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      I curled the fingers of one hand around the cool wrought iron of the balcony and breathed in the bracing night air and the familiar scent of brimstone wafting from my demon lair. My other hand gripped the heavy rocks glass as I swirled the amber liquid before tossing it back in a single gulp, welcoming the velvety burn of the cognac as it slid down my throat. Heat was nothing to a demon, and even less to the prince of them.

      There was rarely an evening when I didn’t walk onto one of my chateau’s many stone balconies and admire the view, the skyline twinkling with lights in the distance, most notably the glittering Eiffel Tower that rose high above the City of Love. Those who found it unusual for the demon prince to choose Paris for his lair didn’t understand the delicious temptation of all the romance and passion waiting to be twisted into heartbreak and betrayal.

      “Good.” I straightened, as I sensed the presence of Caspiel, the top deputy in my demonic network and a loyal emissary. “I thought you’d come.”

      Caspiel took his place beside me at the ornate railing, holding a rocks glass of his own. “You did summon me, my prince.”

      I cut a glance to the demon who’d served by my side for millennia. Tall and striking, with dark hair and olive skin that gave him both an exotic appearance, yet allowed him to fit in seamlessly throughout most of the world, Caspiel wore a perfectly tailored black suit and a black shirt opened at the collar. One of the best tricks demons had ever played on humanity was convincing them that we were ugly, hunched beasts when, in fact, we were as beautiful as any angel—even the fallen ones humans found so irresistible. One of these fallen was the reason I’d summoned Caspiel.

      “I require a report on the angel.”

      “Ramiel?” he asked, even though he no doubt knew precisely which angel I meant, since there was only one Fallen who’d agreed to serve me for a year.

      I grunted, turning my attention back to the city.

      “He has kept his promise.” Caspiel leaned forward, resting his forearms on the railing. “He does your bidding to expand our holdings and influence.”

      I hadn’t believed that Rami would go back on his word. He was an angel, after all—even if he’d been cast from heaven for his lust and rebellion—and angels were still choirboys when it came to keeping their promises. Especially since his servitude was a repayment for me saving the lives of the leader of the Fallen, Dominick Vicario, and his human mate. As much as it might rankle him to do a demon’s bidding, he would not go back on the repayment of a debt. “As we expected.”

      Caspiel took a swig of his drink without responding.

      “What about contact with the Fallen?”

      “Very little that I’ve seen. Then again, you’ve kept him busy.”

      This was true. Since Rami had joined my ranks at the end of the summer, I’d sent him to South Africa, Fiji, Thailand, and the coast of Portugal. “Our holdings have grown considerably, thanks to his skillful negotiation.”

      “He does seem to be able to make offers that people can’t seem to resist,” Caspiel said, with begrudging admiration.

      “Angels,” I muttered darkly. I might have been an angel once myself, but it had been so long ago that any residual angelic power had long since been swallowed up by my demonic urges. It was rare that I regretted turning from my role as the Angel of Destruction, but there were moments when I missed the irreplaceable power of angelic energy. My demons might sow discontent and fear, but they didn’t possess the finesse of an angel. Not even my legions of succubi and incubi, who were masters of seduction.

      “I’ve watched him, as requested,” Caspiel said, draining the last of his drink and straightening. “He shows no signs of deception. All the deals he’s made have been sound and to our advantage.”

      I nodded, although this was not the real reason I’d asked Caspiel to watch the fallen angel. “What of his state of mind?”

      The demon twitched. “State of mind?”

      “You say he hasn’t been in frequent contact with his fallen angel family? Considering that he’s spent millennia side by side with the fallen Watchers, he must miss them.”

      Caspiel snorted out a choked version of a laugh. “If he does, he doesn’t share that with me, although I doubt he considers me more than a colleague he tolerates.”

      I waved a hand dismissively. “That’s only because you made no effort to hide your attraction to the human females. He and Dominick were overly protective of them.”

      “I was only foolish enough to eye the woman not mated to the leader of the Fallen. Sara wasn’t attached to Rami.”

      I swiveled my head to him. “Wasn’t she?”

      Another half laugh. “There are plenty of females ripe for the plucking. I had no intention of encroaching on the ones under protection of the Fallen, even if I might have allowed myself the pleasure of looking.”

      I shook my head at the demon’s clever choice of words. “Rami doesn’t mention the human Sara?”

      “Not a word since they parted.”

