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        Ella

      

      

      

      My ears rang as I stared at the white-winged creature who stood across from me. He was flanked by two other males, both with huge, outstretched wings feathered as white as the moon glowing high in the sky. The stone ramparts of the castle towered behind them, and party guests in black tuxedos and matching black wings drifted from within the fortress to enclose them from behind.

      Although the figure in the middle sported massive, feathered wings and was shirtless, his broad chest well-muscled and gleaming in the radiant white light streaming from the sky above, I recognized him as my godfather. At least, he was who I’d thought was my godfather.

      It had been years since I’d seen him, and my memories from childhood were hazy, but he had the same wavy, brown hair and intense green eyes that I remembered from my encounters with him when I was young. And he hadn’t aged a day. My gaze wandered to the impressive wingspan fanning out behind him. Which made sense, if he was actually an angel and not a man.

      I gave my head a small shake as I slid my eyes back to his face, not quite sure of what I’d heard. Had he called me his daughter? No. I must have misheard. My life might have officially spun out of control, and I might be dating a fallen angel who was also a mob boss, but no way was I the daughter of an angel.

      “Gabe?” I repeated. “Is that you?”

      Dominick shifted so that one of his dark wings blocked me, and all the fallen angels who’d rushed from the castle when the angels had swooped down into the open-air courtyard moved closer, the ring around the three brawny, bare-chested angels shrinking. I wasn’t sure if Dominick’s protective stance was to keep me from getting to Gabe or him to me. He didn’t need to worry. I had no intention of running to the angel. Gabe might have been my godfather, but I’d always been a little intimidated by him and a bit scared. He and my mother had argued, after all, and then I’d never seen him again.

      A night breeze passed through, ruffling the blinding white feathers of the intruding angels as well as the inky black feathers of the fallen angels. It carried the scent of the lush flowers decorating the party, making my nose twitch and reminding me that this was intended to be a celebration of repelling the demon attack. The arrival of new winged creatures made the air crackle with tension, the background music gone and the only sounds that of heavy breathing. Even the sentry Fallen who’d been patrolling the skies had swooped down when the angels had appeared, so wings no longer flitted across the orb of the moon.

      “You look well, Ella.” Gabe’s voice was as smooth and deep as I remembered. “It’s been a long time.”

      I almost laughed, but didn’t, nerves sending tingles across my flesh. “Twenty years.”

      He didn’t respond to that. He only stared at me; his expression almost curious. “I can see your mother in you.”

      I swallowed hard, pushing away the thoughts of my parents that always stung with fresh pain. “I don’t understand. You’re…”

      “The archangel Gabriel,” Dominick growled.

      I snapped my head to him as a whispered curse escaped Sara’s lips. “What?”

      Gabe inclined his head at Dominick, his eyes glittering. “Semyaza is correct. I am called Gabriel by our Father, but you may continue to call me Gabe, if you like.”

      I gaped at him. Despite seeing the wings that appeared to sprout from his back, my mind couldn’t wrap itself around the fact that my godfather was an angel. Not only an angel, but an archangel. The archangel Gabriel. A wave of nausea swept through me, and I clutched a hand to my stomach, doubling over.

      Instantly, Sara’s hand was on my back. “You okay, El?”

      I pressed my lips together, too afraid to speak, for fear I’d hurl all over my designer dress and pricey shoes. There was no way this was happening. I might have accepted Dominick being a fallen angel, but now my godfather was an angel too?

      Dominick shifted toward me, although his battle-ready stance didn’t change. “What do you want, Gabriel?”

      “Like I said, I’ve come for my daughter.”

      Dominick scoffed at this, and a dark rumbling passed through the Fallen who’d gathered around the courtyard. “You expect me to believe that Gabriel, the most self-righteous of all God’s emissaries, fathered a child with a human?”

      I straightened and sucked in the cool, night air, my gaze on Gabe. This was his chance to correct himself and admit that he was only my godfather, like I’d always been told.

      The angel’s jaw tightened. “I expect you to know I have no reason to lie.”

      “I believe you would say or do anything to punish me.”

      Gabe shook his head slowly at Dominick. “You still think this is about me punishing you and your followers? Your punishment has nothing to do with me. It never did. It was always what you brought upon yourself by disobedience.”

      Dom flexed his wings and took a step forward. “A punishment you relished imposing. You all did.”

