whether or not to wait for his prudish angel to show herself again. Maybe he could pop down to the Ordinary for a few, just to see if he had any potential sways in the area before he was forced to go with Sapphira.

			Fortunately, for her sake, Sapphira reappeared right as he’d made the decision to leave without her. Unable to stop himself, Duncan stared at her lithe, luscious body encased in tight jeans and a flattering black T-shirt. Her light brown hair looked almost gold against the darker color, and the flash of unease in her gaze told him she was fully aware of the direction of his thoughts.

			The challenge to topple one of Uriel’s minions attracted him as much as the thought of driving inside of her. Smiling wickedly, Duncan turned on the charm. “Sapphira, love, I was just coming to get you.”

			She huffed and rolled her eyes. “Yeah, and Asael’s ready to Ascend as we speak. Tell me another one.” She grabbed him by the arm and pushed them through space and time into the Ordinary. They landed in the backyard of a tall row house. “No, this isn’t Nathan Shepherd’s. This is Roxboro. I need a drink.”

			Stunned that an angel would put off duty in favor of alcohol, Duncan followed her around the house and down to the corner, where a dark pub sat. Entering, Duncan felt as if he’d come home. A sticky floor, bad lighting and depressed occupants littered the place at—he called on his internal clock—six on a Friday night. The stale stench of cigarettes, alcohol and unwashed bodies filled his nose, and he inhaled the sin with pleasure as he watched Sapphira saunter to the bar.

			The crowd of lowlife stiffs parted like the Red Sea as she reached the counter, and all activity around her ceased as a thug of a bartender handed her two beers in two seconds.

			“On the house,” he barked before gifting her with a smile harsh enough to break a mirror.

			“Thanks, Tim.” Sapphira grinned as she turned away, and Duncan heard a collective sigh fill the bar as everyone, male and female, watched her rejoin him.

			He followed her to a table that quickly cleared, and as he sat, he stared at her in wonder. “I didn’t know angels liked to drink.”

			She took a hefty swig from her long-neck bottle. “They don’t, but I figure I’m entitled because I’m sentenced to a literal hell on earth with you.”

			Instead of the insult he should have suffered, Duncan was suffused with laughter. “Words to warm a man’s heart.” She avoided glancing at him but chuckled. “What’s wrong, love, afraid to look at me?”

			“I’d rather have a root canal.” She exhaled loudly before reluctantly meeting his gaze, and the effect she had on Duncan was like a punch in the gut. His heart skipped a beat then raced to a maddening lust. By all that was unholy, she had the softest brown eyes, eyes that melted his willpower and had him drowning.

			It took all of his composure to act unaffected, and he used the excuse of his beer to break eye contact as he took a long drink. What the fuck was that about?

			“How old are you, Sapphira?” She had to be ancient, maybe even a plant from the second sphere. And, as an angel, she wouldn’t lie. Damn them for their upright principles, but the angels spoke truth as if it were as necessary as breathing. As Duncan tried to absorb what it was about her that called to him, he tried to picture her as a Virtue or Dominion, but didn’t think she had that all-holy aura that type normally did. In fact, come to think of it, had he not known better, he might have thought her human, or even a citizen of the lower realm.

			“I’m young. Is that going to be a problem?” She drained her beer and another appeared on the table, courtesy of a hovering biker with arms like tree trunks and a goatee that made Duncan think of Baal. He looked like most of the others frequenting the bar, and now that Duncan noticed it, they’d entered one of the seedy biker bars commonly avoided by those with a conscience, or a brain.

			“You need anything, Sapphira, lemme know.” The guy had a voice deeper than a dragon’s, yet his gaze was soft as it lingered over Sapphira.

			“Thanks, Jack.” She smiled and waited patiently for him to leave. To Duncan’s amusement, the male gave him a onceover and a hard glare that quickly faded into panic. In seconds he backed away like hunted prey, turned, and raced toward the bar.

			“Not nice, Duncan.”

			“Not my fault. We’re what we’re made to be.” He shrugged and drank some more, staring around him. Yep. He liked it. Definitely a bad place. Home to the Rebel Guards, if the many denim jackets were anything to go by. And Duncan recognized one soul quickly hovering on the bridge leading to hell, a male he’d visited a few months ago. “How young is young?”

			“A quarter century.”

			He nearly choked on his beer. “You’re only twenty-five years old?”

			“More or less.” She stared anywhere but at him, and even in the darkness of the place he could see her blush.

			“Well, which is it? More or less?”

			“I’m twenty-eight, if you must know,” she said through gritted teeth.

			“Holy shit.” Duncan sniggered. “And they think you can manage me? Has Uriel entered his dotage so soon?” He met her irritated glare with another laugh, even as another part of him worried. If she was only twenty-eight, her hold on him wasn’t steeped in ethereal magic, but in something else. Something he couldn’t yet place. Needing to focus on what he could control, he shifted the conversation. “So tell me again why we’re here instead of at Nathan Shepherd’s place. Not that I’m complaining.”

			Sapphira fiddled with the label on her bottle. “You’re not exactly on Uriel’s list of favorite people.”

			“Hell no, I’m not. I can’t stand that arrogant prick.” She coughed, but he saw the grin she tried to hide. “Ah, I see. You think this will annoy him, so you’re taking your time.”

			“Not exactly.” She glanced up at him and, in a whisper, confessed, “I like it here.”

			“You do?” Duncan frowned, wondering if he’d missed something in what one could barely describe as a sludge of a bar.

			“It’s lively.” Sapphira let go of the ripped label in her fingers and leaned closer, excitement darkening her gaze to melted chocolate. “Can’t you feel it?”

			“What, exactly?”

			“The life here. The needs and wants, the hungers…”

			Duncan couldn’t believe she sensed what he did. Most angels detested humanity, thinking themselves far above the mortals it was their duty to guide. The demons, however, relished the vices humans lived with day in and day out. For it was the foibles and failings that intrigued Duncan, the flaws that ultimately shaped mankind and proved what power they harnessed under extraordinary circumstances. Perfection, in his opinion, was overrated. And Sapphira’s unwholesome curiosity likely took her down a peg or two on the holy charts…conversely scoring her higher on Duncan’s list.

			“I know exactly what you mean,” he said quietly, caught by the awful yearning on her face.

			As if sensing she’d said more than she should have, Sapphira hastily spoke, “So, what’s the lower realm like?”

			“You’ve never been there?” Of course she hasn’t. She’s a novice, a young woman, too young for you. He fought his baser needs, his conscience a result of the goodness of spirit his human mother had unkindly inflicted upon him during his upbringing, years before he’d found his father. But when Sapphira licked her lips and took the bottle in her mouth again, it was all he could do not to haul her outside and take her against the alley wall.

			“No. I almost got to go, once. But my mother found out about it and my trip was cancelled at the last minute.” She pursed her lips in disappointment. “It’s hard to always do what’s right when you have no idea of where the wrong path will lead.”

			“Ah, but then curiosity killed the cat.” Duncan couldn’t help himself. “And that’s just a waste of fine pussy, if you ask me.”

			She spit her beer out and coughed, choking for a good ten seconds. Her eyes watered and Duncan fought a smile as he cleaned up the already messed table of spilled ale.

			“What?” He gave her an innocent smile. “I love cats.”

			Sapphira wisely remained silent, and Duncan humored her by describing some of the lower realm, more to whet her appetite than to assuage her curiosity.

			“The Abyss, what we call home, is a beautiful place. I know your kind and those here would call it hell, a barren place of fear and torturous hardship, but that’s what makes it fun.” He chuckled. “Honestly, it’s dark. Warm, not as hot as the dragons’ catacombs, but it’s much like the summer months in Philly, though not as humid.

			“We simulate the Ordinary with a large, black sun in a blood red sky. Sometimes as our sun sets, we see streaks of red and purple, much like what the sun looks like when it sets over the ocean in this plane.”

			“You’ve been to the ocean too?”

			“Sheltered, hmm?” He shook his head. “They really have you on a short leash, don’t they?” At her flush, he continued. “Our sky is actually the bottom of the Ordinary’s rock and dirt, and as much as you angels like to claim your place in the heavenly realm, we’re actually much closer to humans than you ever will be. You’re too high to see things as humans do.”

			“I’m not arguing with you there.”

			Interesting. Was he sensing bitterness in her tone? How best to sow the seeds of discontent? Tearing his gaze from her slim throat and the fluttering pulse that beat there, he continued, planting the vision of his home in all its raw glory. James liked to accuse him of possessing the soul of a poet, a literal possession, at that.

			“We have little vegetation, but our grounds are covered in gray and brown rocks strewn with purple and blue veins, minerals deposited long ago. Rivers of warm springs flow through the land, and in some places, where it’s not as congested, you can see for miles. Farmers gather mana for use through the lower realm, and if you’ve never seen it, raw magic is utterly magnificent.” He stared into her fascination with likeminded intensity, drawn to her more at this moment than he had been to anyone else in as long as he could remember. “Dark, powerful, and so incredibly beautiful it hurts to look at it.”

			She blinked and quickly turned away from the passion in his gaze. “Ah, maybe it wasn’t such a good idea to come here first.” Glancing down, she seemed to notice she’d finished her second beer already. To Duncan’s amusement, she looked none the worse for wear. His angel, apparently, could drink a mean game.

			“Another?” Before she could protest, Duncan waved the lone waitress to their table. She stumbled all over herself to help him, and he had her return with four more beers, on the house. After the waitress left, he donned a put-upon expression. “Sapphira, I’m not done drinking yet. I’d like another.” He nodded to Sapphira to finish hers. “Drink while we talk. It’ll make my presence that much easier to bear,” he added caustically.

			“Good point.” Sapphira started on another, and Duncan hid a smirk. If this kept up, she’d be the fastest seduction he’d ever made. And despite the poor challenge she presented, his hunger deepened at thoughts of taking such a ripe, sensual female.

			“Now tell me more about Shepherd. He’s on the fence about his Decision, right? So what’s heaven’s angle?”

			As she told him what Uriel had explained to her when she’d disappeared while Duncan had been changing, he lost the train of conversation as he studied her. Such earnest intentions. She truly appeared to believe in commanding the souls they’d been sent to find. Yet the spark of darkness, the mischief Duncan could feel bubbling just under her skin warmed him.

			And damned if he didn’t find her heinously attractive. Heinous, he thought, was too good a word for it. Duncan had lost count of all the women he’d slept with in his short four hundred years. He’d had all manners of race, size and shape, and had no real preferences for any particular color. Gender, however, mattered. Unlike James, Duncan preferred females. His brother…the book hadn’t yet been written, but it wouldn’t surprise Duncan to find James sharing sex with a man in his future.

			Sapphira, however, was as far from a man as a woman might be. Her darker skin had a richness, a vibrancy that made him think of home. And though he loved females in all shapes and sizes, preferably ones who liked sex without so much love and devotion attached, he’d always been drawn to a full, womanly shape. Though tall and slender in some places, in others Sapphira kicked with curves. She had full breasts that would fill his palms, he was sure. He’d mentally cupped them a dozen times since seeing her. And that ass… He finished his beer and downed half of another one.

			That ass would feel right as he held her down and fucked her again and again. He could too easily imagine riding her, channeling into that sweet pussy before taking her in the ass, where no one ever had before. She had most likely had sex, but he doubted her partners had been very creative. Duncan snorted. Angels were incredibly boring. In his eternity of a stay in the upper realm, he’d received blowjobs and taken a few angels missionary style. But nothing more creative than coming over a pair of tits.

			Sapphira, now, she’d be an inventive lover. She’d swallow him whole with those full lips, taking him deep in the back of her throat. And when he finished coming, he’d pull her around on her hands and knees, spread her wide, and shove his dick into her ass, easing through her tight tissue with steady pressure until she gave him her all.

			“Why are you looking at me like that?” Sapphira asked unsteadily, the glimmer of blurred annoyance in her gaze a sign from the dark powers, surely.

			“We stopped here for you.” Duncan snapped his fingers and dropped the wad of cash that suddenly appeared on the table, a thank you to his hell-bent waitress. “Now I need a stop before we collar Shepherd for your team. Humor me, angel.” He grinned at her irritation. “I’ll try to be quick.” The first time.

			“Oh, all right. As long as you promise not to mention this little side trip.” She stood without wavering and preceded him out the back door. He wondered if he’d made a mistake about her sobriety. Then she turned and gave him a sloppy smile. “I did it for you, to show you I can take whatever you have to dish out. I’m not one of them, not really.” She glared up at the sky. “I’m so much more than that.”

			Thanking Lucifer for his good fortune, Duncan caught Sapphira in his arms and turned her against the only clean part of the wall he could see.

			“How much more, angel? Show me.” He fused his mouth to hers, stealing any protest. But a second after inhaling her breath, he was lost to her touch. And in moments nothing mattered but getting as close to his angel as humanly, or demonly, possible.

			Sapphira’s brain felt as if it would explode. One minute they’d been sitting in the bar listening to grand descriptions of the Abyss, a place she’d always wanted to see, the next she’d been standing and trying valiantly not to trip over her own two feet on the way out of the bar. But with Duncan’s mouth over hers, all thoughts but how to get closer to him faded.

			Good Lord, but the demon could kiss! He used his entire mouth, his lips and tongue enticing, his teeth nipping and pulling on her lip with drugging effectiveness. She didn’t feel herself curl her leg around his, didn’t remember thrusting her hands around his head and through his hair, holding him close. Nor did she recall telling him he could slide his huge, rough hand under her shirt to unclip her bra between her breasts, take one in hand and…

			“Oh my God.” She groaned against his mouth as he rolled one nipple between his fingers. “Duncan.”

			“Mmm.” He deepened the kiss until he heard whistles coming from the back door of the bar. Pulling his head from hers, he snarled at the interference. “Take it inside.”

			Sapphira felt an unholy push from Duncan tingle against her before the door slammed shut. The rest of the alley, from the dead-end to their right to the open street on their left, remained empty and dark. And honestly, when he returned his mouth to hers, she was too far gone to care.

			“Ever come against a wall in public?” Duncan muttered as he kissed his way down her throat. He began toying with her other breast, giving it the same lush attention he’d given the first. “How about had your nipples clamped? Or had a plug shoved up your ass to make room for something bigger?”

			He was breathing hard, and his excitement stirred hers to unimaginable heights. As he stared down at her with blazing blue eyes so bright they lit the alleyway, a spark of reality returned. Sapphira was succumbing to temptation. Something she’d promised herself not to do, not after being so good for so long…

			“Fucking stay with me,” he rasped angrily, kissing her hard enough to make her see stars. His roughness made her panties uncomfortably wet. “Have you?”

			“Have I what?” What had he said? She squirmed when he unsnapped her jeans and shoved his hand down her pants. When he encountered the naughty thong she’d been warned never to wear by her Ethereal guardians, he swore in several languages and closed his eyes.

			He opened them again to reveal pitch black orbs of darkness. Sapphira thought she’d never seen a more enticing sight. “Have you ever been fucked, Sapphira?”

			“Yes,” she hissed as he thrust his tongue in her ear and nipped her earlobe, while his hand teased the thin patch of curls on her mons. Closer, damn it. Move your finger down just a little more. She squirmed again, and he pinched her nipple hard.