      Curious. I’d been sure there had been a connection between the two that the notorious fallen angel would have acted upon. Rami wasn’t known for his restraint when it came to bedding beautiful women. “And none from her?”

      “She returned to her home in New York and resumed her life there. Aside from calls and texts with Dominick’s mate, she has no contact with anyone in the celestial world.”

      “Admirable. Most humans wouldn’t recover so effortlessly from learning the truth about angels and demons.”

      “Not to mention the reality of her friend now being an immortal, although we can both agree that Sara has more courage than most humans.”

      Since she’d escaped from my lair and sent us all scrambling around Paris searching for her, I would admit she had spirit, although I wasn’t sure if I’d call it courage. I also wasn’t convinced my top deputy didn’t still find her appealing. I pivoted to face him fully. “In keeping track of the human, you haven’t interacted with her, have you?”

      He gave his head a vigorous shake. “Rami may not speak of her, but I suspect he would disembowel any demon who touched her.”

      My mouth quirked up. “You are probably correct. Ramiel has always held his cards close to his chest, but that doesn’t mean he doesn’t have them.”

      Caspiel cleared his throat, his gaze dropping. “I believe I’m correct when I say that he won’t regret when his service to you is over.”

      “As expected.”

      “One year working for the prince of demons is still only a heartbeat when compared to the millennia spent as the right hand to the leader of the Fallen.”

      “Which is why we must get as much from him as possible.” I drew in a long breath, the smell of char firing my core. “I’m sending my messengers to summon him to your next assignment.”

      “Has he finished the deal in Bali?”

      “Soon enough. Then I need you both to shift your focus to bringing down one of my competitors.”

      Caspiel stared at me. “I hope you don’t mean you wish Rami to go against the Fallen.”

      “Nothing like that. There’s a business mogul in the United States who is exerting much too much power. I want to know how he’s become so powerful so quickly.”

      Caspiel grinned wickedly. “You know that undercover research is my favorite.”

      “Which is why you’ll be leading this assignment.” I flicked my gaze inside the chateau to the mahogany table that extended behind a tan leather couch. A red file folder was perched on the end. “Everything you need to know is in that folder. You leave in the morning, and Rami will join you the next day.”

      Caspiel gave me a nod of his head that resembled a curt bow. “As you wish, Mastema.”

      I watched him stride inside and scoop up the folder before crossing the study where fireplaces crackled at either end and slipping between the tall, wooden doors. As much as I trusted Caspiel, I couldn’t tell even him of my larger plan. Not when it involved betraying the deal Rami was so faithfully fulfilling.

      It was true that I’d demanded the fallen angel’s service so he could build up my empire to the level of the empire run by the Fallen, but that was only a fraction of the truth. What I truly desired was to pull Rami into the demonic world for good. As an angel who’d been demonized, I was all too aware of the razor-thin line between good and evil, angel and devil. They were often one and the same or two sides of the same coin.

      Now that Rami was isolated and surrounded by demons, how easy would it be to tempt him to the side of darkness? As one of the Fallen who’d reveled in the forbidden pleasures of the flesh, he was already so close, and the longer he spent with my demons, the harder to would be to resist the pull.

      “Mark my words,” I whispered into the night. “The angel will fall again, and this time, there will be no chance of return.”
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      I leaned back in the chair, casting my gaze briefly at the floor-to-ceiling windows that opened onto a wide patio that overlooked a sprawling pool complex. The midday sunlight gleamed off the white paving stones and the pool umbrellas that ringed the glittering, blue water. Massive stone statues towered above the pool, the faceless figures creating a gauntlet that led toward the white sand beach beyond. I didn’t need the doors to be opened to imagine the sounds of splashing and the salty scent of the Indian Ocean only steps away from the luxury resort.

      The Mulia was one of the premiere resorts in the Nusa Dua area of Bali and was known for its stunning beach, opulent accommodations, and impressive cuisine. It attracted celebrities, billionaires, and its fair share of demons—including my new boss, the Prince of Demons.

      Turning my attention back to the meeting room and the serious men surrounding the round table, I smiled and opened my hands wide. “My employer is impressed by your resort and how well you’ve utilized his investment.”

      The men relaxed slightly, sharing glances and tentative smiles, but it was the woman in the middle of the group who frowned and spoke. “We’ve been on time with all our repayments.”