      Gabe glanced at the two angels flanking him. “I assure you that Raphael and Uriel took no more pleasure in it than I did.”

      Now Rami made a derisive noise in the back of his throat, and I noticed for the first time how he stood a bit in front of Sara, his wings shielding her. The Fallen who’d gathered all had their black wings out and their faces set in a combination of both concentration and rage. I almost admired Gabe and his angel friends for not turning tail and flying away amid such obvious malice.

      “But you do remember why you cast us out, don’t you?” Dominick asked, his voice humming with fury.

      Gabe flinched slightly. “It wasn’t only the human women. You also defied God by teaching the humans things they were forbidden to know.”

      Dominick’s scowl deepened. “That is something I don’t miss. How much is forbidden just to provide another test?” He cocked his head at Gabe. “A test you’re now claiming you eventually failed yourself?”

      Gabe’s handsome face spasmed, but he merely clasped his hands in front of himself.

      “So, I am your daughter?” I asked, finding my voice and stepping forward.

      “Yes,” Gabe said, while Dominick simultaneously shook his head.

      “And my parents?”

      Gabe’s expression softened. “Your mother was your mother, and your father served as the Earthly father I never could.”

      Sara moved closer to me, shifting the hand that had been on my back to wrap around my waist for support. It was a good thing too, because my knees were about to buckle.

      “Did my mother know,” I waved a hand at him, “who you were?”

      “Not at first, but I had to tell her when she was carrying you.”

      Even though he was talking about my conception, it felt far removed from me—as if we were discussing a stranger. It was all too far-fetched to truly comprehend.

      “Did she believe you?”

      “Not right away.”

      I could only imagine my mother had felt some of the same disbelief and shock I was experiencing, mixed in with some serious amounts of betrayal. But I also suspected it hadn’t taken much more than a glimpse of his wings to convince her, just like Dominick’s wings had been the thing that had convinced me. It was impossible to fake enormous wings bursting from your back.

      I took a steadying breath. “And my father? Did he know I wasn’t his?” My voice broke on the last word, and Sara held me tighter.

      Gabe shook his head. “No. You were always his. Your mother insisted on it.”

      I released a breath, almost gasping. It was painful enough to think of my mother keeping such a secret from me, but I didn’t think I could have handled deception from both of my parents. Although this meant that my mother had lied to my father for years. Their miracle baby hadn’t been so much of a miracle, as a tangle of lies.

      Dominick cocked his head at Gabe. “You want me to believe that after all this time, you were tempted by a human?”

      Gabe closed his eyes for a beat. “Ella’s mother wasn’t just a human. She was a human with her own angelic mark. I’d saved her when she was a teenager.”

      “But the archangels almost never visit the Earthly realm anymore,” Rami said, his gaze shifting from one archangel to the next, as if he still couldn’t believe they were there.

      Gabe shrugged one shoulder. “Ella’s mother was shot by a serial killer, who was roaming the country murdering beautiful girls with long hair. The evil made me sick, and I hated that we couldn’t interfere with mankind’s free will.” He gestured to the other angels. “We all did. When I saw that a victim hadn’t been killed instantly and had a chance of surviving, I couldn’t stop myself. I saved her.”

      I realized I’d stopped breathing as he spoke, and I finally loosed a breath as memories flooded my mind of my mother’s scar, the round patch of puckered skin on her chest that had fascinated me, and she always kept hidden under high-necked sweaters and buttoned up shirts.

      “After that, I kept an eye on her,” Gabe dropped his gaze.

      “Because of the prophecy,” Dominick said, “because you feared the Fallen finding her. She was a female with an angelic mark after all.”

      Gabe shook his head with surprising intensity. “I’d grown to care about her. I wanted to make sure she had a good life after surviving such horror.”

      “And she was beautiful,” I said, thinking back to my pictures I’d seen of my mother when she was young. Her long, strawberry-blonde hair and blue eyes would have made her look at home in any Ralph Lauren ad.

      “More than beautiful,” Gabe whispered, “she was intriguing and clever and funny. I’d never known humans could be so captivating.”

      “You archangels should get out more,” Rami said, dryly.

      Gabe frowned but ignored the comment. “I tried to give her up so many times, but I couldn’t. She tried to end things with me as well, but we were always pulled back to each other.”

      “You loved her,” I said, the fact hitting me like a brick. The arguments I’d witnessed between Gabe and my mother weren’t because she feared him—she feared losing him. I could now recognize the desperate look of being so lost in love you didn’t think you could breathe without the other person.