			“You’re going to need a firm hand.” He sounded delighted by the fact, but before she could reply, he sealed his mouth to hers. As his tongue sought hers, his finger finally slid past her throbbing clitoris into the slick folds, rubbing with such delicious friction. She moaned as he continued to press his finger deeper, moving through her sex toward her very womb.

			Uncaring in the slightest where they were or who might see, Sapphira gave herself up to the carnal pleasure of his touch. Whimpering and shuddering, she let him fondle her, groaning when he added another finger, stretching her wider.

			The few humans she’d had sex with hadn’t been very large, and overall the experience had left her wanting while giving them ecstasy. A pity she hadn’t felt nearly the same. Yet, as Duncan touched her, she thought the big “O” might very well be in reach. And his touch felt so much better than hers ever did.

			“Give it to me,” he ordered, rubbing her clit with his clever thumb while fucking her with his fingers. With his other hand he continued to plump her breasts, fondling and squeezing to the point of pain before backing off, making the contrasting pleasure from his fingers over her clit impossible to deny. “Come, here, now,” Duncan rasped and glanced down into her eyes.

			She could barely keep them open, so attuned to his touch, to the hard erection pressing against her belly and the magic fingers dancing over her body, that she could only nod. When he twisted his fingers again and rammed particularly hard up into her, she jolted into climax.

			Shutting her eyes as bliss overtook her, she felt his ravaging kiss as he let go of her breast and jerked his hand between them. He had one hand still in her, and she couldn’t think until she heard him unzip his pants. He yanked her hand from his neck and shoved it down his jeans. The minute her hand gripped his thick, naked cock, he groaned and leaned his forehead against hers.

			“Make me come.”

			Sapphira suddenly realized she was in an alley with Duncan, being finger-fucked outside a biker bar…with three men watching from the window in the back! Damn it, that was Jack staring at her!

			“But—”

			“But nothing. Be an angel and give them a show.” His voice was both rough and deep, yet he didn’t make her do more than hold him as he waited. And Sapphira felt that part of her she tried so hard to suppress breaking free. Do it. Give him the pleasure he gave you. An angel should be giving, unselfish. So give the poor demon what he needs, and sacrifice your embarrassment if you have to. But honestly, are you more embarrassed to have others watching, or disgusted with yourself that you’re so incredibly aroused by your audience and the bad seed getting you off?

			Trying in vain to ignore the voice of temptation, she toppled over the edge with Duncan’s unavoidable carnality. He took her mouth again, and as his warm breath and hard lips sparked lust anew in hers, she tightened her grip around his cock and began pumping him.

			“That’s it. Over the slit, push the wetness all over,” he groaned and rocked into her hand. “Let them all wish it was them standing here with their cocks in your hand. With your tits pressed so tightly against them.”

			He leaned into her chest, and she felt her nipples beading against her thin T-shirt and against his heat. When Duncan withdrew his fingers from between her legs, she glanced up to see him suck his fingers clean. And the utter sensuality in the act had her increasing her pace over his shaft. As his breathing sped and his limbs began to tremble, he kept his sultry gaze glued to hers.

			Sapphira was caught by his spellbinding beauty. Such maleness captured in the hungry gaze staring down at her. Pure honesty, untainted by flattery, righteous thoughts and conceit, mesmerized her with need.

			And as she reached in with her other hand to cup his balls while she pumped him, she felt his groan rumble through her body straight to her cynical heart.

			“Yes, harder,” he grunted and flexed his hips, riding her hands with a mastery she wanted to feel between her thighs. “Demon’s kiss, I’m coming, yes.”

			He cursed and shot, and she felt the warmth of his seed over her hands in great jets. His orgasm lasted much longer than the humans she’d lain with, and to her surprise, he remained hard even when he seemed fully spent.

			After a few moments, she tried to release him, only to have Duncan still her hands by keeping them there with his own.

			“Not yet,” he said hoarsely, and in his gaze she saw confusion mired with stark desire. “I’m not done with you yet.”

			A rush of heat filled her cheeks. “But you just, ah…”

			“Came? I know.” He smiled, a strained grin that had sex written all over it. The agony of pleasure still darkened his face, and his eyes blazed with inhuman brightness. A nearby groan distracted both of them, and Duncan muttered under his breath and released her.

			She let go of him, not reluctantly, she told herself, slowly, so as not to unnerve him. The other men she’d been with had been very sensitive after climax. Duncan, apparently, was not. He stepped away from her and refastened his jeans with a grimace. Knowing how he felt, she fixed her bra and jeans as well, wishing she had a chance to clean up. But she refused to step foot back in that bar again after her recent performance.

			Feeling stupid, she had nowhere to look but at him. At the demon she’d been secretly tasked by Uriel to sway back to heaven. By the purity of her soul. Not with sex. And she began to comprehend what she’d just done. “Oh no. Tell me I did not just have sex in public.” With a demon whose spirit I’m supposed to save.

			Duncan sighed. “No. You didn’t.”

			Confused, she stared up at him, unable to keep herself from committing this very picture to memory. He looked like a living, breathing sex god. And that very analogy was one guaranteed to get her thrown off the mountain far below. By Jacob’s ladder, what was happening to her?

			“You didn’t have sex with me, angel.” The yet remained unsaid, but there all the same. “A hand-job does not qualify as intercourse.” The glimmer of heat in Duncan’s eyes should have warned her to be wary.

			“We have to get back. This is wrong. So incredibly wrong.” But so good, I want nothing more than to do it again. Crap. “I’ll confess to Uriel. Maybe he can handle you.” Because I don’t see a star in heaven’s chance of pushing you into Ascension, her conscience finally showed up to add. Not when all I want to do is lie down and spread my legs for a demon too tempting for his own good. Shit. You’re in it deep now, Sapphira.

			“No. Not Uriel, not again. It’s just you and me, Sapphira.” A hard look entered Duncan’s gaze. “I’m still hungry. But you’re right, this isn’t the time. We have souls to sway. Trust me when I say we don’t want to fail.”

			“You’re afraid of Uriel?” She somehow found the courage to taunt him while seeking her own strength to keep from falling over on knees as steady as jelly.

			“Uriel? Fuck no.” Duncan managed a laugh, nodded at the onlookers in the window, and dragged her several feet into the darker recesses of the alley, toward the dead end. “If I screw this up, I’ll answer to Asael, my father. And so, sweetheart, will you. And let me tell you, if you’re not afraid of my father, you aren’t as smart as you look.”

			He took a finger and closed her slack-jawed mouth. She stared up at him, bewildered at this serious side to him she’d yet to see. There was much more to Duncan Sinclair than met the surface. He’d broken all her hard and fast rules about sex and demons. He’d violated the angels’ number one protocol about keeping a low profile in public, demon sex and glowing eyes notwithstanding. And he’d gone from basking in mind-numbing pleasure to business in less time than it took to zip up. Unnerving wasn’t the half of it.

			“Now let’s go sway Nathan Shepherd so I can fuck you properly. Without an audience.”

			She blinked. “What? Duncan, I just said—”

			He muttered under his breath and grabbed her by the arm. “Now we do it my way.”

			She caught her breath as they disappeared, her last thought as they teleported, I am way over my head on this one...

			And loving it.

			The imp on her shoulder just had to have the last damned word.

		

	
		
			Chapter Three

			The trip to Nathan Shepherd’s took longer than it had to, mostly because Duncan needed to calm himself before convincing some indecisive jackass to go into the light. He glanced over his shoulder at Sapphira, not surprised to see her scowling at him. Good. She didn’t like him taking charge. Well, he didn’t like her grabbing hold of his sense and turning him inside out. And how the hell had she done that, anyway? She’d been the one over-imbibing. She’d been the one seduced…so how was it he’d lost his fucking mind, along with his seed, at the soft touch of her small hands?

			Sweat beaded his brow as his body readied for another go, and he forcibly thought of anything guaranteed to kill his erection. His sister, his father, Uriel…ah, there. Standing outside the door to the sway’s condo, he took a deep breath.

			“Are we going in, or are we going to wait because you’re making some stupid point?”

			He noted the dismay on her features, the twist of irritation on those pouty lips, and again he forced himself to see Uriel in his mind’s eye. Because if he kept staring at her mouth, he’d imagine her pleasing him the way Sarah had begged to not so long ago. He turned his body toward the door.

			“My point?”

			“That you’re in charge.” She closed the distance between them and swung him around to face her. By hell’s fires, her brown eyes lit with an inner anger that made her entire body burn. He could literally see wisps of rage smoking off her, something he’d never considered possible from the holy half of the Ethereal. “Look, buddy. I may be younger than you, okay, a lot younger than you. And I may be a fairly new angel, but that doesn’t give you the right to take charge at a whim. Uriel put me in the lead. And I do my job proudly, with honor.”

			Duncan couldn’t take his eyes from hers. Amber? Whiskey? The chocolaty-brown color lightened considerably. No, honey. That was it. He was drowning in a large pool of syrupy sweetness he wanted to devour.

			“Are you even listening to me?” Her voice rose, breaking his concentration.

			“Ah, right. You’re in charge. Fine.” Duncan bowed and stepped back, but the scowl still plastered to her face told him she didn’t appreciate his abdication.

			“Good.”

			He said nothing, merely stared at her, wondering what it would be like to be inside her when he came. Lust, his constant companion around Sapphira, swelled again, and he said to hell with any notion of distancing himself from her. Time to go with what felt right and use it to his advantage.

			“Well?” He leaned on the guy’s doorjamb. At her blank look, he grinned. “You have no idea what to do now, do you? Just how many souls have you swayed, sweetheart?”

			Her lips thinned in displeasure. “The name is Sapphira.” She blushed furiously. “And just because I let you take pleasure back there, don’t assume it means you can take anything else.”

			“Okay.” He wanted to laugh. The mutiny in her face only accentuated her beauty, that even in a pique this particular angel shone with a magnificence equaled only by hellfire. “What would you have me do, great leader?”

			“Ass,” she muttered under her breath. “Knock on the door, what do you think?”

			He knocked and they waited. Moments later, a trim, middle-aged man smiled at them.

			“Can I help you?”

			“Ah, actually…” Sapphira blinked, and Duncan could almost hear her trying to come up with something plausible.

			“We just moved into 529B downstairs, and my wife swears you’ve got a leaky pipe dripping onto our ceiling. We just wanted to see if you noticed any problems with your plumbing.”

			Nathan frowned. “Not that I know of, but I’ve been out of town a few days. My wife might know. Come in, come in.” He closed the door behind them and introduced himself.

			“I’m Duncan, and this is Sapphira.”

			“What a lovely name,” Nathan said with a warm smile. Yet underneath his welcome, Duncan sensed the lusty fury twisting his gut into a haze of gluttonous desire. Nathan, apparently, had hungers well beyond the norm. A twist to Duncan’s energy and the room darkened in his gaze. Ah, there it was. Duncan peered deeper and saw that Nathan had acted upon his urges when he shouldn’t have, with women and boys a lot less willing than Nathan liked to pretend. And heaven wanted his soul? No fucking way.

			Sapphira, however, didn’t seem to find anything odd about Nathan, or his biddable wife, Colleen. They made small talk as his angel lied through her teeth.

			“We just love living here,” Sapphira gushed. “Duncan and I like to walk in the park and feed the deer.”

			“Yeah,” Duncan agreed, bemused by how easily she told untruths.

			“Colleen and I love the park. It’s especially a great place for kids. You two have any?” Nathan’s interest zeroed in on Sapphira.

			Sapphira blushed. “No. My sister has twins, and boys seem to run in the family.”

			“We don’t have kids yet, but not for lack of trying,” Duncan added with a grin. “Sapphira wants a bunch, right, honey?”

			“Four boys who look like you, sweetheart,” she teased, batting her eyes at Duncan.

			His angel lied like a champ. Damn, he liked her more and more.

			“So, Sapphira.” Nathan seated her next to him on the couch. “How long have you and Duncan been married?” He brushed her ass, as if by accident, and Sapphira smoothed a frown and answered.

			Duncan narrowed his gaze, noting that Colleen followed the motion but ignored it. Her overly bright smile and stained soul said much for her state of mind and marriage. Apparently, her lack of ignorance was indeed a bliss of sorts. The woman was well aware of what her husband had done.

			With an idea in mind, Duncan remained by the doorway. “Colleen, would you mind terribly if I had something to drink? My throat has been scratchy all day.” He smiled gently, and she rose and approached him, bemused by his Ethereal charm.

			“Oh, I’m so sorry. Don’t know where my manners are.” She touched the faded blonde hair now streaked with darker roots, and Duncan imagined she’d once been a pretty woman. But age and an ugly reality had worn her down. Her designer clothes couldn’t mask her unhappiness.

			Duncan took her by the arm and felt her body quiver. “Thanks so much.” He ignored the worried glance Sapphira shot him and nodded subtly to the husband. He’d see how well she held her own. Then he followed Colleen Shepherd into the kitchen.

			He took the glass of juice she handed him but didn’t drink. Instead, he let his eyes fill with the joy of the Abyss, blue flames overtaking his sight and turning the world into a realm of infinite possibilities. As he’d thought. Colleen was no victim of her husband’s infidelities, but a bitter woman convinced of her own importance.

			“So, how long have you known of Nathan’s conquests?” he asked, his voice unfathomably deep.

			She blinked, startled into the truth. Her gaze glued to his, she spoke as if she recounted a dream. “Almost since the beginning.” She gave him a hazy smile. “I was Miss Junior Oceana, you know. The prettiest girl in the Shore League. And Nathan was my Prince Charming. We made the most handsome couple. Everyone said so.” Her sing-songy voice changed. “Until I had my first baby. Then he started wandering.”

			“So you knew he was raping victims, what, twenty years ago?” He estimated the length of time she’d been married.

			“What you call rape, I call persuasion. I never could say no to Nathan. And neither could our first babysitter,” she said bitterly.

			Duncan nodded, pleased with her honest hate, and at how easy she was making it for him to guide her to hell. “The fact that the girl was only fourteen didn’t matter to you at all, did it? Nor did the next innocent, or the next victim Nathan preyed upon.”

			She shrugged. “They had it coming. He’s my husband. Mine,” she growled, pointing at her chest. “Let me tell you about the bagger at the grocery store who hit on Nathan a few years back.”

			As she launched into a disgustingly detailed story about the abuse she could have stopped, Duncan reached out and gave her a slight push, not that she needed much more to start her journey to hell. He fought a grimace, wishing he didn’t have deal with so much filth. Just because he was a demon didn’t mean he liked those he had to sway. Frankly, he despised most of them. The killers of innocence more than the others. But he’d been born for a reason, and with a renewed sense of purpose, he sent Colleen on her right and true path to the Abyss.

			As she blathered on, he wondered how his angel was doing with the sway in the other room. Because if Sapphira felt that jerk belonged in heaven, he was going to lose some serious respect for her. Of course, that didn’t mean he wouldn’t screw her, just that she’d have to work that much harder to win his favor. A sly smile creased his face, and he nodded absently at Colleen as he fantasized about what he’d have Sapphira do to him first…

			Sapphira stared at Nathan Shepherd, confused and agitated that the man didn’t seem to be taking the hint. More than once she’d politely put his hands back on his side of the couch. She’d even subtly moved away from him. But for an apparently mild-mannered man, he moved incredibly fast.

			And this lecher was a person Uriel believed belonged in heaven?

			“You know, Sapphira, Colleen and I have spent many years together, happily married.”

			“That’s nice.” And in his favor. Matrimony was a bond the upper realm held sacred.