      I nodded, not that money was the primary concern for Mastema, or why I’d been sent to Bali. I eyed the shrewd woman with dark, bobbed hair, who was the only one of the management group who’d appeared to pick up on this.

      “What else does Mastema want?” she asked.

      I rested my forearms on the table and stared directly at her. Since I’d reluctantly joined the demon prince’s team a few months earlier, I’d focused my energy on growing his empire in legitimate ways. It was the strategy that had worked when I’d helped Dominick build up the empire of the Fallen, and it was one I’d pushed hard on Mastema. I had no desire to sully myself with his demonic activities or sowing discontent throughout the world. That could be left to his demon emissaries. My task was to create a legitimate business empire that would rival the Fallen.

      Of course, as a fallen angel myself,  I had no intention of allowing the demon prince to come close to the success of Dominick, but I would gladly steer him away from evil and toward legitimate business. The Balinese resort had been one of my first recommendations, and the investment had paid off handsomely. But since Mastema was the prince of demons, naturally he wanted more.

      “My employer would like to expand his holding in the resort.” I steepled my fingers and brought them to my chin. “He would also like to contribute to the expansion of the Jakarta property.”

      The woman narrowed her eyes as her male colleagues let slip murmurs of excitement. She knew there was more, even if the men were foolish enough to think Mastema required nothing more in return.

      “His only caveat would be to have control over the resorts’ nightclubs, and to provide the staff for them,” I added.

      The woman let out a hiss of breath. “He wishes to redesign them?”

      I straightened and waved a hand dismissively. “No. The design is acceptable, although I’m sure there will be minor tweaks in the furnishings.” Along with the addition of a VIP room, much like the ones in all the Epicurus nightclubs run by the Fallen, although I didn’t say this out loud.

      “And the staff?”

      I shrugged one shoulder, as if this was another matter of no consequence. “Hand-picked by my employer for their unique talents. Each club bartender will also be a top mixologist, which will elevate the resorts’ clubs and make them a destination unto themselves.”

      The woman’s lips pulled down for a beat. “And in return?”

      I reached into the leather portfolio that rested in front of me, retrieving a contract with the terms of the generous financial compensation laid out. Sliding it across the table to her, I then reclined again, tipping my head slightly away as she pulled the paper toward her and quickly scanned the contract. Although I made sure that my body language was relaxed, I kept her in my peripheral vision, noting when her pupils flared at the substantial terms of the deal. Terms she would not be able to refuse.

      Finally, she cleared her throat. “I’ll review this with the management company.”

      It was what she had to say, but we both knew her acceptance was all but guaranteed. The terms were too good. From all appearances they were too good. Although I knew that the investment would be financially sound, it would take years to recoup the initial investment. Not that Mastema cared. I’d explained the long-term business model to him, and he’d agreed to it. He knew it would reap benefits far into the future.

      In the meantime, however, the clubs would serve as a hunting ground for the pleasure demons under Mastema’s watch. The incubi and succubi needed places of hedonistic abandon where they could enjoy the pleasures of the flesh. Bali certainly had those, but a club in such an upscale resort would entice the rich and powerful. Precisely the people that Mastema wished to lure into his web.

      I gave the woman a smile as I rose from the table. “Thank you for your time.” I swept a hand at the resort’s lush grounds behind me. “And for the hospitality.”

      Now that the business aspect of the meeting was concluded, the woman allowed herself to return my smile as she slipped into her role as hostess. “We’re honored to host you in our resort. I hope you’ll have time to enjoy the property during your stay.”

      The lies tripped easily off her tongue, and I was once again impressed by the resort’s manager. She was a formidable opponent, although still no match for an immortal being like me. Even so, I admired her intelligence and cunning. She would have made a decent demon.

      “You’re too kind. I do hope to enjoy the amenities before my return to Paris.” I buttoned my dark jacket as she moved me toward the glass doors.

      Even though it felt odd in the tropical setting, my usual black suit had been necessary to convey the seriousness of my proposal and the power of my new boss. As her eyes flicked across my broad frame towering over her, and she squared her own shoulders in response, I knew it had been effective.

      “I look forward to seeing you before your departure.” Another lie, but one that sounded melodic in her slightly accented English.

      We parted outside the glass meeting room, her male colleagues each shaking my hand firmly before hurrying after their boss. I released a breath in an attempt to rid myself of the dirty feeling I had each time I negotiated a deal for Mastema.