      Gabe nodded. “But we could never be together the way we wanted, and your mother felt that me popping in and out of your life was disruptive. That and she hated deceiving your father. So, she asked me to stop visiting. Then she disappeared.”

      “We moved not long after that argument you two had in the park,” I said, “and I never saw you again. Until now.”

      “I honored your mother’s wishes. I didn’t look for you. It was easier for me that way as well.”

      Anger flared inside me. My parents had been dead for years, and I’d been on my own, with no family aside from Sara. I folded my arms across my chest. “I’ll bet it was. So why show up now, Dad?”

      Dominick and Rami both swiveled their heads to me, and Gabe’s eyebrow lifted.

      “I’m here now to save you, Gabriella,” he said in measured tones nothing like my own snarky words. “You’re a Demi-angel. You cannot be the mate of one of the Fallen.”

      I stepped closer to Dominick and slid my hand in his. “Well, too bad. I love Dominick, and there’s nothing you can do to change that.”

      Gabe’s kind expression vanished, replaced by one of wrath. “That’s where you’re wrong, daughter.”
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        Dominick

      

      

      

      Ella squeezed my hand and warmth surged up my arm. Hearing her declare her love for me in front of Gabriel and all the Fallen made my chest swell with affection—and flare with anger that the archangels dare descend from the heavens and issue orders.

      “You have no power here, Gabriel.” I grasped Ella’s hand as if it was a lifeline. “And you have no right to tell Ella what to do. It sounds like you gave up those rights long ago.”

      Gabriel narrowed his eyes. “You believe you have dominion over her? You don’t know her any better than you know any of the females you bed.”

      A demonic growl rumbled in my throat. I hated that there was truth in his accusation. Before Ella, I hadn’t known any of the women I fucked. But all that had changed when I’d met Ella. “That may have been true before, but not now.”

      Gabriel choked back a laugh. “The Fallen have been wallowing in carnal pleasures for thousands of years. Would you really have me believe you’ve changed?”

      I tilted my head, giving him a malicious smile. “Don’t tell me you’ve been spying on the Fallen. What? The celestial plane boring you?” I lowered my voice. “Jealous that I’ve found the kind of love that you gave up so easily?”

      The archangel fisted his hands by his side, and Raphael placed a hand on one of his arms.

      “I sacrificed for my love,” Gabriel bit out, “which is what you should do, Semyaza. My child is too pure for the likes of a cursed fallen angel. You will never be good enough for her. Let her go, and let her take her rightful place by my side.”

      Now it was my turn to stifle a laugh. “You wish to take her back with you?”

      “It’s the safest place for her,” Raphael said, drawing my eyes to him fully for the first time.  Like Gabriel, he looked much as I remembered him, brown hair shot through with gold, which fell straight around his shoulders.

      “Wait a second,” Ella said. “You want to take me up to heaven?”

      “Now that your celestial nature is known, you will always be a target for demons,” Gabriel’s eyes locked on me, “as well as others who might wish to use your divinity for their own purposes.”

      Ella’s hand trembled in mine, but she didn’t let go. “Dominick has fought off the demons so far. I know he’ll keep me safe.”

      Gabriel blew out an exasperated breath. “You call being kidnapped and almost killed by a succubus being kept safe?”

      “Whose fault was it that Mastema came here with his demons and broke Lilith from our dungeon?” Dominick snapped.

      “Mastema wasn’t always the prince of demons,” Gabriel reminded me. “He was once an angel—like you.”

      “So that justified sending him here?”

      Gabriel ignored this last question, turning his gaze on Ella. “I took a great risk coming here, but I can’t allow you to throw your life away with the leader of the fallen angels. Semyaza’s fate is set. He’s been banished from eternal glory and will roam eternally on the mortal plane—until the final reckoning. When you grow old and die, he will remain just as he is—tortured, twisted, and filled with lust.”

      Ella twitched. “So, I’m supposed to give him up and fly up to heaven? No, thank you.” She leaned into me. “I’d rather have one human lifetime with Dominick than an eternity without him.”

      “Semyaza,” Uriel said, his voice even, “think of what you’re doing. Think of how this will end for both of you.”

      I shifted my gaze to him. Uriel, despite his fiery sword, had always been more even-keeled than Gabriel and easier to reason with. His ebony skin contrasted with his white wings, and his dark eyes flashed compassion as he gave me a tentative smile that belied the pain of which he spoke.