			“Yes, she lives her life and I live mine.” Nathan smiled, a show of greed that didn’t mesh with the warmth in his gaze. “I have time tomorrow if you’d like me to take a look at your leaky ceiling. What with Duncan probably having to work, I’m sure I could convince the maintenance department of the seriousness of your situation with a quick onceover. I’m friends with the supervisor, you know.”

			He reached for her knee and gave it a squeeze that lingered a few seconds too long.

			Nothing he said had been inappropriate, but the looks, the accidental touches, smacked of corruption. And, blast it all, she had no sense of that Ethereal sight. Oh, she could tell this individual needed guidance, was on the brink of Decision, but she couldn’t feel what else she needed to do. Perhaps she’d never been meant to sway him. Not every angel was a Decision maker, as Uriel liked to call them. Not like Duncan and his kin.

			Duncan, his brother James, and his sister Eve were all Decision makers, and very good ones, according to Uriel. Which was why turning Duncan back toward the true light was so very important. Uriel believed that, with Duncan’s help, the upper realm would finally hold a slight advantage over the lower realm. Not enough to upset the balance, but enough to ensure victory in time for the next battle assumedly brewing between realms. Every hundred years or so the Ethereals took to one realm or the other and fought. And home-court advantage, as Uriel called it, was everything.

			Personally, Sapphira didn’t understand why the realms had to fight at all. Keeping the balance and humanity should have occupied them more than thoughts of battle and advantage. Yet, when she’d tried to question Uriel, he’d reminded her of her last punishment for being overly inquisitive. Angered but not letting it show, she’d let the matter drop.

			And now she sat across from Mr. Feel Good, trying to convince herself he was just a touchy male and not the monster she could sense pulsing behind placid green eyes. She smiled up at him, and a flash of fear wafted through her. Another’s emotions, a brutal rape of mind and body that passed in a second.

			Dizziness assailed her, and to her horror, Nathan comforted her by taking her in his arms.

			“Hell. Colleen,” he yelled, even as he rubbed his slimy hand over her back and lower, over the top of her ass. “Bring Sapphira some water. Something’s wrong with her.”

			When she collected herself a moment later, she noted Duncan staring down at her in Nathan’s arms, a stoic expression on his face. Nathan didn’t take the hint to release her until she jerked herself out of his embrace. Flushed, she stood, still shaky, but Duncan didn’t step forward one iota to help.

			Ticked, she glared at him, but he glanced knowingly at Nathan. “Well?”

			“I don’t know.” She crossed her arms, wishing she knew what the hell to do. That’s right, she thought with all her might. I said hell.

			“Might I offer some assistance?” His polite tone and laughing eyes irritated her all the more, and she curtly agreed. “Take my hand.”

			“Sapphira?” Colleen said as she joined them with a cup in hand.

			Took her long enough. But Sapphira’s next thought died as the world took on a hazy, bluish light.

			“Look at Nathan, Sapphira.”

			She did as Duncan said and saw more than that brief flash of abuse—a lifetime of violence against innocence that made her feel sick. Duncan’s hand tightened over her own.

			“Do we offer redemption?”

			“What’s wrong with you two?” Nathan frowned. “Colleen, what took you so long?”

			“Do we, Sapphira?” Duncan broke the connection between them and took her face in his hands. “He’s yours to sway. The list?” He nodded to the paper she didn’t remember taking from her pocket.

			“Forgiveness?” she asked hoarsely, her mind still filled with the vile things Nathan Shepherd had done. “For that?”

			Anger filled her, that Uriel made her take this job. That she had to witness such depravity. That Duncan didn’t simply make the choice he knew to be the right one.

			The upper realm is filled with forgiveness, child, she’d heard her mother say time and time again. With love and patience, all creatures may flourish and find the Light to sustain us even in the worst of times. Yeah, like when a young girl’s starry-eyed innocence is ripped away by a monster disguised as a soccer coach.

			“Screw that.” At Duncan’s questioning look, she shook her head. “He’s all yours.”

			With a grin that lit the room, Duncan muttered under his breath. Both Colleen and Nathan went slack, their eyes wide and unseeing. Duncan’s body locked up and seemed to almost grow in size. His eyes burned a sexy wash of demonic blue flame, a sight she’d never before seen and would never forget. She listened as he spoke calmly with Nathan, and before she knew it the process was over before it had begun.

			Sapphira had been on the cusp of understanding when Duncan blinked and stepped back. “Sorry to disturb you both.” He took Sapphira’s hand in his and pulled her toward the door. “And since you apparently don’t need any new magazine subscriptions, we’ll be leaving.”

			Nathan and Colleen blinked at them and slowly nodded.

			“Best of luck with sales,” Nathan said slowly, rubbing his temple. “Like I said, try the floor below us. A lot of them have younger tenants, more into entertainment and gaming magazines, I’d imagine.”

			Duncan waved goodbye and had them out the door before Sapphira could protest. She walked with him down the hall toward the elevators and stopped.

			“Are you going to explain what just happened?” She couldn’t get the image of Nathan’s misdeeds out of her mind.

			“Is it hurting?” Duncan asked softly. “First time, right?”

			“Yeah.” She blew out a breath. “But not one word about my inexperience, or I swear—”

			He cut her off with a gentle kiss that melted her ire and replaced the terrible images she’d seen with warm, drugging pleasure.

			He broke it off and hugged her tight, tucking her chin on his shoulder. “Better?” His husky voice reminded her of just what they’d shared before the Shepherds’ house call, and she squirmed against the hardness pressing her for more.

			“Ah, yeah. Thanks.” Sapphira swallowed and stepped back. “What now?”

			Duncan shrugged. “Your call, fearless leader. I’m just the lackey, remember?”

			He would have to remind her of that. Great. And he was right. She had decided to send Nathan Shepherd to hell. She’d been the one to deny the creep his shot at forgiveness. Oh man. Talk about a major screw up. And not only had she lost the first sway on her list, but she was no closer to convincing Duncan to join heaven’s team.

			“I think I need another drink.”

			Duncan laughed, and his good mood restored some of her own. “I know just the place.”

			“Holy crap! Nice spread.” Sapphira glanced around at the eighteen-hundred-square-foot penthouse apartment overlooking the river. They’d left the Shepherds’ condo and taken a taxi into the city, to Duncan’s private pad.

			Pleased to spend the extra time in the Ordinary while she tried to come to grips with what she’d experienced, she listened to Duncan’s soothing voice charm her into feeling the vibrancy of the world she’d missed. He tipped the cabdriver after paying an enormous fee, and they took the elevator right up into his living room.

			Hardwood floors were buffeted by floor-to-ceiling windows, letting in the fading light of the day. White-washed walls and patches of actual brick filled the adjoining walls, lending an age to the place she could see as well as feel. Black leather furniture, which looked as comfortable as it was stylish, sat haphazardly around the place. And far from appearing cold, this place seemed lived in and relaxed.

			“I like to call it my home away from home.” Duncan’s gaze rested on her breasts before he lazily trailed it back up to her face. “It’s Old City. A lot of history. And it’s just you and me.” He disappeared into the small kitchen off the living room and returned with two glasses of wine.

			“I’m not really a big drinker.” She flushed, realizing that, in the short span of time they’d spent together, she’d first taken him to a bar before the job and now demanded booze after it. “It’s just that this is a big step for me.”

			Duncan handed her the wine and drank some of his own. “You don’t have to explain it to me. I remember my first sway like it was yesterday.” He sighed, and to her surprise, moved away from her to settle into a plush recliner. “I had to confront a woman who’d killed her ailing mother.”

			Sapphira sat across from him on the couch, fascinated that he’d shared something of himself. “A mercy killing?”

			“Not quite. The fat inheritance she received overshadowed her altruism. The Decision makes it impossible for the sway to lie or cheat. You saw what it looked like in there. Much as Shepherd tried to put on a show, you saw what he really is. And for those of us who consider ourselves purists, there can be no deceit, no judgment in what we do. The sways pretty much know where they belong, they just need a subtle push.” He quirked his lips. “When it comes down to it, we—both angels and demons—are there to guide humans along the right path. Not the one toward light, but toward what’s right. There’s a big difference, which is why when Uriel and his angels start stealing sways, they’re pushing trouble—balance-chaos trouble.”

			She knew he was right, but still… “Until you touched me, I didn’t see Nathan in any other light but the mortal flesh encasing his spirit.”

			“Are you sure?” He frowned.

			“Yes. No.” She recalled that brief flash. “There was something. A small picture of some sin Nathan had committed. And it was ugly.”

			Duncan’s frown eased. “Sin always is. That’s its nature.”

			Sapphira studied him, wondering. “Is that why it appeals to you? Because it’s a demon’s nature to be ugly too?”

			Duncan stared at her over his glass, his gaze assessing. “Angels don’t lie, do they?”

			“No.”

			“But you did, and quite well.”

			She flushed. “I, ah, maybe—”

			“So your nature isn’t to be what you’ve always been told, but to be who you really are.”

			“What?” She took a large gulp of wine for fortification, and promptly set down her glass. Fermented grapes weren’t the answer.

			“Demons are what we are. We serve a purpose, like those in the upper realm.” Duncan’s mien changed, grew more serious. “Because I congregate with the impure, with sinners and monsters, does that make me more evil than Nathan Shepherd?”

			“No.” The answer was automatic, and she stopped to think.

			“Was what we shared outside your bar ugly?”

			“No.” The sheer sensuality behind Duncan’s touch had been anything but. “Yet it was a sin.”

			“Why? Because your choirs of angels tell you it is?” He snorted. “Let me tell you something, sweetheart. Uriel’s minions were spreading their legs faster than you can spell seduction while I was tied up and helpless.” He stood and put his wine to the side. “Angels taking advantage of a demon. Trying to turn me into Uriel’s runner.”

			She frowned, not liking the idea of Sarah and Abigail touching Duncan. Then the second part of what he said hit, and she flushed a bright, guilty red. “So you don’t think you’ll ever Ascend?”

			Duncan barked a laugh. “Hell, no. Just because my mother was human and went to heaven doesn’t mean I will.”

			“Your mother went to heaven?” A mortal had given birth to Duncan?

			“Yeah,” he said sadly. “She had a bad habit of seeing the best in everyone. Dad did his damnedest, but couldn’t get her down below.”

			“Right, your dad. Asael, a fallen archangel.” Why, Duncan had a thick thread of light winding through him. No wonder Uriel thought he had a shot at turning the demon toward heaven.

			Duncan stood over her, his stance aggressive though his gaze was surprisingly soft. “But you see, he and my mother had to be true to themselves. As much as Mother loved my father, she had too much goodness to be happy in the lower realm. And my father, well, he spent enough time in the third sphere to know what he gave up. But he wasn’t so easy with forgiveness. Nor did he agree with the upper realm’s take on humanity.”

			Her mind whirring at the coincidences between Asael’s opinions and her own, she failed to realize Duncan’s intention before he touched her.

			“Hey.”

			“Now if you really want to sin, Sapphira, follow my lead.” Duncan kissed her like there was no tomorrow. He touched her with only his mouth, his tongue thrusting between her parted lips, his mouth molding to hers as if created solely to pleasure Sapphira. Cupping his hands around her cheeks, he brought her face closer.

			“By hell’s fire, you kiss like a succubus.” Duncan breathed hard, and Sapphira felt a measure of comfort that she wasn’t the only one affected. “And you were built for sin, Sapphira. Built to love and be loved.”

			“Love?” She kissed him back, pulling him to her with a strength she hadn’t known she possessed. “Who’s talking about love? About forgiving, anything goes, redemptive love? I’ve had enough of that.” She nipped Duncan’s mouth and heard him groan low in his throat. “I want sex. I want to be fucked, to feel the physical needs of those less perfect than the heavenly bodies I live with day in and day out.”

			Somewhere along the way, Sapphira had lost track of what she was saying. The blasphemy pouring out of her felt so damned good. And Duncan’s touch, his overwhelming presence made remembering her purpose, her mission, a hazy blur not worth the effort it would take to call it forth.

			“I can definitely help you out with that,” Duncan rasped, ripping her clothes from her body in seconds. “I can fuck you, Sapphira. I can take you in ways you’ve never even dreamed.”

			She stared at him, mesmerized by the hot lust she could feel pulsing in his spirit.

			“But are you willing to pay the price?”

			Nearly undone by the hunger burning in his stare, she suddenly paused. “Price?”

			“Knowledge, sweetheart. It changes you.” He slowly stripped out of his clothes, standing before her gloriously naked. “When you feel how good it will be between us, you’ll want more. And the greedy sin stalking you, the unwholesome lust will build.” Duncan gripped his cock and began stroking himself. “And you’ll find you’ll do anything to satiate it. You’ll forget your duties, your purpose, even let the enemy decide what to do with your sways.”

			Her mouth dry, Sapphira licked her lips and swallowed, suddenly hungry for more, and it was a fight to concentrate on his words. “But what if I’m not meant to Decide? I only saw what I did because you were there.”

			“I was the catalyst, but you have the power.” Duncan pulled her closer and took her hand, wrapping it around his cock. He closed his eyes and moaned, the silence falling over them as she touched the very heart of his passion.

			When Duncan opened his eyes, she knew she had never seen anything as beautiful as the blue fire of his gaze…or anything so devastating.

			“I didn’t force you to give Shepherd to hell. You did it because you sensed it was the right thing to do. And you disobeyed Uriel. You’ll be punished later, won’t you?”

			She nodded, dreading that confrontation. But she didn’t want to think about it now. Duncan tempted and she wanted him. All of him.

			“You lied, Sapphira. And that wasn’t my doing, but yours. Angels normally bend the truth to suit their needs, but they don’t out and out lie. You, sweet, did it like a pro.” He took her hand from his shaft and brought her to his chest, sighing at the full press of their naked bodies. “Like an angel readying for her own Descent.”

			Before she could process the horrifying truth in his words, he took her mouth, enchanting her spirit and body. And as he moved them into his bedroom and laid her out like a sacrifice to appease a hungry demon, she knew he was right. She would pay a heavy price for acknowledging a truth she didn’t want to face.

			She glared up at him, hurt, confused and wanting with her last breath.

			Sapphira refused to pay the price all by herself. “If I’m going to pay, you’re helping to foot the bill.” Surprising him with her sudden move, she had him in her arms and then under her as she took advantage of her demon, one kiss at a time.

		

	
		
			Chapter Four

			“You want me, demon? You got me,” Sapphira swore as she kissed Duncan with new, unrestrained passion. Duncan was unprepared for her rage, and he nearly came as she unleashed her ferocity.

			Kissing and nipping, she took his mouth like a conquering war demon, giving nothing but pure, carnal pleasure as she seemed to relish his easy capitulation. Devil’s tongue, but how could he deny an angel in the throes of Descent?

			He’d felt it in the Shepherds’ condo. Had sensed something off with the beauty from the get-go, but never could he have guessed what passion she held deep within her. Their play in the alley was not even close to a fitting prelude for the desire now swamping him.

			He growled as she bit him hard, her teeth impressing upon the thick tendon in his neck. But his growl quickly turned to a groan as her clever hands found his cock and pumped him hard. He needed to feel her slick heat, to touch and taste the honeyed pussy creaming for him as they kissed. But she refused to let him go, and hell take him, but he would give his angel whatever she wanted so long as she didn’t stop loving him.