      “It’s only for a year,” I said to myself. Actually, less than a year now. Despite the warm temperatures and bright sunshine of Bali, it was autumn in Paris. The leaves had started to turn right before I’d left, with the air carrying a hint of the crispness.

      I’d made my deal with the prince of demons back in the summer, which meant that three months had already passed, although I’d made a point not to count down the time by days. I was convinced that would make my sentence feel longer.

      I strode across the stone floor toward the lobby, passing the pool with beige lounge chairs resting in shallow water between the towering statues. Women in bikinis lay sprawled in the sun, their feet dangling over the edge of the lounge chairs and dipping into the water. Normally the sight of beautiful females would have aroused me, making my heart thud and my cock twitch to life, but I merely looked away as I loosened my tie.

      Taking purposeful steps through the soaring glass doors, I left behind the sounds of laughter and the smell of suntan lotion as I entered the main lobby. Here the air was cooler and held the aroma of fresh flowers from the enormous arrangements on marble tables, but I walked quickly across the marble floors toward the elevators, my shoes rapping sharply.

      I stepped into an open compartment and leaned against the polished wood railing as the brass doors slid closed. What was wrong with me? I would normally have relished the sight of scantily clad women, letting my eyes wander across their bare skin. Later I’d have done more than let my eyes roam. In the past, this resort would have been a playground for my carnal desires, and I’d have enjoyed more than a few of the eager female guests.

      I closed my eyes and growled in frustration. Since I’d said goodbye to Sara in Paris, I’d been unable to think of any other female, much less touch them. “How did that woman bewitch me?”

      I shook my head, opening my eyes as the elevator pinged and the doors glided open. Unfortunately, Sara wasn’t a witch, although she wasn’t exactly a human anymore, either. At least, I suspected she wasn’t. I couldn’t be sure if the buzz I’d felt when I’d last touched her had been, in fact, the buzz of an angelic touch or merely my imagination.

      I almost rolled my eyes at myself as I walked along the open hallway with a glass railing that overlooked the lobby. I’d never imagined an angelic mark before, and I hadn’t imagined it on Sara. Being brought back from death by Ella and Dominick must have marked her, as well, although I was afraid to think about what it might mean.

      I paused in front of the blond-wood door leading into my suite, pulling the card key from my pants pocket. Since I’d realized Sara carried an angelic mark, I’d told no one. It was a faint trace, and I was almost sure it was one that celestials couldn’t detect unless by touch. Which was why I hadn’t told anyone about it—not Dominick, not Ella, and certainly not Mastema. Sara would be safer if no one knew. Just like she’d be safer if she stayed far away from me.

      This thought made my stomach clench. I hated knowing that my servitude to Mastema was the reason I couldn’t see her. I couldn’t risk her by exposing her to demons, and unfortunately working for demons meant that I was around the creatures all the time. Not that I could have had any sort of normal relationship with Sara even if I hadn’t agreed to work for Mastema. She might carry a faint angelic trace, but Sara wasn’t like Ella, who’d been granted immortality by Dominick.

      Sara would live a mortal life and die, while I would never die. It made any type of relationship all but impossible, unless I wished to watch her grow old and die while I remained untouched by time.

      Swiping my card in front of the reader, I pushed my way into my suite and tossed the card onto the narrow table in the foyer. Striding into the living room, I shrugged off my jacket and tossed it over the nearest low chair, letting my gaze be pulled to the sliding glass doors that looked out onto the pools. The sight of the ocean beyond the white strip of sand made me release a breath.

      Why did I insist on continuing to torture myself with thoughts of Sara? I’d made my choice and she’d made hers, returning to her home in New York City. I hadn’t heard from her since, which was undoubtably for the best. She probably hadn’t given me a second thought, despite the obvious heat between us. She’d no doubt wanted to forget about the traumatic events of the summer and return to her normal life.

      “Just like I’ve done,” I said, walking from the living room into the bedroom and stopping in my tracks.

      A woman with long, dark hair lay across the king-sized bed. She wore nothing but a white thong that accented her tan skin and her round ass cheeks as she lay on her stomach propped up on her elbows. Her legs were bent behind her so that her feet scissored in the air, and she gave me a wicked smile as she beckoned me forward with the crook of one finger.

      “Who are you?” I asked, my cock twitching to life despite my best intentions.

      “A welcome gift from Mastema,” she said, licking her bottom lip.