      As an immortal cursed to live among humans for millennia, I was sharply aware of the ending that awaited me and Ella. I would remain young and virile as the years marched on and she aged. Her beauty would fade, and her body would become brittle, and although my love would not falter, it would be excruciating to watch her fade away. This was one of the reasons the Fallen did not take wives anymore—or even tarry too long with any one woman. There could be no normal future for us, no happily ever after. Only death and decay for our human lovers as we lived on eternally.

      Jerking my gaze away from Uriel, I glared at Gabriel. “Do you think I don’t understand all of this?”

      Gabriel shrugged. “Maybe you were so bewitched by her angelic trace and the possibility of redemption that it slipped your mind.”

      “This is not about the prophecy for me,” I said, the truth of this hitting me hard. “Not anymore.”

      Gabriel’s eyes darkened as he stared at me. “I find that hard to believe, although I’m sorry to be the one to tell you that there is no prophecy. There never has been.”

      A restless murmur passed through the fallen angels surrounding the white-winged ones.

      “Just as I suspected,” Rami muttered, “another way for them to torture us.”

      Uriel’s gaze slid to Rami, then Gabriel, and he pressed his lips together until they were a thin line.

      “If the prophecy is false,” I asked, my eyes never leaving Gabriel, “why keep such a close watch on Ella’s mother? You knew relationships between angels and humans were forbidden, yet you risked everything to stay close to her.”

      Anger flashed across Gabriel’s face, contorting his angelic features and giving him the momentary visage of a demon.

      “I think the prophecy is true, and that’s why you kept a watch on Ella’s mother, and that’s why you’re here now. You need to take Ella from me so it can never come to pass, because there is nothing the archangels despise more than the idea of the fallen Watchers being restored.”

      “Semyaza,” Uriel said, holding up his palms.

      I pinned first Uriel then Raphael with my gaze. “Did you two know about his demi-angel child? Normally, I would say yes, because the archangels know everything about each other, but if you knew then that would make you complicit.”

      Raphael flinched as if he’d been struck. “Complicit?”

      “What makes Gabriel any different from one of the Fallen? We all took human mates and fathered demi-angel children. The only difference is that Gabriel has been successful in hiding his sin, which makes me doubt his intentions toward his secret daughter.”

      Gabriel lunged for me, but Uriel caught him by the arm. Rami shifted next to me as low growls rippled through the ring of fallen angels. All it would take was one blow to provoke an all-out battle, and my fingers tingled in anticipation of it.

      “I am nothing like you.” Gabriel’s voice shook with rage. “You are dark, gnarled souls, branded as traitors for all eternity. Redemption shall never be yours, no matter what you try. I’ll make sure of it.”

      “If you ask me, you sound like the cursed creature you accuse Dominick of being,” Ella said, lifting her chin. “And I’m not going anywhere with you, no matter who you claim to be. You might be my biological father, but you’re nothing to me, now. You were never there when I needed a father, so I’m going to pass on being rescued by you. I’ll take my chances with Dominick and the Fallen any day.”

      I wanted to sweep Ella into my arms after her defiant speech, but I managed to keep my cool and my gaze fixed on Gabriel. “You heard the lady. My lady.”

      Gabriel shook off Uriel’s grasp. “She doesn’t know what she wants.” He drew the sword on Uriel’s belt before the angel knew what had happened and brandished the flaming blade. “She’s coming with us, unless you all would rather perish.”

      Everyone shrank back, no doubt recognizing, as I did, the flaming sword that could end immortality and bring about true death for a celestial.

      Raphael spun on Gabriel. “You can’t do this, brother. Humans have free will, and we cannot violate that.”

      “She isn’t human.” Gabriel was panting now as he swung the blade wide, the blue flames sizzling through the air. “She’s a demi-angel, and she cannot stay with him.”

      Uriel stepped in front of Gabriel and threw back his shoulders. “That is not for you to decide and certainly not with my sword.”

      The angel Gabriel glowered at the dark angel for a moment before handing him his sword and spinning on his heel away from us. He looked over his shoulder at Ella. “This is truly your decision?”

      She gripped my hand more firmly. “It is.”

      He clenched his jaw and gave a curt nod. “So be it.”

      The cold finality of his words sent a chill through me, reminding me too much of his voice when he’d cast us down from heaven. The words might be different, but the feeling behind them was the same. He was casting her out as he’d banished us.