			No, no, he panicked. Not love. Not for an angel. Yet Duncan had been telling the truth earlier. And you’ll find you’ll do anything to satiate it. You’ll forget your duties, your purpose, even let the enemy decide what to do with your sways. He’d been talking about himself, about his father’s description of what life had been like with Bethany Sinclair, his mother. But Duncan wasn’t ready for love, for the promise of angelic retribution, for an end to carousing. He didn’t want a growing, ever-present need for someone special in his life.

			Just because sex with Sapphira was hotter than hell’s core, that didn’t mean he loved the woman. Though he would never have sought an angel to partner, he had to admit they fit perfectly. So when her spirit beckoned him to take an honest look, something he’d been avoiding, hoping to deny their intense connection, he finally relented. I mean, how much closer can we get? She squeezed him again and sucked his tongue into her mouth, and he couldn’t help looking with that basic part of him, eyeing her very soul.

			Oh Lucifer, her colors were beautiful.

			Dark blue flickered with a black purity that slowly eased over Sapphira’s essence. She could never have been tainted with such a brief demonic influence by Duncan. No, her identity had been imprinted at birth. Imprinted and deliberately suppressed to satisfy some angelic asshole in the upper realm.

			He used his anger to fuel their kiss, and his rage made her moan. She reveled in his passion as she spread her thighs wider and took his shaft along her cleft. The witch wouldn’t allow him penetration, but rubbed him against her clit, making him crazed with lust.

			“You feel so perfect, Duncan.” She looked down at him, and his heart cramped.

			Shit. She was turning his mind to mush. Her flushed skin tantalized. Her amber eyes slanted with desire, her irises dilated and drugged with need. And her pussy creamed, coating him with sex and lust and affection, so hot he could burn and never ask for surcease so long as she kept touching him.

			“So do you,” he said hoarsely, and yanked her mouth back down to his. Not wanting to wait anymore, he took charge of the kiss and her hips. Forcing her to sit up, he raised her over him. “Put me inside you.”

			She bit her lip.

			“Now.”

			Moving his cock toward the mouth of her sex, she did as ordered. He noted her breasts swelling, her nipples beading with excitement as she obeyed.

			A firm hand, Duncan recalled saying. “Sit on me, angel.”

			She didn’t move quickly enough to suit him so he roughly pulled her down, impaling her on him. And the touch, damn her, felt like what he’d imagined the inner sanctum of heaven to be. A painful pleasure that made him want to relive the experience over and over. Her slave, her lover, he’d be whatever she wanted as long as she gave him this.

			“Now ride me,” he managed, fondling her breasts as she swayed over him.

			She stared down at him, her face intense as she concentrated on him. The knowledge that he was her world right now nearly set him off. His cock drove so deeply into her, he felt as if he touched her womb with each descent of her body. He wanted badly to fill her with seed, felt the need to fuck her until their joining took and she swelled with young.

			“Fuck.” He didn’t like the turn of his thoughts, the care outweighing the lust, and he let go of one of her breasts to push her further. He found her clitoris and played, feeling the taut bud grow even firmer.

			She moaned and shook, slamming harder on top of him.

			“That’s it, sweetheart, ride me. Fuck me until I come inside you. Squeeze my cock hard, right up in that tight, wet pussy.”

			“Duncan,” she moaned and ground against him. “I can’t—”

			“You can.” He twisted her nipple. She gasped, and he felt a flood of wetness wash over his sensitive shaft. “You will.” He eased up, then pinched her flesh again, and she came all over him.

			Her walls pulsed against him, struggling to pull his cock into overwhelming ecstasy.

			She cried out as she arched over him, her tits thrust out, her face looking toward heaven while her spirit pushed her closer to hell. And in their sinful delight, with the sight of Sapphira in thrall to his touch, he climaxed so hard and for so long that he wondered if he’d died and gone to heaven.

			When Sapphira caught her breath, it was to see Duncan staring up at her with eyes full of some emotion she didn’t want to see. She wondered if she might have uttered what she’d thought out loud.

			Did she really? Did she love a demon she’d only just met? One who’d given her that final push off the heavenly cliff toward hell? She wanted to protest. To lie and say she hadn’t meant what she’d thought. That it had been her body talking, not her heart. Yet for all the ease she’d had in lying to herself before, she couldn’t do it now.

			“Come here,” Duncan rasped, shattering her confusion. He pulled her down, still inside her, and kissed her. His tongue took possession of her mouth, and it was several seconds before he ended the kiss. “You taste like brimstone, but lighter.”

			She laughed, unable to help it. “Brimstone Light. For those demons on a diet.”

			He chuckled and withdrew, and the emptiness inside Sapphira felt more than physical. “We need some sleep.”

			“We?” Actually she did. But she didn’t want Duncan to think he could make her decisions for her.

			“Okay, me. I’m tired.” He yawned. “And you’ve had a helluva day, literally.” He stared into her eyes and gave her understanding and none of the smugness or male satisfaction she might have expected after surrendering to a demon. “The first time is always the hardest, sweet. Don’t worry, Sapphira. It’ll get easier the more you do it. I’ll help you.”

			Then he rolled to his side with her in his arms and fell asleep, his breath hot on her neck.

			Sapphira wished she could fall asleep as easily. Like humans, the Ethereal needed rest, some more than others. Demons slept more than angels. She’d always been told that it was because the lower realm reveled in sloth. To them, laziness was a virtue. Yet Duncan hadn’t been the least bit sluggish today. He’d helped her sway her first soul, when he could have taken the bastard to hell himself.

			She sighed and snuggled next to his muscular forearm, an uncomfortable yet soothing pillow. Sapphira had ultimately made the decision to send Nathan to hell today. And she still didn’t feel bad about it. What did that make her? Was Duncan right? Was she an angel on the verge of Descending?

			If only she had someone to ask. But she’d never been close to her mother that way. Sure, lessons and etiquette, her schooling, all had been done under her mother’s watchful eye. Though Sapphira knew that deep down her mother loved her, there always seemed to be a condition attached. Sapphira had to be the smartest, the strongest, the best. For years she’d struggled to earn Charmeine’s attention, as the Virtue was constantly busy keeping the spheres in touch. Yes, her mother could provide harmony to the first sphere whenever they asked, but she couldn’t provide the comfort an uneasy, doubting daughter often needed.

			For that, Sapphira had the third sphere, her fellow angels. A group who summarily dismissed her as a misfit and troublemaker. Uriel was less than useless, in her opinion. And Sarah a pain in the ass. Sapphira had often wondered why sex with demons and humans was considered so sinful when the angels went at it with each other like bunnies in heat. But heaven forbid Sapphira indulge. The few times she had, she’d been found out by her mother. And wow, Charmeine had thrown a fit of biblical proportions. How much worse would it be if Charmeine knew a demon was involved?

			Sapphira sighed. She’d been around angelic love her entire life, but never had she sensed the sheer power of the emotion. Then again, what if she wasn’t feeling love for Duncan? Perhaps it was the newness of it all. Being able to be herself was heady indeed. With Duncan she didn’t have to pretend. And he despised Uriel as much as she did, heck, even more. Sex with him was perfect. Incredible.

			He murmured under his breath and hugged her tighter. A firm ridge prodded her backside, sliding between her cheeks, and she stifled the urge to chuckle. Even in sleep he wanted her—an angel on the verge of turning demon, who’d made her very first sway today.

			She should have felt prouder. But sending a soul to hell, no matter how deserving, felt like a betrayal. She’d let one slip to the lower realm. And yet, what should she have done? Interfered in the soul’s natural progression, even knowing his end rightfully deserved hell? Why should she send an undeserving soul to heaven? To salve Uriel’s pride? To give the angels home-field advantage when the angels and demons next faced off? She couldn’t see her mother signing off on that. Sapphira was young, yes, but she had more sense than that.

			So the question begged, now what? Did she meekly accept her demise as an angel and succumb to the darkness even now pulling at her spirit? Should she continue to follow her heart and go against Uriel’s wishes, despite the torturous result surely awaiting her fate? Sapphira sighed. Did she even want to return to the upper realm and face all those snotty angels looking down on the Ordinary and the lower realm?

			But not all of them were snotty, her conscience begged her to remember. The whole of your life isn’t terrible. There’s Raphael and Seir. They cared about the real Sapphira. But they had moved to the first choir, the top of the heap. Now her friends were Principalities channeling positive energy and protecting…human cities. Curious that she hadn’t thought to seek them out before. Perhaps a Calling in the morning would tell her where to find her friends. Though she felt embarrassed broaching the subject of Descension, they might at least be able to shed some much-needed light on the topic. If not, at least she’d know she’d tried.

			Feeling easier now that she had a rough course of action, Sapphira promised herself to try harder with the next sway. Perhaps by offering the next candidate at least a shot at redemption, she’d enable the indecisive one to seek the path of light.

			Duncan pulled her tighter and sighed into her hair, and Sapphira let go of her many worries to snuggle tighter in the arms of her demon. Her demon. She groaned, wishing she didn’t like the sound of that so much.

			Three days later

			“We’ve got problems.”

			Asael looked up from his desk and frowned at the higher demon waiting for him. “Zelec? I’m busy.”

			“I know, sire. This is important. I wouldn’t have disturbed you otherwise.”

			Asael sighed and watched as his underling carefully skirted the aura of light clinging tightly to him. It probably said much about Asael’s state of being that he liked the fact his demons feared him. The light surrounding him would never fade, a testament to his status as a fallen angel, and one he wore proudly like a badge of honor. Unlike heaven, the Abyss looked favorably upon those who switched sides, and Asael had more clout down here than he’d ever had above.

			“Well, Zelec?”

			Zelec met Asael’s stare, one of the few demons this side of Baphomet Falls who could do so. “I’m sorry to be the one to tell you, Asael. But there have been rumored sightings of Duncan in the presence of an angel.”

			“I know. My son is serving out his sentence for the upper realm while gathering information for us.”

			Zelec cleared his throat, his red eyes flat, showing not the slightest hint of fear, though he had to be feeling some. “Yes, I’m aware of that. What you don’t know is that Uriel is laying claim to Duncan’s forthcoming Ascension.”

			Silence met Zelec’s heresy, and Asael took a moment to compose himself. “You’re telling me my son’s in danger of joining the upper realm, as in, permanently?”

			Zelec had to know he stood on the brink of forever-death, yet he nodded all the same. In Asael’s world, “don’t kill the messenger” had no meaning. Fury, the likes of which he’d felt only twice before in his lifetime—once when he’d first fallen from grace and the other when he’d lost Bethany—filled him. It was only Zelec’s quick reflexes that saved him from utter immolation. Instead, Asael’s desk caught unholy flame and continued to burn.

			Asael stood and walked through his fire, deep in thought. “Do we know this for a fact?”

			“I was getting to that, my lord. No, we do not. We have only our spies in the upper realm reporting what they’ve heard. In the Ordinary, your progeny continues to collect souls for hell.”

			Relief filled Asael. As much as he loathed the upper realm and their cloying sentiments of love, his time spent in the above as well as his tie to a human had dulled his demonic reflexes. As such, he still felt tremendous love for all of his children. And Duncan, capable, strong-willed Duncan, had never failed to make him proud. Even his prank with James, blaming the angels for a dragon theft, had done much to amuse Asael. But to have his son turn… It didn’t bear thinking about.

			“What else, Zelec? Surely you wouldn’t come telling tales unless you had more to go on than Uriel’s bragging in the upper realm.”

			“True. I’m worried there’s more at stake than Duncan’s soul. The lad’s been seen in the company of a most desirable angel, my lord. And they appear to be quite close.”

			“Well, who is she?” Curiosity struck. Duncan had done well for himself. A fine piece of ass and information he was no doubt gathering to bring the angels to their knees. Fat lot of good it would do the angels to continue stealing the souls of the blood elves, not when Asael got his hands on the angelic traitors in the Abyss.

			“She is Sapphira…daughter of Charmeine.”

			Asael swore. “I warned Duncan to steer clear of that one. The mother must be out for blood. Can we get word to my son?”

			“I’m afraid not. He and the angel are fairly joined at the hip,” Zelec huffed. “I’ve tried several times, but he won’t hear me around her. It’s as if she’s blocking any communications I’ve tried.”

			Asael frowned. Very few demons in the Ethereal had telepathic abilities. Zelec was a rare power, and one Asael actually trusted. If Zelec couldn’t get through to Duncan, there was a problem indeed.

			“Very well, Zelec. Bring me Eve.”

			Zelec smiled, an honest grin out of the demon most citizens of hell fought to steer clear of. “As you wish.” Asael knew how fond Zelec was of his daughter, and of the damned dragon she’d mated just a few days ago. He watched Zelec disappear and wished he weren’t so busy. He’d find his son himself if he could, but even Asael reported to another. And displeasing Morax wasn’t even a question.

			When Eve and Ranton, her dragon mate, appeared moments later, Asael calmly told her what needed to be done. Worried for Duncan, she quickly agreed to bring him back. And with Ranton at her side, the angelic terms of Duncan’s penance could easily be broken. They left and Asael smiled, pleased again to have a dragon for a son-in-law. Unable to control the dragons, the Ethereals left them alone. But Ranton loved Eve, would do anything for her, in fact, as would the new dragon king. And Asael was clever enough to keep that in mind should Eve fail to bring Duncan back.

			He returned to his work a contented demon. “Oh, and Zelec.”

			“Yes, my lord?” Zelec turned from the doorway through which he was about to exit.

			“Have our contacts keep an eye on Charmeine. She gives me pause.”

			“Aye. She worries me as well.” Zelec nodded as he saw his way out. “And that’s why you never dally with the upper realm,” he muttered, loud enough to be heard. “Especially not with a Virtue.”

			Asael guffawed at his affront and continued to gather the names Morax had ordered. Keeping Duncan out of trouble posed a greater task than it had been to keep Eve safe. But at least James was proving more cooperative. Asael frowned, realizing he hadn’t heard from James in days.

			“Zelec,” he bellowed.

			Zelec quickly returned to the stone doorway. “My lord?”

			“Check on—”

			“James while I’m at it. Done.” Zelec disappeared and Asael sighed, pleased he hadn’t fried his trusted servant. “So hard to get good help these days.”

			The hands stroking Sapphira’s thighs grew bolder as she moaned her pleasure into her pillow. He pushed her legs apart, and then she felt an intrusion, something thick filling her channel as pressure prodded her clit with sparks of pleasure. On her belly, Sapphira lifted her head and blinked into the hazy light of morning, her desire growing as Duncan covered her with his large body, his shaft taking her with a subtle tension of ownership that should have worried her but didn’t.

			His thrusts deepened, his jolting presence within her quickening her womb as she spiraled higher toward her own climax. But Duncan shuddered and came before she could join him, much to her disappointment.

			“No, not yet,” he rasped and withdrew, only to prod her slightly higher. He lifted her pelvis, putting her on her hands and knees, and knelt between her thighs. “Now that the urge isn’t so fierce, I can take what’s mine without hurting you…much.”

			Anxiety flared, fear and more than a hint of arousal, which shocked her anew. “Duncan?”

			He laughed, the deep chuckle both menacing and sexy. “The angels don’t want you to overly enjoy it, so they treat sex with that reverent bullshit. But not us demons.” He spread her ass cheeks and rubbed his still swollen cock along her seam, coating her body with both his and her cream. “No, we prefer to enjoy the carnal impulses of the Ordinary. We actually appreciate this one great thing humanity’s given us.”