      I guessed this was the demon version of a fruit basket, I thought as I cursed my new boss in my head and wondered how I was going to politely send her packing, even as my cock throbbed traitorously.
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      “Hey, watch it, buddy!” I sidestepped a man in a dark coat talking on his phone and almost ran into the dented metal side of a hot dog vending cart.

      The man grunted and flapped a hand in some sort of half-assed acknowledgment but didn’t stop barking into his phone. Typical New Yorker, I thought, edging around the hot dog cart and inhaling the savory steam pouring from it. I wrinkled my nose, even though the smell of hot dogs was better than the scent of fetid water pooling in the gutters from the previous night’s rainstorm.

      “It’s good to be home,” I muttered under my breath, laughing as I weaved through the throngs of people who were barreling forward as quickly as I was. If I’d lost any of my edge over the summer, I’d regained it within days of returning to the city, and now it felt like I’d never jet-setted around Europe with a bunch of celestials.

      Making sure to avoid the puddles and keep to the sidewalk, I continued down Lexington toward Bryant Park, jamming my hands in the pockets of my coat to keep them warm. Usually fall was my favorite time of the year in New York. It was no longer stiflingly hot like it was in the summer, with heat rising off the sidewalk and making the air sticky and the residents agitated. There was enough chill in the air for a coat and cute boots, but not enough for a parka and scarves wrapped around your face to keep your nose from getting frostbitten.

      I tipped my head up to glance at the Chrysler Building rising into the blue sky, the steel edifice a familiar sight and my cue to hang a right. Passing the entrance to Grand Central Station and waving to the wait staff inside the Pershing Square Cafe with its bright green and red neon signs, I pulled out my vibrating phone without slowing my pace.

      “This is Sara,” I said without taking a beat to glance at the screen.

      “Yeah? Well, this is your best friend Ella.”

      I immediately dropped my all-business tone as I let out a happy shriek. “Ella! What the hell? Where have you been?”

      She laughed on the other end. “Where haven’t we been?”

      I sighed, moving over to the side and leaning against a building to let people pass. It had been over two weeks since I’d heard from my best friend, and even though I knew she was busy flying around with her new fiancé as he attended to whatever business a fallen angel/mob boss had along with planning their upcoming wedding, I couldn’t deny that I occasionally felt abandoned.

      “Stop showing off,” I said, laughing myself. “Some of us still have to go to work.”

      “Sorry. How is work?”

      I shrugged even though she couldn’t see me. “Same-old, same-old. Being legal counsel for a publishing company is exactly as exciting as it’s always been.”

      “At least you aren’t working in one of those big stodgy firms filled with crusty, old, white guys.” This was always my argument as to why I hadn’t gone for making partner in a high-powered firm and the big bucks that came along with it, and it was a good one.

      “I know,” I said. “I do like my job, and Teghan’s still in IT, so at least there’s one cool person to hang with.”

      “How is the hottest hacker I’ve ever met?”

      I laughed as I thought about my work friend who had no idea how much of a sexy vibe she gave off despite giving zero shits about how she looked. “She prefers not to be called a hacker, but she’s good. As good as you can be working an IT job.”

      “Tell her I say hi.” Ella had met Teghan at a few after work happy hours over the years, and the two got along well despite Ella having no clue what the tech savvy woman was usually talking about.

      “I will. How is flying around the world in a private jet and living on a luxury yacht going?”

      “It’s not all rainbows and roses.”

      I straightened. “You’re okay, right? That badass angel isn’t being a dick, is he? Because I’m more than happy to catch the next plane to wherever you are and give him a piece of my—“

      “Dominick is great,” Ella cut me off before I could get seriously worked up, “and he treats me like a queen, but he is pretty busy.”

      I lowered my voice, even though I doubted any New Yorker would hear me, or even care. “I guess running an empire of fallen angels and keeping demons in check takes some effort.”

      “It does, and it’s even harder for him to do without…” She stopped herself. “Shit. I’m sorry, Sara.”

      My heart clenched when I realized she was about to say Rami. I’d tried so hard not to think about the fallen angel, but barely a day went by that I didn’t replay our goodbye in my head. Even now, my lips tingled at the flesh memory of the kiss that had made my head spin and my skin buzz.

      “It’s fine. It’s not like we were a thing.” I cleared my throat and started walking again, pressing the phone closer to my ear.

      Ella didn’t reply right away. “I know, but it was clear that there was something between you two.”