      Then, as quickly as they’d descended, Gabriel, Raphael, and Uriel ascended into the sky, disappearing into the inky blackness with only a sudden rustle of feathers to indicate their departure.

      Ella sagged against me. “He’s gone.”

      “Are you okay?” I asked, turning to her and pulling her into me.

      She bobbed her head up and down against my chest, but her body trembled, and her teeth rattled. “He was so angry.”

      I stroked her hair as I attempted to control my own rage that bubbled hot inside me. It had been a daring gambit to try to take Ella away from me in the middle a party at our fortress that was filled with fallen angels. The only reason he would have taken such a chance was desperation, and I’d never seen any of the archangels act from desperation. I had a hard time believing it was father-daughter time he was so eager for. So, what was Gabriel truly after and why now?
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        Ella

      

      

      

      “I would say these Fallen really know how to throw a party, but I feel like we didn’t see much of it,” Sara said when we’d returned to my room. “Of course, it’s not every birthday party that gets crashed by actual archangels.” She flopped down on my bed. “I can’t believe your father is the angel Gabriel.”

      “Me neither,” I muttered, sitting on the tufted bench at the end of the bed and slipping my feet from my high-heeled sandals. I hadn’t been thrilled that Dom had suggested Sara and I go back to our rooms early, but I was grateful to lose the uncomfortable shoes. Gadriel might be skilled at picking dresses, but the shoes he’d selected to go with my dress were murder to wear.

      Sara kicked off her own shoes and sighed as she rubbed her feet across the rug. “I thought it was crazy that you’d hooked up with a fallen angel and that all his gorgeous friends were fallen angels, but this is next level.” She looked at me. “Who knew that a real-life demi-angel would need to use my Hulu password?”

      I shot her a look but laughed anyway. “Very funny. I’m the same old Ella I’ve always been.”

      “I know. That’s what’s so weird. Aside from you blasting that demon with your hands, you don’t seem any different to me.”

      “I think the only ones who can sense this angel thing are either demons or angels themselves.”

      Sara nodded. “That makes sense,” her face fell, “but that also means I’m not part angel. Well, that’s a kick in the nuts.”

      “You really thought there was a chance you were an angel?” I lifted an eyebrow at her, my tone making it clear how outrageous I found the concept.

      “Hey! I can be angelic if I want to.” She tilted her head as she considered this. “Okay, maybe you’re right. Angels probably don’t drop as many F-bombs as I do.”

      I grinned at my best friend, grateful for her ability to make light of everything. “You can be an honorary angel.”

      “Only if I can be a fallen one. Those archangels had major sticks up their asses. Wait, do angels have fully functional asses like we do?”

      I shook my head at her, laughing and trying to keep from thinking about angel asses. “I don’t know about archangels, but fallen angels definitely do.”

      She arched an eyebrow at me. “Good to know. Yep. Sign me up to be an honorary fallen angel.”

      I walked around and flopped onto the bed next to Sara. My mind was a jumble as I tried to take in everything Gabriel had said. I knew there was a chance that everything he’d said was lies. After all, both my parents were dead, so there was no one to refute his claims.

      But why make up something like that? If what Dominick had said was true, and Gabriel defied his orders when he fell in love with my mother and fathered me, then he’d want to keep it quiet, not announce it in front of a party filled with fallen angels. No, it must be true.

      Aside from it being a crazy thing to lie about, everything Gabe said matched up to my memories. I never remembered seeing Gabe when my father was around. When he visited, it was only with my mother and me. And the more that I thought about it, I remembered my mother always dressing up for those meetings—brushing her hair for longer or putting on new lipstick—and dressing me up in my best dresses.

      My stomach churned as I recalled the way she would look at him with a mixture of adoration and fear. But it hadn’t been fear of him. Now that I was older, I could recognize that look. It was the look of someone who was falling so far, she feared might never find herself again.

      “Now I know why we moved when I was five,” I said, my eyes fixed on the stone ceiling.

      “Do you remember much?” Sara asked, her tone almost gentle.

      I shook my head. “Only that I was supposed to go by Ella instead of Gabriella, and the name sounded foreign every time my kindergarten teacher called on me.”

      “It’s funny to think you were once called Gabriella. I’ve only known you as Ella, so to me, you’re an Ella, and could never by a Gabby.”

      I wrinkled my nose. After so many years, I had become an Ella, and it was the old me that seemed foreign. “Never a Gabby.”