			“What’s that?” she breathed, tense when he pushed against the tight rosette of her anus.

			“Orgasmic sex,” he answered and pushed further. “That’s it, sweet, take me deeper.”

			Pain intruded, and Sapphira instinctively tried to move away, but Duncan wouldn’t let her. He gripped her hips hard enough to bruise and groaned. “Hell, when you move like that it’s all I can do not to rip right through you. Claiming you is driving me wild.”

			“You’re not…claiming me,” she managed as he withdrew. She felt him shove his fingers inside her wet heat again before he pulled both his finger and shaft back out. “What are you doing?”

			“Lubing myself with your come.” Duncan sighed. “You have no idea how sexy you are. How much I get off just looking at your dark skin, your firm, round ass begging me to take it. A woman should have curves like yours, Sapphira. Ripe and full.” He palmed her ass. “I still can’t believe no one’s ever taken you before.”

			He pushed against her anus again, and this time she felt him sink further, the pain not as bad.

			“If you push out with your muscles, you’ll actually make it easier for me.”

			And why was she agreeing to this anyway? Anal sex with her own personal demon? Sapphira could literally feel her Descent creeping along her skin like the steady thrumming of static electricity. But the pleasure in Duncan’s voice, in his touch, made her want the same, no matter the cost.

			The forbidden had always called to her, and Sapphira readily admitted she wanted to know more.

			“That’s it,” Duncan hissed his pleasure as he sank deeper, while Sapphira did her best not to cry out her pain. “Let the hurt take you, Sapphira. Embrace it so that the pleasure is that much more intense.”

			“Tell you what,” she huffed, trying to move so that he didn’t feel so big, but he slapped her flank and forced her to remain still while he plundered deeper. “You let me take your ass, then you see how easy it is to remain still. Damn it, that hurts.”

			“Hurts so good,” he rasped, finally fully seated within her. “Hell’s core, Sapphira. You’re as hot as eternal flame, and so fucking tight.” He groaned and pulled out, slowly.

			And every touch of his flesh against hers burned. “When does this start to feel good?”

			A sudden warmth stole through her loins, and pleasure burst over her in waves of bliss.

			“How’s that?”

			She couldn’t answer, dimly aware when he shoved back inside her. Duncan had done something to her, something beyond the physical taking of her virgin flesh. His energy pulsed through her, and she cried out as ecstasy possessed her.

			“That’s it.” He rocked, taking her harder. Duncan rode her with an urgency bordering on desperation. “Feel my flame, love. Take me, Sapphira. Let me wash you with seed. Everywhere, angel. All of it,” he groaned as he fucked her, his balls slapping her clit with each pummeling blow.

			Through it all, Sapphira cried her pleasure, inundated with so much joy she could barely breathe. Her body spasmed as it took everything Duncan gave. His rod, so thick and long, finally filled her with seed. And the warmth of his desire pushed her into another state altogether.

			There was nothing pleasant about this surrender to pleasure, nothing tame or loving. Instead, Duncan’s possession was everything fierce, raw and true. Honesty surged between them as Sapphira felt his carnal appetite settle over her, finally sating them both as the warmth filling her finally faded.

			“Sapphira.” Duncan leaned over her, panting, still thick inside her. But as his magic eased back, the discomfort of their position increased. He hugged her tight before he slowly pulled out, and each departing centimeter added to her aches.

			“Too bad that fire didn’t last.” She groaned when he finally withdrew, sinking to the bed, a mess of sweat and come and pain. “Because that really hurt.”

			“Good.”

			She rolled to her side and glared at him, more annoyed with the male arrogance settling over his features.

			“Pain is remembered. And I want you to remember this moment.”

			“What?”

			Duncan nodded and gathered her into his arms. He lay back and settled her on top of him, and they stared at each other, nose to nose. “Pain is the other side of pleasure. It’s real. As real as you and me, together.”

			“Then why didn’t you get to be on the bottom?” she grumbled.

			He chuckled. “Because I’m bigger. And I’m the one with the cock.”

			“You got that right.” But her anger faded as he caressed her. He infused her flesh with his warmth, and the stinging gradually faded. “Hmm, that’s better.”

			“Good. Honestly, I’m not into pain. It’s not my thing.”

			“Could have fooled me.”

			“But I’m well aware of how it makes an impression.” He frowned. “I can’t imagine being near Sarah or Abigail again without cringing.”

			Jealousy reared its ugly head, and Sapphira paused, wondering at the fierceness of her thoughts.

			“Sapphira? You look a bit green.” But the way he said it told her he read her correctly. The damned demon looked positively ecstatic.

			“Green as in ill? As in I was just screwed in the ass, and rather painfully?”

			He laughed and kissed her. “Sure, sweet. But don’t worry. Uriel’s minions—and I don’t mean you—leave me cold. Believe it or not, all that sugary-sweet love with sex made me green as well.”

			“I know. That’s all they preach up there.” She sighed and linked her fingers over his chest, resting her chin on them. “I’m a very bad angel, Duncan. I think Uriel sent me with you to punish you.”

			Instead of laughing, as she’d thought he would, Duncan frowned. “You’re fine, Sapphira. You’re just inexperienced.” His smile returned. “Well, maybe not so inexperienced now.” He cupped her ass again.

			“Mmm.” She closed her eyes, soothed by his comforting touch. “You know, right now, at this very moment, I don’t care about Uriel, the angels, sways, or my mother.”

			“Your mother?”

			She heard laughter in his voice. “Yeah. My mother’s a Virtue, and nothing I do is ever good enough for her. Just wait until she finds out she’s been undermined by Uriel, a lesser angel. I was supposed to be helping her with her second sphere duties when a lowly angel from the third sphere commanded me to obey.” Sapphira chuckled. “Wish I could have been there to see Charmeine going up against Uriel. Two peas in a pod, those holy-rollers.”

			Duncan suddenly stiffened under her.

			“What’s wrong?” She blinked into his suddenly shuttered gaze. “Duncan?”

			“Did you say Charmeine?”

			“Yeah. So what?”

			“My father’s Asael.”

			“And?” At her confusion, he took a deep breath and slowly let it out.

			“And according to my father, your mother has an axe to grind with him.”

			“That’s nothing new,” she said dryly. “My mother has problems with everyone and everything not in the second sphere or higher.”

			“What about your father? Does she have problems with him?”

			She thought it an odd question to ask, but shrugged. “I don’t know. She never talks about him, and I assumed he’s one of the Ethereal floating around in the upper realm. I probably take after him.”

			“What do you mean?”

			“I mean I’m nothing like my mother. She’s as dark as mahogany, and I’m several shades lighter. She’s gorgeous, righteous, and the perfect Virtue. I’ve been on probation since birth, or at least it feels like it. And I just sent a soul to hell.” Sapphira sighed. She really didn’t want to think about Charmeine right now. Her time with Duncan was precious, and so peaceful. Who knew what the future held, especially if what he said were true, and Charmeine was pissed at his father? No doubt Sapphira would take the heat for that unhappy coincidence.

			Deciding to focus on the now, Sapphira leaned over Duncan and kissed him, building their combustible desire into an all-out fire in seconds. “Now do you want to talk about heaven, or do you want to sin some more?”

			His kiss was answer enough, and as Sapphira lost herself in his arms once more, she decided to let tomorrow handle itself.

		

	
		
			Chapter Five

			“I’m telling you right now, I won’t stand for it.”

			Asael shared a glanced with Zelec, who stared stonily back.

			“The aura of light around her hurt, and she took advantage of the fact,” his minion admitted. “But you did tell me to bring her down here for some answers. She simply jumped the gun.”

			“So I did.” Asael stared at Charmeine, a Virtue and one of his more colossal mistakes. But no one could accuse him of lowering his standards.

			She was small yet robust, and one of the most beautiful females he’d ever seen. Physically, she possessed a bounty of assets that did her kind proud. Pure, smooth skin, the color an ebony-brown, stretched over blessed femininity. Her hair was long, braided in coils of black and reddish gold, an intriguing mix of light and dark that only complemented her vibrant face. High cheekbones, a strong chin and full, kissable lips rounded out Charmeine’s more appealing assets. She had the requisite curves, a nice rack and a killer ass, one Asael clearly recalled gripping in the heat of the moment.

			He met her glance and noted the abject humiliation in her gaze as she must have remembered their liaison so many years ago. Funny, she hadn’t minded trying to force his Ascension back then, with her body or the promise of her soul. But Virtue that she was, she hadn’t the time or energy to fully mesh with him, a mere fallen angel. Not when the choirs of heaven sang for her return. But the passion. Asael hadn’t realized an angel could be so damned hot in bed. Only Bethany, his dearly departed wife, had given him more satisfaction. A mere human, yet a woman worth every damned soul he tormented in hell.

			“Dear Charmeine, you should have told me you were coming. I’d have prepared a feast in your honor.”

			Zelec, to his credit, didn’t crack a smile.

			Charmeine, however, scowled her displeasure. “I’m not here for frivolities, Asael. My daughter is missing. And I believe your son is at fault.”

			“Oh?”

			“Don’t mistake godliness for weakness,” she warned, drawing her flattering light around her as tightly as her white robe.

			Her anger warmed him, and Asael wondered if her wrath would be worth another dalliance. It certainly wouldn’t be smart, but he’d seduced her once before, and could so very easily again…

			“Asael. My lord.” Zelec’s mouth curved down, a faint sign that he was fully aware of Asael’s thoughts. Then again… Asael stared down at himself. His mounting arousal would be impossible to miss.

			“Really, Asael.” Asael could see embarrassment clouding Charmeine’s dark eyes. “I didn’t come here for this.”

			“Maybe not. But the last time we were together, you came all the same.”

			Zelec choked on his laughter, but Asael didn’t hold back. He chuckled at his play on words, more amused when Charmeine cracked the floor of his hall with one hard stomp of angelic righteousness.

			“I don’t have time for this.” She raised a graceful hand and pointed at Zelec, her voice a heavenly reminder that Charmeine was not one to toy with. She let out a soul-shattering song of love and forgiveness that had Zelec shuddering and on his knees. Asael fought not to let the pain show, but his anger he gave free reign.

			“You do not come into my realm and threaten, Charmeine.” Standing, he crossed to her and towered over her smaller frame. With blood in his eyes and fire in his heart, he let loose a ring of flame to surround the Virtue. “State your purpose and depart, before I forget old times.”

			“Your son had no right to my daughter. She is meant for better things than Decision.” The scorn in her voice soured him. And once again Asael praised the devil for giving him the sense to heed his inner warnings and Descend. “In your son’s keeping, my daughter has turned a half-dozen souls these last few days. And all of them have gone to hell.” Charmeine’s eyes glowed with fervor. “Sapphira will take over for me when I pass on. She is meant to provide guidance and harmony to those better than humanity, to those better than the pathetic first-sphere minions poised to do nothing more than grapple with your kind for control over a populace better off dead.”

			“Why, Charmeine, your good breeding is starting to show.” Asael sighed when she refused to relent. Her lips curled in stubborn resentment, she continued. “The day is coming, Asael, when the reign of man will be no more. The Ethereal shall fight for His will to be done. And your realm will crumble under the weight of our holy light.”

			“Then why, Charmeine, if His will is to crush the middle and lower realms, do we exist?” He pointed to Zelec, who had regained his feet. “Why allow the Abyss to stand, for demonkind to punish those in the Ordinary? Hell, why allow any of the fallen to exist?”

			She fumed but said nothing.

			“I’ll tell you why. Because He wants balance. The universe, all creation, needs it. Without my kind and our inherent darkness, you have no light. So piss off, Charmeine. And let my son and your daughter do their jobs.”

			It delighted Asael to no end to realize a Virtue’s progeny was working to put souls in hell.

			“You don’t worry that something might happen to Duncan should he stand in the Creator’s way?”

			Asael raised one black brow in a perfect arch. “Do you threaten my son, now, Charmeine?”

			“I threaten no one. I’m merely warning you to be careful. There are forces at play that you know nothing of. And Sapphira has a destiny far beyond the Ordinary and the Abyss.”

			She waved a hand dismissively. And Asael wondered why she was down here bugging him when she should have been talking to her daughter about all this.

			“Where is Sapphira, now, Charmeine?” he asked blandly. “I’ll talk to her and Duncan, set them straight for you.”

			She tugged at one long, snowy sleeve. “She’s in the Ordinary, convinced by blessed Uriel she’s needed there.” Charmeine cleared her throat. “But it’s Duncan who’s puzzling. I hear he’s turning her against her nature. And that, Asael, also interrupts the balance.”

			Ah, so that’s why Charmeine was itchy. Her daughter wouldn’t conform, and she had no way of controlling the contrary girl. Asael liked her more already. “How old is she, Charmeine? Can’t you demand obedience? Even angels have a hierarchy and set of rules. Don’t blame Duncan for your daughter’s misdeeds.”

			“She’s old enough to know better.” Charmeine twisted her hands, and Asael decided to have a bit of fun with her.

			Zelec suddenly sent Asael a mass of images and thoughts that had Asael smiling with anticipation. No doubt about it, after Charmeine left, Zelec was due a promotion.

			“You know, we were together not so long ago. And our passion burned brightly.”

			Her head shot up, and she locked gazes with him. “What do you mean?”

			“Young Sapphira has your beauty, my Virtue. But her stubbornness, her height and strength…she’s much more like her father.” He paused, just long enough to make her draw her own conclusions. “The young human I possessed one very special night so long ago. When you refused me, my dear, I took the form of another…of a human. And it pleases me to no end to see that my daughter takes after her real father. You know, I even think she looks a bit like me.”

			Charmeine shrieked her denial and began shouting.

			“Yes, my daughter.” He reveled in her pain. “And she’s been fucking her brother for several days, correct, Zelec?” By the fire, her reaction was everything he’d hoped. 

			“Yes, my lord. Quite thoroughly, I might add. It wouldn’t surprise me if she was soon breeding.”  

			His fictional relationship with her daughter had Charmeine looking  faint, and Asael wanted to howl with glee. 

			She cried, “You lie. I’d know it if… I’d sense that you…”

			“What’s wrong, my dear? Was her existence meant to be a secret? Was I never supposed to know my daughter? And yet she shares my very nature, does she not?”

			Charmeine sobbed hysterically and vanished.

			Zelec began clapping. “Oh, very nice, my lord. Well done.”

			“Indeed.” Asael bowed. “You don’t think I overdid it?”

			“Not at all.” Zelec grinned, a sight Asael didn’t often see. “That touch of incest sent her over the edge.”

			“I thought it might. But it was your information that helped drive her away. Why don’t you take the next week off? Go haunt a human. Fuck a few or possess them, whatever you like. Enjoy yourself.”

			Zelec bowed. “My thanks. And I’ll let Eve know to come directly to you once she finds Duncan. No doubt about it, Duncan’s really stirred some trouble this time. Screwing with the upper realm.” Zelec smirked.

			Asael nodded with pride. “That’s my boy.”

			“And your angelic daughter?”

			Asael laughed. “Sounds vastly intriguing. I can’t wait to meet her.”

			Charmeine didn’t know what to do. She’d tried for so very long to put the past behind her. Devoted herself to her work, prayed and repented all the time. And she’d demanded nothing but perfection from Sapphira—the evidence of her past transgression, and a sin she’d never give up, not even if it meant expulsion from the upper realm.