      “Don’t get me wrong,” I said with more bravado than I actually felt, “the guy was hot, but that was it. New York is filled with hot guys. Besides, I’m not into long-distance relationships or guys who live in demon lairs.”

      Ella sighed. “You know he didn’t have a choice. At least he didn’t think he did.”

      “If he agreed to work for Mastema to save you then I can’t complain about that, but you know the truth is more complicated.”

      “I know.” My best friend huffed out a breath that was audible over the phone line. She knew I was having a hard time dealing with her new immortality. We didn’t talk about it much, but the fact that she would live forever, and I wouldn’t hung between us like a veil.

      It wasn’t that I wasn’t thrilled for her because I was. It would have been unthinkable for her to be with Dominick if she’d aged and he never did, but her immortality still meant that at some point our lives would diverge as I grew older, and she remained a beautiful thirty-year-old. I tried not to be vain about it, but I’d always been the one of us more obsessed with looks anyway. More than the physical aspect, I hated the fact that our lives had become so different. We’d gone from  living in the city and being inseparable to talking on the phone every week or so. I feared that at some point the phone calls would become less frequent, and we’d eventually lose touch as our lives diverged.

      “I miss you, Sara,” Ella said, as I crossed the street at a jog and entered Bryant Park.

      I slowed down and found a park bench that had an open spot at the end, sitting down and leaning back. I blew out a breath as I scanned the park and the various food stands that would soon be opened for the Winter Village. The park was ringed with glass-walled shops, and the ice-skating rink in the center was being prepped for the impending colder weather. Soon I’d be able to grab fresh crêpes and hot apple cider, and even freshly melted raclette. Ella and I had spent plenty of Sunday afternoons eating our way through the various food stands. As much as I adored Bryant Park, it did serve as further reminder that my best friend was gone.

      “So, come back,” I said. “At least for a visit. We can look for your wedding dress and go to every snooty bridal salon on Madison Avenue.”

      That elected another laugh. “Only if you promise me a trip to Brooklyn, so I can say yes to the dress.”

      We’d binged every episode of Say Yes to the Dress and Say Yes to the Dress Atlanta back when she was convinced her jerk ex-boyfriend was going to propose. “I thought you preferred Monte to Randi.”

      “You want to fly to Atlanta?” she teased. “I’m sure I could have Dom arrange it.”

      I’d accepted her fiancé, and even grown to begrudgingly like the imposing fallen angel, but that didn’t mean I was fully comfortable with his immense wealth and ability to get things done with the snap of his fingers. It all felt a bit to Godfathery to me. “Let’s stick to New York. Besides, Atlanta has shitty bagels, and I used up all my vacation and sick days flying over to save your ass this summer.”

      As soon as the words left my lips, I regretted them. Ella’s kidnapping had been traumatic for her, and me insisting on joining Dominick in hunting her down had ended up being traumatic for me.

      “You know what I mean,” I said quickly. “Besides, I have a date coming up that I can’t ditch.”

      “A date?” Ella’s voice rose a few octaves. “This is the first date you’ve gone on since, I mean, you haven’t gone one a date in a while.”

      “I figured it was time to get back on the horse. Or the guy, and hope he’s hung like a horse.” I laughed at my own joke, even as the old lady at the other end of the bench cut me a scandalized look.

      “I’m really glad you’re getting back out there, Sara.”

      I didn’t like the concern tinging her voice. I was usually the one pushing her to get out and socialize more—not the other way around. I’d always been a frequent dater. I wasn’t a big fan of monogamy or long-term relationships, but I’d been the queen of amazing first dates and relationships that lasted for three to four dates before I got bored or found some fatal flaw in the guy. “It’s no big deal. He’s a guy that Brenda in the office knows.”

      “Brenda? How old is Brenda?”

      I twitched one shoulder. “Who knows? Maybe the guy is her grandson. All I know for sure is that he’s an emergency room doctor.”

      “Your mother will be happy about that.”

      I gave a dark laugh. Not much made my mother as happy as the thought of me settling down with a successful man. “The only thing better would be if he was Chinese.”

      “I don’t know. That much happiness might kill her.”

      I snorted. Ella knew my mother all too well. Even though my father was American—and white—my mother still held out hope for me finding a Chinese husband. A hope I’d never encouraged, despite the numbers of friends’ sons she’d steered my way.

      “Tell me about the date,” Ella said. “What are you wearing?”