      After a few seconds of Sara and I both staring up at the ceiling, she asked, “You never suspected your dad wasn’t your biological father?”

      I opened my mouth to answer then stopped. I was going to say that of course I hadn’t, but then I thought about it. My dad had been tall and burly, with dark hair and brown eyes. I’d always assumed that I took after my mother with my lighter coloring and blue eyes, but since my hair was more auburn than strawberry blonde, it had made some sort of sense. “Not on any conscious level. Maybe if I’d kept seeing Gabe, I would have.”

      “And your dad?”

      A pang of sadness stabbed at me as I thought about my dad—always quick with a laugh and a bear hug. He’d called me his princess, and he’d treated me like one. He’d treated my mother the same way. If my father had suspected anything, he’d never let on. Or maybe he never allowed himself to wonder how he and my mother suddenly conceived after they’d been told they couldn’t.

      I wracked my brain to search for memories of my parents fighting or mentioning my godfather, but there was nothing. And after we’d moved, my mother had never even mentioned Gabe around me. The few times I’d asked, she’d hushed me and told me that was a secret we never talked about, so I didn’t.

      “I honestly don’t think he knew.” I blew out a breath. I hoped he hadn’t known.

      “You doing okay with all of this?” Sara’s usual snark had been replaced with genuine concern, which made it hard for me to blink back tears.

      “Considering I just learned that everything I thought I knew about myself was a lie, I’m okay.”

      Sara rolled over toward me. “I know this is heavy stuff, but none of this changes who you are deep down or the fact that your parents loved you. It also doesn’t change who your dad was. Just because this badass angel who couldn’t seem to locate a shirt says he’s your father doesn’t change who raised you. Your dad was the one who taught you to ride a bike and drive and moved a ridiculous amount of stuffed animals into college for you. This archangel dude was nowhere when you were dealing with your parents’ death or juggling debt, so as far as I’m concerned, he can go blow himself.”

      I glanced at her, grateful for her fierce loyalty. “That may be the first time anyone ever said the angel Gabriel can go blow himself.”

      Sara rolled back onto her back. “I’m not so sure about that. He seems like a bit of a tool.”

      “I think that’s one thing you and Dominick agree on.”

      She gave me a side-eye glance.

      I pantomimed locking my mouth. “But my lips are sealed.”

      “I’ll give the guy credit for being right about Gabriel. You shouldn’t trust the archangel, and you shouldn’t believe anything he says or let him mess with your head.”

      “My mind knows all that, but it still feels like I just had my life upended.” I huffed out a breath. “I can’t believe my mother lied to me and my dad for all those years. Even when I was grown up, she never told me. Was she ever planning to tell me, or was she waiting until I did a 23 and Me test and didn’t have any paternal matches?”

      “What have I always said about those tests?” Sara mumbled more to herself than to me. “Disasters waiting to happen.”

      I cut my eyes to her.

      “Sorry.” She gave her head a shake. “I don’t know what your mom was thinking—probably not that DNA tests would become popular Christmas presents—but I do know that she loved you. I’m sure she thought she was protecting you. Maybe she was afraid that your real father would want to take you from her like he said he wanted to do now. She must have thought she was doing the best thing for you by giving you a normal life and a great dad.”

      “Yeah, I guess.”

      Sara put a hand on my arm. “If she was in love with Gabriel as much as it sounds like he was in love with her, she actually sacrificed a lot for you. Maybe you should focus on that, instead of the massive lying part.”

      I hadn’t thought of it that way. A lump formed in my throat as I thought about how I would feel if I had to give up Dominick. And I hadn’t even known him for as long as my mother knew Gabriel. I would be devastated and heartbroken. “She never saw him again because of me.”

      “Don’t go blaming yourself. Your mom wanted you to have the best life possible.”

      I nodded my throat too thick for me to speak.

      “Which means that’s what you’re going to do.” Sara sat up, her voice regaining its sharpness.

      “What am I going to do?”

      She pulled me up by the arm so we both sat on the edge of the bed with our feet hanging over. “Live your best life, of course. Which means staying with your hot, fallen angel boyfriend and not being dragged off by your archangel father.”

      I grinned at her. “I have a feeling Dominick would burst through the gates of heaven to get me out.”

      “I think you’re right about that, so let’s not give tall, dark, and moody an excuse to bring about the end of days.”