			Dear Lord, that child meant the world to her. After three thousand years of constant devotion, she’d been rewarded with a baby, a little girl. For a while, she’d imagined the beauty in Sapphira a reward for such staunch holiness. Her child held such a wealth of insight and power in her small hands. Sapphira was far from perfect, however, and Charmeine took that as a sign to work harder. To repent her own sins and endeavor to pull her daughter with her, closer to the first sphere and heaven’s perfection.

			With time, Sapphira had grown from a beautiful child into a beautiful woman—one bent on her own destruction. Like Charmeine, Sapphira had lain with humans. And now, it seemed, she’d followed her mother’s path yet again, having sex with a demon as well. But praise the Cherubim, Sapphira would not get with child…

			Charmeine had done her best to keep her daughter by her side and away from the temptations abundant in the other realms. But Sapphira wouldn’t listen, wouldn’t heed her mother’s words. And now she was not only working in the third sphere, but she was sending souls to hell…and having sex with her half-brother. What would her peers think? On the verge of hysterics again, Charmeine took a deep, calming breath, reaching for the harmony she cultivated so easily in the second sphere.

			Arriving home, she immediately Called Raphael and Seir, the only two angels she knew of who loved Sapphira as much as she did. And while she waited, she castigated herself for not foreseeing this ugly possibility.

			Charmeine knew she herself was to blame. Pride had insisted she keep the identity of Sapphira’s father a secret. A human was bad enough. The few progeny of angels and humans inevitably turned evil. Nephilim, they were called, and as impure as the fallen themselves. But Sapphira had seemed so different, so bright. Yet it now appeared Sapphira’s father wasn’t human, but a demon in disguise.

			Thoughts of her daughter indulging in the baser acts of sexuality with her brother made Charmeine ill, and she was half out of her mind with worry when Raphael and Seir appeared.

			“Dear Virtue.” Seir held her gently and wiped her tears, his strong arms a balm to her battered soul.

			“Easy, Charmeine.” Raphael, one of the wisest Principalities, spoke. Though fairly young and from a sphere below hers, this particular angel radiated calm authority. “How may we be of assistance? We felt your pain as soon as we stepped into your home.”

			“It’s Sapphira.” Relieved when both angels lit with concern, she shared her worries, confessing her sins with veracity and remorse.

			“Sister, you did as best you could.” Seir rocked her in his arms, his color a perfect match to her own. “Will it ease your burden if Raphael finds Sapphira and explains to her your concerns?”

			“Perhaps we should bring you two together, that you might soothe the rift that’s been growing between you for so long,” Raphael added gently, though in his voice she heard disapproval. “You cannot grieve when you don’t know the truth of the matter. Asael has lied before. Who’s to say he’s not lying now?”

			“You may be right.” Charmeine sniffed, and like magic, her tears dried up and her face shone with radiance. “Find her, dear friends. And we’ll restore the harmony that’s been missing for so long. You’re right. With love we can cure all our ills, our hungers and lost hopes.”

			Seir and Raphael murmured their agreement and turned to leave. They found Uriel staring at Charmeine in surprise, a veil of anger on his face.

			“Uriel, we must talk,” she said quietly. She nodded to her daughter’s protectors, pleased that at least she could count on them to help her and Sapphira find peace. “Go with our blessings, and walk with hope.”

			Rafe and Seir bowed their leave, ignoring Uriel in their wake.

			“He is such an ass,” Seir muttered as they teleported to the Ordinary.

			“True.” Rafe sighed as they landed in an alley filled with refuse and a few bodies strewn about. “But this mess with Sapphira, that’s a headache, for sure. She’s been Uriel’s problem, and Charmeine’s, for years.”

			“Too long.” Seir nodded. “Think we should have told Charmeine not to worry?”

			Rafe chuckled. “Are you kidding? Pride goeth before the fall, my brother. And she’s needed to step back and take stock of reality for some time.”

			“I can’t argue with that.” Seir stepped around a wide-eyed homeless man and smiled. “Don’t worry, my friend, today you will count your blessings and rise to begin a new tomorrow.”

			The man stood on unsteady legs and blinked at the bulging wallet suddenly in his fist.

			“Well, hell.” He stared at the wallet, then at Seir and Rafe. With shaking hands, he held out two twenties.

			“Sir?” Seir held up his hands, not wanting the money. “The gift was freely given.”

			“Sure.” The guy coughed and glanced away from Seir, only to stare wide-eyed at Rafe as well. “But since you’re giving gifts, thought I’d do the same. You two better cover up those bare asses before the cops find you. They don’t take much to nudity around here.”

			Seir and Rafe glanced at each other.

			“Oh, right.” Seir snapped his fingers, wishing it was as easy to fix humanity’s difficulties. Clad now in the common clothing worn by many in the city, he and Rafe flashed the man smiles of gratitude and began walking down the alley out into the bright sunshine downtown.

			“You have to admit,” Rafe said, ignoring passersby craning their necks for a better look at Ethereals in jeans. “Asael has a gift for storytelling.”

			Seir chuckled. “He does at that. Sometimes I really miss him.”

			“Me, too,” Rafe agreed. “But we knew his place was not in the upper realm.”

			Seir wished it had been otherwise. “I know. Still, being gifted with children had to help soothe the sting of banishment to the lower realm. Asael knew his course, and he took it without a word of protest. A better angel I’ve never known.” He grinned at his best friend and fellow keeper of balance. “Well, except for you, of course.”

			“Right.” Rafe sighed. “So instead of grabbing a cheese steak,” he paused as they stared at a hole-in-the-wall diner with an available booth visible through the window. “I suppose we need to find Sapphira and explain a few things.”

			Seir nodded. “But, you know, it wouldn’t hurt to give Sapphira more experience in the Ordinary. That poor girl has been chomping at the bit for some fun.”

			“You know it’s only a matter of time, Seir.”

			Like Asael, Sapphira had never been meant for the upper realm. But her time there had given her a perspective many in the lower realm sorely lacked. “I know. But Sapphira needs to assimilate. And if I know Duncan at all, he’s the one to help her.”

			Rafe’s eyes twinkled as they changed their course toward the diner. “You mean the one to spread those luscious thighs and commune with her.”

			“Exactly.” They entered, sat, and quickly ordered two mouthwatering plates of greasy food. “So let’s give him a few more days to commune the hell out of Sapphira. I figure it’ll take him that long to realize how much he truly loves her.”

			“Once he catches his breath. I wonder if the nephilim were originally intended to replace the succubae? Because I’ve yet to meet one who wasn’t both incredibly beautiful and sexual.”

			Seir nodded his agreement. Trust Duncan, a demon with his own bevy of admirers, to land a gorgeous nephilim—the progeny of an angel and a human. Though Seir had wished it so, he knew Sapphira wasn’t meant for the upper realm. The nephilim never were. They thrived in the Ordinary and in the Abyss.

			“Let’s enjoy our meal. Then I’ll contact Zelec while you try to delay Uriel from interfering more than he already has.”

			Rafe sighed. “I know he means well, but he’s got a stick up his ass the size of Mount Rushmore.”

			“I don’t think it’s the size of the stick up his ass that has him so popular with the ladies, though, do you?”

			The pair laughed and ate, and Seir realized he was already missing Sapphira. “Some might say it was cruel the way Charmeine tried to keep the girl from her path.”

			“Some might. But you and I know Charmeine did it out of love,” Rafe said around a mouthful of fries. “Now this, my friend, is the definition of balance. The heavenly taste, the nutritional hell.”

			Seir ate his lunch, thinking of Sapphira and her fight for balance. He could only hope her struggle went down as smoothly as his black and white shake. And with an appreciative groan, he surrendered to his stomach, again ignoring the Call from his favorite nephilim. All in good time, Sapphira. All in good time.

			Duncan stared at Sapphira, concerned at her half-hearted attempts to sway those on the brink. And he wanted to know why she kept putting out the Call to his friends Rafe and Seir. Something was definitely wrong with his angel.

			His angel.

			For days he’d been thinking of her as such, and to his consternation, it no longer bothered him. She was his, damn it. He’d taken her in most every way possible to take a woman, bringing her untold pleasures until she begged him to finish her. And he knew she was happy with him. Until she’d get that look in her eye, the one that told him she was thinking about the upper realm.

			Damn those idiots for maligning her spirit, for taking a soul as full of shadows as Sapphira’s and trying to mold it into the perfect angel’s.

			“All right, that’s it.” Duncan grabbed her by the arm and swung her away from their current sway.

			“Hey, I was talking to her,” the young man said, holding onto his enlightening pamphlets with the zeal of an alcoholic clutching his last bottle of vodka. “We’re finding common ground, here, brother.”

			Duncan rolled his eyes and stopped the younger man from talking with a softly uttered command.

			“Duncan, I’m trying to see this one. I almost had him.”

			“No, what you almost had is contact with the Principalities you’ve been reaching out to for days.” He smiled grimly at her shock. “Yes, I know all about Rafe and Seir. They’re good friends of mine.”

			“What?” She stared at him as if he had three heads. “You’re friends with angels?”

			“With Principalities.” At her blank look, he sighed and waved at their sway.

			The young man woke and scowled. “Hey, what are you—”

			Duncan socked him hard in the gut, and the young man went down. “Shut up and search your own soul, asshole. Heaven or hell, it’s your pick. We’ll be back tomorrow to hear your decision.”

			The guy coughed and tried to yell for help while Duncan shook his head in disgust and waited for Sapphira to join him.

			“Really, Duncan.” She stepped over their sway with laughter in her voice, surprising him that she could find humor in the situation when she worried constantly. Just one more reason he loved her.

			Oh shit. He’d finally admitted it. Not good. Not good at all. His sister’s love with a dragon was bad enough. But at least dragons lived in the lower realm and coexisted with demons. Affection for an angel went beyond stupid. Complete and utter opposite ends of the spectrum.

			“Come on.” Duncan flashed them back to his penthouse, and sat Sapphira next to him on the couch. Avoiding his feelings, he focused on her issues. “Now let’s talk about the Principalities. Tell me what you know about them.” Around Sapphira, he kept forgetting how new she was to all this. She caught on so quickly, and her intelligence often convinced him that she’d had centuries of experience with the Ethereal instead of years.

			She twisted her hands and shot him a dark look. Damn, but the way she stoked his libido should have been against the rules. “The Principalities are part of the third sphere, my sphere. Except they’re two choirs above mine. I’m an angel, bottom of the ladder. Then there are the archangels, then the Principalities. They channel positive energy and guide leaders, city leaders and politicians, mostly. They normally deal with larger groups, whereas we angels work more one on one.”

			“Right. You did pay attention in school, didn’t you?” Pleased when she flipped him off, he continued with a grin. “Well, Rafe and Seir are definitely Principalities. But they specialize in balance, in protecting humanity as a whole against itself and the current idiots in heaven and hell. I call them the balance brothers. It pisses them off.”

			Sapphira frowned. “But they’re angels.”

			He shrugged, settling his arm behind her on the couch. “Technically, I suppose they are. But their goal is to keep peace throughout our existence. So, in reality, they’re referees in black and white shirts, keeping us, the black, and you, the white, in line.”

			“You talk about black and white, but a lot of what you do is really in the gray.”

			He nodded, delighted that she seemed to truly understand him. “As is what you do. For the past few days, you’ve put souls in my hands, effectively giving them to hell. Doesn’t it strike you as odd that Uriel gave you a list of sways who definitely belong to the lower realm?”

			She pulled out the crumpled list from her back pocket and stared at it. “I did think it a little weird. That or I’m the suckiest Decision maker this side of heaven.”

			“We’ve yet to determine your ‘suckiness’,” he teased, suddenly intent on her mouth. “But I’ve no problem getting to that.”

			“Duncan.”

			“My point is that you’re being tested. I’m almost certain.”

			“Tested?” She looked puzzled, and then as if a light had turned on inside her head, she blanched. “Ah, no. Not tested. Uriel knows I’ll do what I’ve set out to do.” Nerves rang in her voice, and he wondered what she was keeping from him. Guilt seemed to work better on her than anything, so he applied some of his finest acting.

			“Sapphira?” He frowned. “Is there something you aren’t telling me?”

			“Not a thing.” Yet she wouldn’t meet his eyes, and he knew. His angel had been lying again. He couldn’t have been more pleased.

			“I thought we were friends. Friend and lovers, and something more,” he said quietly, willing her to trust him.

			Her head shot up, and she stared at him, tears making her eyes look like pools of amber. “I meant to tell you before. That I wasn’t going to go through with it.”

			“With what?”

			“Uriel sent me with you to…”

			“To what, Sapphira?” he encouraged in a soft, hurt-sounding voice.

			She sniffed, and he wanted to grin his triumph. For all that his angel could lie, cheat and yes, steal, she was still a softie at heart. “He wanted me to push you to Ascend.”

			Of all the things he’d expected to hear, that hadn’t been one of them. “What?”

			“To Ascend,” she repeated, a fat tear running down her cheek.

			Duncan couldn’t help it. He broke out into laughter and leaned back on the couch.

			“Duncan? You’re not mad?”

			When he could contain his mirth, he sat up and wiped his eyes. “Hell no, I’m not mad. Come on, Sapphira. You didn’t honestly think you could sway me.”

			She flushed, but the guilty look in her eyes faded under a sweep of anger. “Yes, I honestly did think I could sway you. That is, until I realized how incredibly large your ego is, almost as big as your fat head.”

			He chuckled again and sought her hand, only to have her bat him away. “Don’t be mad, honey. It’s just that Uriel’s been trying to turn me since I hit my sixteenth birthday. And I’m sorry, but just because my mother’s human and my father’s fallen doesn’t mean squat. I’m a demon. Pure and simple. And I like being a demon.”

			“You do?”

			“Hell, yeah. It’s my job to hang out in the Ordinary. To eat, drink and be merry.” He eyed her breasts and mouth, and his grin widened. “Honey, I do damned good work for the good of Creation, and I’m rewarded for it on a daily basis. What isn’t there to like?”

			She gnawed on her lip, and he had a moment of empathy, realizing she couldn’t possibly understand him. Not with the life she’d lead.

			“Sapphira, can I ask you something?”

			“What?”

			“Are you happy up there?” He pointed above him. “Honestly?”

			She stared at him, her gaze measuring. And, with a huff of sweet breath, answered with a succinct, “No.”

			“Then what are you going to do about it?”

			She frowned. “What do you mean?”

			“Well, when my time with you is over, what are you going to do?” Surely she wasn’t going to try to fit back in with the assholes above?

			“I’m going to go back to Uriel, take my punishment, and carry on. Do my duty.”

			“And what duty is that?” Anger simmered. What the hell was she playing at? Did she really think she could walk away from him and not feel anything?

			“To sway souls for…heaven,” she said in a low voice.

			“Oh? Like you’ve been doing this past week?” he scoffed.

			“But like you said, Uriel’s testing me. He probably wants to see if I’ll do the right thing, not what’s best for heaven.” She nodded, as if trying to convince herself, and Duncan wanted to shake her to make her see reason.

			“Sapphira,” he ground out. “Open your fucking eyes. Uriel is using you to get to me. He wants you to sway me, but more, he wants you to fail. He gets off on showing up lesser angels. Trust me. I’ve been around enough of you to know when you’re being played.”