      “He’s insisting on dinner, so I guess I’ll wear a dress.”

      “Dinner, huh? I guess you won’t be able to duck out like you could if it was only drinks.”

      I’d thought the exact same thing but had decided that I needed to get back into the practice of eating dinner somewhere other than on my couch. “If I’m going to get back into the dating scene I might as well go all-out, right?”

      “Just don’t wear one of your tight dresses with the slit up to your hoo-ha.”

      “Excuse me?” I instinctively cut my eyes to the person on the other end of the bench, even though I knew she couldn’t hear Ella like I could.

      “You know what I mean. Don’t scare off the poor guy by being sex on a stick.”

      I grinned and pulled my hair from its topknot, shaking it so it fell in a dark cascade down my shoulders. “I promise. I have no intention of moving too fast.”

      I didn’t tell her that not only was this my first date since I’d returned to the city, but I hadn’t gotten laid since then either, which had to be some sort of record. Despite insisting that Rami meant nothing to me, I hadn’t been able to think about another man, much less sleep with one.

      Crossing one leg over the other, I bounced one high-heeled boot as I leaned back. Then my eye caught a tall, dark-haired figure walking across the street, and my heart thundered in my chest as my mouth went dry. Was that Rami?

      Then the man turned, and I realized it wasn’t him, almost laughing out loud that I could think a weak-chinned guy with a receding hairline could have been Rami. Instead, I let out a relieved breath.

      “You okay, Sara?”

      “Totally.” I shifted on the bench. “I thought I saw someone I knew but I was wrong.”

      As far as I knew, Rami was still in Mastema’s lair in Paris—far away from New York and me, which was the best thing for both of us.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER THREE


          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Rami

      

      

      

      I curled my hands around the cool chrome of the balcony railing as I looked out over the swaying palms and lush greenery surrounding the draped cabanas and looming statues rising from the dark water of the pool. The sun had set, and the moon was rising to take its place, the opalescent glow bouncing off the ocean.

      The strains of music drifted in the warm, evening air along with distant laughter spilling from one of the resort’s many open-air restaurants. Even from my balcony two floors above the gardens, the sweet scent of frangipani blossoms wafted to me, a reminder that I was in a tropical paradise and should be having a much better time.

      Which you could have been, I reminded myself, a vision of the stunning, dark-haired beauty who’d been sprawled across my bed flashing into my mind.

      I frowned. As much as I relished the pleasures of the flesh and had spent millennia as a fallen angel savoring the forbidden fruits of more women than I could count, the thought of sex for hire left me cold. I didn’t begrudge anyone their proclivities—as one of the Fallen who ran an empire of clubs catering to dark desires, I’d fostered them—but I preferred the dance of seduction to a sure thing.

      Sending the beautiful Balinese woman away hadn’t been easy, and only after I’d assured her that she wouldn’t be penalized by my rejection—and palmed her a few large bills—had she left my hotel suite. We’d agreed not to share the fact that I’d sent her away. Neither her handler nor Mastema needed to know.

      My jaw tightened as I thought about the lie I would tell when I’d be forced to thank the demon prince for sending me a local prostitute as a welcome amenity.

      “Only a demon,” I said under my breath. My Fallen brethren, and especially Dominick, would have known that I preferred to choose the object of my affection and seduce her. Watching her meek resistance crumble at a glance or gentle caress from me brought a rush of exhilaration that never grew old.

      Still, my heart had barely returned to its steady pace after the shock of the woman’s presence and my body’s involuntary response to her beauty. It was a reminder that I hadn’t touched a woman in months. Not since…

      I let out a dark sound that emanated from deep in my throat. Thinking about Sara and the intoxicating buzz I’d felt from her angelic mark when she’d kissed me goodbye did nothing to make my current job easier, or make the time pass quicker. I might have lived thousands of years, but my year of servitude to the prince of demons was beginning to feel like an eternity.

      I huffed out a breath and straightened. At least my task here was done, and I’d have a few days to enjoy the island before returning to the demon’s lair in Paris. I’d always enjoyed Bali and the people’s connection to each other and their ancient gods. Despite their many modern advances and bustling cities, many Balinese still revered the supernatural and held beliefs in mythical gods and goddesses, especially the goddess of rice and fertility. There had even been a time when some of the Fallen were believed to be ancient devatas, or gods.