      Sara might have been joking, but a shiver slid down my spine. The angels wouldn’t go to war over me, would they?
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      “He’s lying.” I strode back and forth in front of the massive, wooden table that dominated our war room. Rami’s arms were braced on the top of a high-backed chair, and Gadriel stood with his legs wide and his arms folded tightly across his chest.

      After the archangels had departed, the party had splintered. The guests talked furtively about what the encounter had meant and no longer celebrated our defeat of the demons. It hadn’t taken long for the crowd to disperse. The Fallen had retired to rooms and taken their guests with them, and I’d made sure Ella and Sara were safely tucked away—their rooms guarded by both sentries at the doors and fallen angels flying in the skies outside their windows.

      Although I hadn’t wanted to remain at the wrecked celebration, I hadn’t been ready to sleep. I was too wired from the encounter with Gabriel, my pulse racing, and my skin prickling with furious heat. Adjourning to our subterranean war room with some of my most trusted Fallen had seemed the best course of action—and the best way to keep me from lashing out at anything or anyone in my path.

      I took a gulp of my single-malt whiskey, wishing my throat had not been dulled by its effects already. I longed for the sharp burn of the first sip and the fire as it hit my stomach.

      “What is the lie, Dom?” Rami asked without looking at me.

      I waved a hand in the air. “All of it. The archangels cannot be trusted.”

      “I’m with you on that.” Gadriel shifted his stance, his biceps bulging against the fabric of his tuxedo. “Gabriel can’t be trusted.”

      “None of them can,” I said. “Not even Uriel, who pretends to be the peacemaker. Does he think we don’t remember that he was called the fire of God?”

      Rami dropped his arms from the chair. “It wasn’t Uriel who drew his sword.”

      I dismissed this with a curt shake of my head. “But he was by Gabriel’s side when they descended from heaven to take Ella from me. He and Raph are just as complicit.”

      “They did stop him,” Rami said. “He didn’t take Ella.”

      “For now,” I growled, anger stoking deep within my core. “When has Gabriel ever conceded defeat?”

      Gad made a rumbling noise that told me he agreed. “It would be foolish to assume that he will give up or that this is about fatherly affection.”

      I met Gadriel’s dark eyes. “Agreed. None of this has to do with his love for Ella.” Even the idea of Gabriel having affection for Ella made the words taste like ash on my tongue. “If he truly cared for her, he would have helped her earlier. He’s had years to be her father—years after her own parents died—but he chooses now?” I shook my head. “No, this has nothing to do with her and everything to do with us.”

      “It is odd that he didn’t keep a closer watch on her,” Rami said, “especially if the archangels feared an angelic human meeting one of the Fallen.”

      “You mean the prophecy Gabriel clearly fears but denies?” I asked.

      Gad snorted out a dark laugh. “And she’s not just an angelic human. She’s a demi-angel. Which means Dom was right. Gabriel is no better than the Fallen.”

      I took long steps to the enormous table where leather bound books were stacked on the corners of yellowed maps and ancient parchment. “He claims the prophecy is a myth, but why come down now and reveal the truth about Ella, unless he fears something greater than his sin being revealed?”

      “You think the restoration of the Fallen is of greater import than a secret of this magnitude?” Rami asked.

      I thought about this for a beat, but Gad beat me to a response.

      “For the archangel Gabriel, yes.” He unfolded his arms and joined me at the table. “He was one of the ones tasked with banishing us and enforcing our punishment. If he fails at that, then the Watchers regain our rightful place.”

      “And that would be next to him,” I murmured, thinking of just how much Gabriel would despise that. After he’d spent millennia ensuring that we were punished on the mortal plane, he wouldn’t bear our presence in the celestial realm.

      “So, he would rather reveal his own sin—a sin of the likes that got us cast out—than allow Ella to fulfill the prophecy?” Rami shook his head. “How the mighty archangel has fallen.”

      “Apparently not as far as we have,” I said, giving him a rueful grin, “at least, not yet.”

      “But he failed.” Rami joined us at the table. “Ella refused to go with him. She chose you. And if he was worried enough to come down from the heavens, that must mean the prophecy is close to being fulfilled.”

      I leaned my hands on the table, eying the curled edges of a battered document written in Aramaic and breathing in the scent of dust and weathered parchment. “I was telling the truth when I said I don’t care about the prophecy. I’m not with Ella because I think she can restore us. That means nothing to me now.”
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