			Perhaps that hadn’t come out right, because her temper flared in a heartbeat. “Lesser angels? As in, not on par with you mighty demons? The great big, bad Decision makers?”

			“Honey, that’s not what I—”

			“You know, Duncan, you weren’t complaining about my ineptitude a few hours ago when you were deep inside me.”

			He felt a rush of heat, wanting to be there again. And Sapphira in a mad, well, there was only so much a demon could take.

			“Baby, I—”

			She turned and closed the space between them as she poked him hard in the chest. “Don’t ‘baby’ me. I may be younger than you, less experienced and physically weaker, but I’m as capable as any demon.” She sneered, and Duncan’s heart faltered on the verge of everlasting love. “So you can go fuck yourself if you think I’ll stand for being treated as some inferior—”

			“I love you.”

			“—Decision making….what?”

			He sighed, long and loud. “You’re too opinionated. You’ve got the potential to be a terrific liar if you’d apply yourself. And you need work on toughening up that image.”

			She stared at him, her mouth agape, her eyes so wide she looked cartoonish.

			“Now hear me out when I say you’re not going back to the upper realm. You’re not going to let those assholes make you feel less than whole because you clearly don’t belong up there. You belong in the lower realm with me.”

			Hell, the longer he talked, the more nervous he felt. And Duncan Sinclair, demon at large, only felt nervous when confronting his father or The Pit. The Pit… Shit. He had totally forgotten about his own task to find out who continued to spy for the angels in the lower realm. But as he absorbed Sapphira’s shock, he realized she couldn’t possibly know. And even if she did, taking advantage of her now would just be wrong… Oh fuck. Had he really just experienced a twinge of conscience? It had to be love. That or he was truly losing his mind.

			“You love me?” she squeaked.

			“Did I stutter?” he muttered, annoyed that his tough image would take a beating after this. Falling in love with an angel? He might as well have “pussy-whipped” tattooed to his forehead. Yet the joy pulsing from Sapphira only made him happier, and he knew he’d lost it.

			Sapphira hugged him tight, and then her lips were on his and reason faded under the build-up of lust consuming him. Her tongue thrust between his lips, and she shoved her hand between them and down his pants, curling her fingers around his cock. Duncan sighed in her mouth, lost in her touch. To hell with everyone else. He’d never felt so damned happy before, and he didn’t intend to give her up. But between one breath and the next, she was gone.

			“Release her, demon.” Uriel, that cursed, holier-than-thou shithead, had the gall to stand between them. He held Sapphira back by the arm and glared at Duncan with honest rage.

			“What the fuck are you doing?” Duncan had had enough. They were no longer in the upper realm. And bargain or no bargain, Duncan was going to land Uriel between realms, right into forever-death’s waiting arms…

			“Not this time, young one,” a husky voice intruded, and Duncan was thrown back hard enough to nearly break his skull when he landed. The brick wall that added so much authenticity and charm to his megabucks penthouse made for a lousy landing. His head bounced off the brick, making him see double. After he hit, he landed awkwardly on the floor, at an angle that popped his knee with sweat-breaking pain. Someone lifted him again and threw him against an opposite wall with as much force as the first throw. Blood ran down his eyes, blinding him, and he prayed he hadn’t just ruined his Gustave Doré Inferno 34. Son a bitch, but that damned engraver’s wood block had cost him a fortune.

			He dimly heard, “Mother, don’t you dare! If you kill him, I’ll never talk to you again for the rest of my eternal life.”

			Before “Mother” could answer, a wall of windows shattered and glass fragments filled the room. Dragon roar merged with demon anger, and in seconds his potential defeat changed into a shot at victory.

			Sucking up the pain, Duncan swayed on his good leg and steadied with the help of… “Eve?”

			His vision wavered, and then he was hoisted off his feet by a fire-breathing dragon, Eve’s new husband, Ranton. The dragon stood in human form, his giant wings flexing, and breaking every damned piece of glass within a fifteen-foot range.

			“Nice place, Duncan,” Ranton grumbled. “But your visitors don’t seem to go with the décor.”

			Eve blazed with blue fire, and Duncan deliberately knocked her off balance, afraid she might hit Sapphira, who continued to struggle against Uriel and her mother for freedom. In doing so, Duncan’s knee hit one of Ranton’s rock-hard legs, and he sucked in a breath as his vision blanked and pain took hold of him.

			“No, don’t hit…” He tried to stay focused, but he couldn’t think around the throbbing in his knee and the agony vibrating through his head. Shouts and ethereal blaze erupted around him. “Sapphira,” he slurred before losing consciousness.

		

	
		
			Chapter Six

			After two days spent locked up in Charmeine’s private dwelling in the second sphere, Sapphira felt ready to scale the walls. She constantly worried about Duncan. He hadn’t looked at all well when she’d been forced to leave him, and fear that his body might have been beyond salvaging haunted her. Yes, she loved the spirit within her demon. The way he made her laugh, took pride in his work, and accepted who he was combined to draw her to a strong individual. No, losing him didn’t bear consideration. And she couldn’t deny being fond of his outward trappings. Duncan was hot, and that body of his...

			God willing, he was okay. What an absolute mess. Her mother, Uriel, Duncan wounded, his penthouse destroyed. All of which led Sapphira to thoughts of the strangers who’d entered the fray. That woman and…

			An honest-to-God dragon. For years Sapphira had studied them, reading as much as she could about the dragons, blood elves and mysterious havoc who also dwelled in the lower realm. Of the three races, only the dragons ever left their realm. But she’d never anticipated seeing one. They rarely frequented the Ordinary, or so she’d been told.

			To have seen the giant male in his black scales and surprisingly human form would have been momentous had she not been so concerned for Duncan’s welfare. Fretting for his life, she’d missed most of what the dragon and the female had said. Hell, he might have breathed fire and she wouldn’t have noticed, too concerned with Duncan. A total waste of an opportunity, thanks to her mother and Uriel.

			Moping, she flopped into the white lounge chair facing the window, through which a harmonizing singing choir of angels could be both seen and heard. Their beatific chanting gave her a headache, and Sapphira craved the scent of stale beer, greasy fries, and spicy demon more than she would ever have thought possible.

			Are you happy up there? Duncan had asked. And she’d answered honestly. No, she wasn’t. As hard as she’d worked to belong, as much as she wanted to make her mother proud, Sapphira finally admitted to herself that life in the upper realm was slowly destroying her. She couldn’t do it anymore, not after seeing what her life could truly be like. Swaying souls to keep balance, a variety of vices to occupy her time, and most importantly, love and laughter with a demon who loved her. True love, she’d always been taught, was blind, and a thing to be treasured. Charmeine chose that moment to throw the locked doors open and enter in a flap of billowing white robes and flying braids. “Sapphira, I won’t have it. No angel of mine is going to dally with a demon. It’s not seemly, but more, it’s not safe. This sulking has got to end.”

			Sapphira glared at her mother, teetering on real dislike. Had Charmeine ever listened to what Sapphira wanted? Or had she been too busy ordering her daughter around? Be this, do that, make me proud. Well, how about making me proud? How about loving me for who I am, not who you want me to be? She would have spoken until she noticed Uriel behind her mother, watching them both with keen attention.

			“What the hell do you want?”

			“Sapphira. Really.” Charmeine looked on the verge of fainting, and Sapphira sneered.

			“Typical. I’ve tried, Mother, I really have. But I just don’t care how embarrassing I am to you anymore. I can’t be you. I’m not a good angel. And I’m definitely not a Virtue.”

			“You got that right,” Uriel muttered, earning frowns from both Sapphira and Charmeine.

			“I’m not embarrassed.” Charmeine sighed. “Well, maybe I am. But Sapphira… I didn’t want to tell you this, because you’ve been through so much. But your demon isn’t who you think he is.”

			Sapphira would have snapped back, when she noticed the discomfort and strain bracketing Charmeine’s eyes. A sixth sense told her that her mother was concerned more about something Sapphira didn’t know than that Sapphira had slept with someone so unsuitable.

			“He’s your brother.”

			“What?” Sapphira looked to Uriel for clarification, but he rolled his eyes and crossed his arms over his chest. “Who’s my brother?”

			“Duncan.” Charmeine wept, her sobs growing louder as she explained. “Your father wasn’t an Ethereal, Sapphira. He was a human. A human possessed by Asael.”

			Sapphira stared at her mother, completely mystified. “Are you kidding me?”

			“I wish by all that’s holy I was.” Charmeine collapsed on the ground, crying so hard she shuddered.

			“You’ve spent my entire life demeaning humans. Warning me away from them.” With an insight that surprised her, Sapphira realized what Charmeine said might have a ring of truth. If the woman truly loved Sapphira, she might have been trying to spare Sapphira from making the same mistakes she’d made. “So my father was a human.”

			“No, a demon.”

			“A demon? But I’m an angel.” None of this made sense. If Sapphira had in fact been created by a demon and an angel, she would have known. Demons were very possessive of their young, as they had so few. And she’d never heard of a demon giving up a child, unless he didn’t know. “Did he know about me?”

			“He,” Charmeine paused to catch her breath, and she stared at the floor in shame, away from her daughter. “He said he did.”

			Again, Sapphira glanced at Uriel, but he looked bored by it all. “My father’s Asael?” Duncan’s father’s name was Asael. Charmeine said… “Oh mother in heaven, Duncan’s my brother?” Sapphira felt lightheaded and bent her head to her knees. Incest, in all realms, was particularly frowned upon. And it made her love for Duncan into something dirty, which started the tears in her eyes she’d been trying so hard to hold back.

			“Okay, this has gone far enough.” Uriel huffed with disgust and took a step closer. But before he could say anything more, the chanting outside the window collapsed into terrified shrieks and prayers for salvation.

			A multitude of demons filled the area outside Charmeine’s window, and then Duncan suddenly appeared directly before Sapphira. He took one look at her face and cursed. He turned to Uriel and blasted him with a blue ball of demonic flame so fierce it threw Uriel off his feet.

			Sapphira cried even harder when Duncan lifted her into his arms and hugged her, because she still loved him, and now that love was tainted, wrong. Yet she couldn’t help herself.

			“What did they do to you, sweet?”

			Uriel muttered under his breath as he stood, glaring at Duncan with righteous indignation. Charmeine continued to weep on the floor, uncaring of the disturbance. But when two dragons, one green and one black, tore through the white brick of Charmeine’s walls, she finally stirred.

			“Dragons? In the upper realm?”

			“And demons, Charmeine, let’s not forget them,” Uriel said on a huff.

			A shrill cry echoed in the air, and everyone froze as the upper realm declared war on the intruders in their midst. Through the break in the wall, Sapphira could see angels and archangels pouring from the clouds. Masses of winged warriors from the third sphere, and a few from the second sphere, flocked around the foreign demons desecrating their realm. Uriel cocked his head and held up a hand, and the loud yelling around them ceased.

			“A battle, then, for an angel?” he asked, his smirk as unwelcome as his presence.

			“For Sapphira, yes. She’s mine.” Duncan stated in no uncertain terms. The dragons with him snorted, and Sapphira stared in awe at the creatures in their natural forms. At least twenty feet in height, the two mighty beasts towered over everyone present, and their respective shiny green and black scales shimmered under the holy light in her mother’s home. The demons with Duncan, however, waited outside, probably shielding the goings-on in here from outside interference.

			“You’re not hurt,” she said, wanting to hear that he felt as good as he looked. Perfect, not a scratch or bruise showing.

			“I’m fine. But Uriel and your mother have about three seconds before they find damnation at its finest.”

			“She’s your sister,” Charmeine screamed and launched herself at him.

			The large green dragon stepped forward, however, to block the Virtue, and Charmeine found herself battling sharp scales instead.

			“Don’t hurt her, Teban, she’s not herself,” Uriel warned the dragon when it looked to eat Charmeine. The creature rumbled, but Uriel shook his head. “She’s no angel, but a Virtue. And the upper realm won’t forgive her death so easily.”

			“Don’t, Duncan,” Sapphira pleaded, torn between wanting to go with him and doing the right thing. And Charmeine, as irritating as the woman could be, was, after all, her mother.

			“Fine. But we’re leaving.” He pulled her with him and scowled when she refused to budge. “What now?”

			“I can’t.” She sniffed and lowered her voice. “Didn’t you hear what she said? I’m your sister. Half-sister,” she amended, shame coloring her tone.

			To her surprise, Duncan chuckled and mumbled something over his shoulder that had the black dragon grumbling with what might have been laughter. “My father has a way with words, angel. And he’s no more your father than Uriel’s my brother.”

			The distaste on Uriel’s face spoke volumes, and the heavy burden on Sapphira’s heart lifted.

			“Truly?”

			“Truly. Your father, a horse trader from Belize, died fifteen years ago and is doing time below. I’ll even take you to meet him if you want.” Duncan shook his head and made a face. “Give me a break, baby. I’m a demon, but I’m not a freak. Doing my own sister? Disgusting.”

			Sapphira laughed, finally free from worry. She grabbed Duncan and readied to plant one hell of a kiss on his lips when Uriel had to go and ruin the mood.

			“A word, if I may?” Uriel approached them, oblivious to the snarling dragons behind Duncan.

			“What now?”

			“You cannot take an angel from the upper realm. Even you know such an action is forbidden.”

			Duncan frowned but didn’t disagree.

			“Duncan?”

			He ignored Sapphira. “She’s mine,” he said again, and the thrill of his possession worked both ways. As much as she was his, he was hers too.

			“And do you love her?”

			“I don’t owe you any explanations. Or you,” he said scornfully to her protesting mother, and when Sapphira would have protested, he shoved her behind him, into the claw of the massive black dragon standing with him. “You took Sapphira, a rare and treasured nephilim, and tried to mold her into angel decency? And you call yourself a Virtue, an angel of harmony?”

			Charmeine sniffed and stood, her tears still very real on her face. But as she looked at Sapphira, the Virtue faded into the picture of a caring mother saddened by the distance from her daughter. “I loved too much. I sinned with a human, and I repented. I tried so very hard to be a good mother, Sapphira. But I couldn’t let you go.” She ignored Duncan, her attention solely on Sapphira. “I’m so sorry, Sapphira, if I’ve hurt you. I didn’t let myself think you could be anywhere but here, in this realm with me. That you could be anything else but mine.”

			Sapphira wanted to forgive her mother, but the knowledge that her mother had known all along what she was and hadn’t let her be herself hurt. “You knew I was different, that I tried so hard to please you. But you couldn’t accept me for myself.” Sapphira looked at Duncan. “The nephilim are destined to occupy the lower realm, aren’t they?”

			He shrugged, his gaze shuttered. “Most do, and some stay in the Ordinary. But there have been the occasional nephilim who live up here. It’s really up to you, Sapphira.”

			“And what if she decides to stay here?” Uriel asked, his voice surprisingly soft. “Would you stay here with her? Would you Ascend?”

			The room stilled as everyone waited on Duncan’s response.

			To Sapphira’s surprise, Raphael and Seir simply appeared behind the black dragon. They nodded at her but remained silent, eyeing Duncan. Waiting for Duncan’s answer, apparently.

			“My life is with Sapphira. And if that means I have to live in the damned upper realm, so be it,” Duncan snarled, but his gaze gentled on her. “I’m a demon. I lie. I cheat. I take souls and guide them to hell. I enjoy sex, gambling and the occasional skin flick.”

			Her eyes widened. She’d yet to see one of those.