      I peered through the dark at the alabaster temple perched on a cliff to one side of the stretch of beach fronting the resort. Illuminated by the moonlight, the gilded top of the ornate, stone structure shone brightly as the structure rose like a tree with elaborate, curling limbs. Next to it sat a tiered thatched structure, only a shadow in the dark.

      The spiritual energy of the temple beckoned to me, and with a quick glance to ensure no guests were walking below, I unfurled my wings and propelled myself up into the sky.  Instantly, my breath evened, and divine power pulsed through me. I flapped my ebony wings once to go even higher, the air cooling off as I arrowed toward the shrine.

      It had been too long since I’d used any of my powers or had any reason to remind myself that I was, in fact, an angel. I’d spent too long moving through the world as a human, disguised well, but suppressing my true nature. Since accepting my year of servitude with Mastema, I’d been traveling on his private jets and staying in luxury hotels, things I’d also done with Dominick, but there had been no other fallen angels with me. No stolen flights into the air. No reasons to use my supernatural powers. I hadn’t even employed my unnaturally powerful tools of seduction. I’d adapted so seamlessly to working for the demons that I’d almost forgotten what it was like to use my angelic powers.

      I swooped around the gold tip of the temple, noticing that one side featured carvings of winged gods with their wings outstretched one on top of the other, and wondered if my own fallen angel brothers hadn’t once inspired them. Allowing the edges of my glossy feathers to brush the precious metal before gliding effortlessly to perch at the base of one of the winged gods, I gripped the stone and breathed in the salty sea air.

      Below me, waves crashed against the cliffs, the sound rhythmic and soothing. Although I did not originate from Bali, nor had I spent as much time on the island as some of the Fallen, the energy of the revered shrine sent tingles across my skin, and my feathers fluttered in the breeze. I closed my eyes and soaked in the centuries of myth and the divinity of the temple where so many had worshipped and paid tribute to the gods.

      A rustling sound followed by the pungent aroma of char made my eyes fly open. Instead of being surrounded by stone wings and elaborately carved creatures meant to scare away evil spirits, a pair of demons perched on either side of me, their inky, pointed wings shiny in the moonlight. Their clothes were dark and dusty, revealing plenty of the tattoos covering their thick arms and squat necks.

      My body tensed before I remembered that, for now, I was one of them, and the prince of demons preferred to communicate through his armies of demons instead of by cell phone or even email. He might live in the modern world, but Mastema certainly was not of the modern world.

      I instinctively looked over at the entrance to the temple complex, where a monstrous face carved from stone was intended to ward off demons, clawed hands reaching out to catch any who might try to enter the tall, stone gates. So much for that.

      “What does Mastema want?” I asked, not bothering with greetings. The minions he sent to convey his messages were not sophisticated or polished, their faces strikingly like the grotesque carvings meant to scare them away. Pleasantries were wasted on them.

      “Your task here is done?” one of the demons asked, his voice gravelly and punctuated by grunts.

      “Technically, but—“

      “The prince wants you on a plane tomorrow morning,” the other demon said, ignoring my response.

      It would be so easy to lift into the air and beat my wings until I was high above the clouds. The demons’ papery, veined wings would never be able to keep up with my majestic feathers. It would be easy to lose them and disappear. Then my mind returned to reality and the cold certainty that Mastema would find me and make the rest of my service to him less than pleasant.

      “Fine.” I drew in a deep breath of the sea air, already missing it. “Did he send any word about my next assignment?”

      A derisive grunt. “Caspiel will tell you everything you need to know once you arrive.”

      Caspiel. The demon who’d been with us in Paris and the one who’d saved Ella and Sara. Also the one who’d clearly appreciated Sara’s beauty too much for comfort. Still, I’d grown to have a grudging respect for the demon who served as Mastema’s right hand.

      “Consider your message delivered.”

      The demons crouched as if preparing to leap into the air, giving me one last scornful look. They clearly disliked interacting with an angel as much as I disliked my encounters with the demon messengers.

      “Wait,” I said before they took flight. “Where am I meeting Caspiel?”

      “Your new assignment is in New York.”

      “New York City?” My heart thumped in my chest. “In the New World?”

      The demons didn’t answer, casting looks at each other that conveyed exactly what they thought of my question before launching themselves into the air and flapping away like a pair of enormous, tattooed bats.

      New York City. Sara’s hometown and the place where I’d first met her. A place I’d been hoping to avoid.
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