			“But my love isn’t selfish. And my joy isn’t fake. I love you, Sapphira. You please me. And for you I’d Ascend.” He sighed mournfully and turned to the dragons. “Teban, tell James. He’ll understand.” The green dragon nodded. “And Ranton,” Duncan paused in his address to the black dragon. “Tell Asael I’ll see him soon.” He winced. “And I’ll explain it as best I can.”

			Ranton surprised Sapphira by morphing into a giant human with expansive black wings, and she recognized him as the same dragon who had joined them in Duncan’s penthouse. His marbled green eyes glittered with amusement. “I’m not telling your father jack. You tell him when you see him next. Eve’s going to have my ass as it is for letting you fall for an angel.”

			Sapphira couldn’t believe this was happening. Too much, too fast. Not long ago, she’d been convinced Duncan was her brother and that her father was a demon. Now her father was dead and spending an eternity below, she was in fact a nephilim, which explained her inclination for the darker aspects of life, and Duncan was pledging to live in heaven with her?

			Raphael and Seir grinned, high-fived one another, and winked at Sapphira before fading away. But before she could question what they’d been doing at Charmeine’s, Uriel spoke.

			“I’ll accept your declaration whenever you feel like giving it,” Uriel said without sounding pleased about it, which made her wonder. He’d been after Duncan’s Ascension for a long time. Shouldn’t Uriel have been shouting with glee? Instead he stared at her, a shine of sadness in his gaze.

			Charmeine was no help. She knelt on the floor and prayed for forgiveness, from God, Sapphira, and heaven itself.

			Duncan exhaled heavily, took a hard look at Sapphira, and crossed his arms over his heart. “I hereby declare my intent to—”

			Sapphira slapped her hand over his mouth.

			He stared at her with amusement, and she realized then and there she’d been played. He’d been counting on her to leave the upper realm and was bluffing.

			“I’m sorry, Duncan. It’s just, I don’t want you to rush this. That you’d stay up here with me, for an eternity…” She worked up a tear. “I never want to forget this moment—when you profess your love and join me in heaven. Forever. We’ll be so happy here. Together we’ll make it work, you’ll see.”

			He stared at her in confusion, as if unable to believe it. “Ah, are you ready now?”

			“I am.” She was having so much fun. She couldn’t wait to make him pay for screwing with her. “Now what exactly do you need to do? Just declare your intent to Ascend? I mean, if I was going to go down there, what would I have had to do?”

			Uriel shook his head. “It’s not at all the same.”

			Duncan, however, looked relieved, and Sapphira realized she’d overplayed her hand. Damn it. “It’s exactly the same. You simply search in your soul for the truth, and you say the words—”

			“Wait.” Now it was Uriel holding up the works. “Sapphira, if I could have a word?”

			Duncan frowned, but Sapphira knew she wouldn’t be back to the upper realm for a long time, if ever, and didn’t know when she’d see Uriel again. She was the one leaving, so she figured she’d be gracious enough to hear him out.

			She joined him and he pulled her with him to the corner of the room, out of earshot of Duncan and her mother, if not the dragons.

			“I wish you the best, Sapphira.” Uriel took her hand and kissed it, and the pleasure in his gaze confused her. “I never meant to make you unhappy here. I only wanted what was best for you. And at the time, I thought a firmer hand would help. Had I known you were nephilim, I would never have pushed you to do half the things you did. You should have had a choice in your upbringing, and I can’t tell you how sorry I am you were denied it.” He scowled at Charmeine and turned back to Sapphira with a tired sigh. “I’ll take care of your mother. Some time spent in the third sphere might help break her of that insufferable pride.”

			He was one to talk. But at least she knew Charmeine would be all right. Sapphira could forgive her mother in time, she was certain. Forgetting the wrong done to her, however, might take an eternity.

			Uriel gripped her hand tightly and murmured under his breath, and she felt his blessing upon her. “Love is a precious thing, Sapphira. Value your mate, even if he is a reprehensible demon.”

			Sapphira stared hard at the aggravating angel she’d spent so many years annoying. “I don’t know what to say.”

			“I know.” He gave her a smug smile, and she couldn’t help laughing. “Look, I have a reputation to uphold. So when Duncan demands to know what I said, make up something good. Tell him I was trying to blackmail you back into heaven, or something equally righteous.”

			Sapphira smiled and, with a gentle squeeze of her hand, she let him go. “I will. Thank you, Uriel. Go with faith.”

			“And hope and love,” he sighed softly. Then he glanced over her shoulder and sneered at Duncan, and all was once again right with the world.

			“Sapphira, get over here,” Duncan ordered, clearly unhappy she’d granted Uriel anything. When she joined him again, he hugged her tightly to him. “The words you wanted are these…”

			A minute later they stood on the fiery planes of the lower realm, surrounded by demons.

			Duncan caught her in his arms and kissed the breath out of her, much to the blasphemous catcalls and lewd suggestions of the crowd around them. His fallen, he thought with a sigh, and allowed himself the privilege of fondling her openly, caressing her firm, round ass and the strong back that had held under the burdens of the upper realm. He ended the kiss and sighed into her mouth. “I love you.”

			When Sapphira could catch her breath, she smiled at him, and he could see her joy in her new awareness of herself. “You owe me for that Ascension crap up there.”

			“I was good though, wasn’t I?”

			She snorted. “You would never have Ascended, would you?”

			The demons around them dispersed, no longer interested since it appeared Duncan and Sapphira weren’t going to give them a show.

			Duncan looked around him cautiously and lowered his voice so as not to be overheard. “Sapphira, promise you won’t tell this to another living soul.”

			“I promise.” Her eyes widened.

			“The angelic spies working for Uriel are still here, milling about, to Asael’s great displeasure, and I have no idea who they are. For you, I refused to get information I needed to save my ass from The Pit. For you I endured medical care in the Ordinary to save this body instead of possessing a new one, because I know how much you like it. I’ll have you know it took Zelec an entire day to find me and heal me properly.” He gentled his voice. “For you, Sapphira, I would have Ascended.” He grimaced. “But only if it had been absolutely necessary.”

			She smiled wide, seeming overjoyed with the depth of his professed sacrifice. Yet the wicked glint in her gaze told him it wouldn’t be that easy. In truth, he would have been disappointed if it had.

			He groaned. “But none of that matters, does it? Because you plan on making me pay.”

			“I do.”

			He sighed. “I really, really love you.”

			Duncan whisked them into his lavish home overlooking the flowing fires of Baphomet Falls. In no time he had them both naked and standing next to a luxurious bed covered in black satin sheets.

			“Tell me what you want, baby. And it’s yours.”

			She stared at him, her gaze fixing on his steely erection, and the carnal smile that lit her face was purely demonic.

			Duncan groaned. “How the hell could those people not see who you really were for so long? You are so exceptionally talented. A nephilim. Damn, I must have been really, really bad to deserve you.” He chuckled, anticipating whatever payment she deemed fair to set him off. “I’ve missed you, baby. And I’ve been so hungry lately.”

			Her gaze narrowed. “Let’s say this up front, Duncan. I’m selfish. I don’t intend to share you, ever. So you’d better stay hungry without me, got it?”

			He hardened more and groaned. “You are so fucking hot when you’re mean.” At her expectant stare, he nodded. “I agree, but that goes both ways.”

			“Of course it does. Do you honestly believe I’d leave the upper realm for anyone else but you? Even if the angels did make me miserable?”

			“Damn, I want you, honey. And no one else. Now what exactly do you want from me?”

			She snapped her fingers, and Duncan found himself bound hand and foot, hanging just off the floor.

			“Sapphira.” He glared at the bonds that looked identical to the ones Uriel had tied him with in the upper realm. Before he could say more, she motioned with her hand and the bonds shifted, and suddenly he was kneeling in front of her, his hands now crossed behind his back, his knees and ankles firmly locked to the ground.

			“Where did you learn to do that?”

			“I had two days to kill in the upper realm waiting for you. And a lot of time to spend dreaming up enticements for my demon lover.” She stood before him, her groin level with his mouth. She spread her legs, and her cleft, with one finger. Sliding her finger into herself, she withdrew it and held it out to him.

			Duncan took the digit in his mouth and moaned. His angel, as he would always think of her, was deliciously wet.

			“Well, my demon? Kiss me.” Sapphira took another step closer, and Duncan impatiently sought her damp core as he gave her what she wanted.

			Her sex tasted like fine cream, decadent and musky, not nearly enough to satisfy. Using his tongue and teeth, he worked her clitoris into a firm bud. He sucked, his entire mouth loving her body. She moaned and clenched her fingers in his hair, riding his mouth and tongue with urgency.

			“So good, Duncan. I’m so glad you kept this form. I love your mouth,” she rasped as she rocked into him.

			“Yes. As am I.” Yet he would have left it in a heartbeat for her. The woman, angel, nephilim, he loved. “Now come for me, love. And show me how much you want me.”

			Tears shone in her eyes as she stared down at him. “I love you so much, Duncan. And I won’t let anyone send you to The Pit.”

			He stopped, momentarily taken aback that she’d recalled that bit of information. “Sapphira?”

			She brushed her mound against his mouth, and he instinctively licked her, growling as his cock begged for respite. He was harder than steel and dripping with need.

			“I know everything that goes on up there. Why do you think Uriel was always pissed at me, why I got into so much trouble?”

			He sucked harder and she cried out, coming over his tongue. Her exquisite taste made him burn, and Duncan pushed past her restraints and took her on the ground. He fucked her past another orgasm, until he could no longer stand the pressure building in his entire body. When he exploded, he shot into her so hard he saw the bliss of enlightenment, the blackness of balance, and knew he was truly home.

			Moments later, he felt her hand stroking his back and realized he was crushing her. But when he moved to rise, she held him down, her ankles locked around his hips.

			Sapphira sighed her contentment and hugged him tight. “I look forward to meeting your family and the others who dwell down here. You are going to show me around, aren’t you? Do we have time for that? I know you must be behind in your work if you’ve been out of commission for a few days.”

			Duncan tried to shrug but didn’t have the energy. “Everything else can wait a day or two. I’m going to love you properly before I take you to meet Asael. As it is he’s been dying to see the woman capable of settling me and annoying the crap of Charmeine.”

			Sapphira laughed. “I am talented, aren’t I?” She hugged him tighter, breathing softly into his kiss. “But more than that, I’m yours.”

			He nodded. “You are. And don’t ever, ever forget it.” Content to remain inside her forever, he nuzzled her cheek and ear, whispering words of love and sex that had them both wanting it again in less time than he would have thought possible. Of course, his angel was in fact nephilim, and they had appetites and abilities envied by demons and angels everywhere. And she was his, he thought with humbled love. Which reminded him…

			“Just what did Uriel say to you back there? What did that asshole really want?”

			“He wanted to know how I’d done it.” She squirmed under him, and his cock sank deeper into her warmth.

			Groaning, he began thrusting, unable to help himself. “Done what?” Duncan marveled that he wanted her all over again. His demonic little lover.

			“How I made you fall.” At his questioning look, she smiled dreamily and moaned when he pushed particularly deep. “I love when you do that.”

			“Fall?”

			“How I’d made you fall in love with me.”

			“My own Descent into heaven, you might say,” he rasped before the two of them found words no longer necessary. Their bodies and spirits expressed the joy between them, on the floor and soon in his bed, and afterward, slumber found them easily enough.

			Duncan didn’t know how much time had passed, but when he woke he found himself sprawled on top of his sleeping angel in his large, soft bed. Lost in the sight of his love, it took him a moment to realize they were no longer alone. “What the hell?”

			“I’m sorry to intrude.” The blood elf staring down at them looked anything but sorry, considering the bulge between his leather-covered thighs. White hair cascaded down his back, and red eyes glinted from a face as black as ebony. “You really should install better security. Just anyone can walk in here.”

			Duncan bit back an oath. “Your kind are supposed to respect the boundaries. Why are you here?” Duncan left the bed and Sapphira, though his body had other ideas. She stirred his hungers, and he couldn’t have been more pleased. Lust and love entwined, and he wanted her again, right now.

			“I’ll get to the point.” The blood elf grinned at the sight of Duncan’s arousal. “Your twin asked for a favor. One he said you would compensate.”

			Damn James and his constant messes.

			“What now?”

			“He’s in a bit of a bind. He needs his dragon to find him quickly, before the havoc carve him into little pieces.”

			Duncan froze. “The havoc?” No one knew much about the dark race, save that they ate their own and couldn’t be controlled by any Ethereal, human or being on any of the three planes. Even the dragons gave them a wide berth.

			“Apparently James wandered into their territory accidentally, or so he says. But the havoc don’t care about excuses. They’ll do more than take his body. The havoc feed off souls, you know.”

			“They do?”

			“And the Ethereal have such a rich essence.” The blood elf looked hungry, and Duncan stepped protectively back near Sapphira.

			“Easy, demon. I’ve only come to pass the message. Now tell your sister to leave me well enough alone.”

			Ah. The blood elf had a soul. Not all of them did, but Eve had been doing her level best to sway the blood elves lingering on the brink of Decision.

			“What’s your name?”

			“I am called Trass.”

			“Fine. You want to linger on the brink, that’s your call. There are enough of you to keep Eve busy for a long time, anyway. But I don’t understand something. Who is James’s dragon?”

			“The prince. The one they call Teban.”

			Duncan frowned. Teban and Ranton had recently accompanied him into the upper realm, and Teban hadn’t mentioned anything about James. “Why does he need Teban’s help?”

			“I don’t know. I’m just the messenger.” Trass licked his lips. “I don’t suppose you’d be willing to share your female? It’s been a while since I’ve seen a nephilim.”

			“No.”

			Trass shrugged. “I didn’t think so. Best of luck with your brother. He’s made some powerful enemies. I don’t envy him his course.” Trass closed his eyes, and between one breath and the next, vanished into the shadows.

			“Duncan?”

			He turned to find Sapphira’s eyes wide. “You saw him?”

			“A blood elf.” She grinned, her expression so rapturous it was all he could do not to pounce on her and take that joy into himself. “I am so going to love it here. I’ve always wanted to see one. A dragon and a blood elf. Now what about the havoc?”

			What about them? “They’re dangerous and don’t associate with anyone outside of their own. Apparently, my brother has pissed them off to no end.” He laughed and shook his head. “Trust James to fuck up my honeymoon.”

			“Honeymoon?” Sapphira glanced around her. “I don’t see any flowers, and I know I haven’t received any gifts.”

			“Angel, this is your gift.” He waved his shaft in her direction and chuckled when she rolled her eyes. “Come on. I have to find Teban and my father, not necessarily in that order. And then you and I have a date with whipped cream you’re just going to love.”

			Sapphira cleaned and dressed. When she joined him again, she looked as fine as anything he’d seen. “About that. The whipped cream sounds fine. But do you think we could add a skin flick to that? Another thing I’ve always wanted to see.”

			Duncan grinned and kissed her smack on the lips. “Baby, you and I think alike. You’re definitely going to love it here.” He took her hand and teleported outside of his father’s lair. “Now don’t worry about Asael. He’ll love you. But not more than I do.”

			Sapphira smiled. “I’m so glad I’ve fallen, Duncan.”

			A subtle band of light clung to her, like the aura that shone around his father. And Duncan knew he’d found his own piece of heaven, right in the middle of hell.

			“Welcome home, Sapphira.”
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