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“Out of suffering have emerged the strongest souls;

the most massive characters are seared with scars.”

-Kahlil Gibran, The Broken Wings

Achaia sat at the base of a waterfall on an enormous boulder. She crossed her legs beneath her, and held her eyes closed, her eyelashes resting gently on her cheeks. She took deep, slow, measured breaths, listening to the cascading water, letting it fill her mind with white noise. A gentle breeze rustled the lush green vegetation carrying on it the salt from the sea and the scent of damp earth. It surrounded her, brushing her ear like a whisper. Achaia. 

Achaia’s eyes startled open, though she knew there was no one near her calling her name. The first few times this had happened, Achaia had asked Jude if it had been him or if he’d seen anyone near their camp site, but she’d long since stopped looking. She had hoped meditation would help, but it only seemed to make it more common. The more relaxed her mind, the more she heard the voice- when she slept, when she meditated, as she zoned out into daydreams. 

After three months of trying everything that occurred to her, she’d finally come to accept that whenever the voice wanted to inform her who they were or what they wanted, they would. Either that, or she was being driven mad by her guilt, which she thought was possible, given the extent of it, but improbable. She decided this was another one of those spiritual things she just didn’t yet understand. She’d tried talking back to it a few times, thinking it might be God, but it didn’t feel like God. She’d questioned if it could be demons, but she didn’t think so. 

Achaia stood up on the rock, taking off her white tank top, and shimmying out of her cut off jean shorts which had become her basic go to daily wear. Beneath them, she wore an olive-green swimsuit. She dove from the rock into the swimming hole at the base of the waterfall, relishing the cool water on her sun warmed skin, the rush of it through her hair. She had bathed here every day since Jude had brought her to the island. It felt sacred, like a spiritual cleansing as well as a physical one. She figured she couldn’t get enough spiritual cleansing to wash away the stain of Amelia’s blood, or her father’s. 

Achaia had spent the first few weeks on the island almost catatonic. She barely ate, hardly slept, and rarely spoke. But that time had been crucial for her mind. She didn’t have energy for anything other than processing. And process she did. Gradually she returned to life, but she bore the scars inside, and out. Her fingers ran across her bare stomach, feeling the raised skin of the wound Luc had dealt her, the one that had taken Amelia’s life, and bought her friends’ freedom. Achaia often wondered if Amelia had known what she was doing. If she had been willing to sacrifice herself, or if Achaia had forced her hand. Amelia’s gift had been her curse. Luc had told Achaia that she had made good use of her resources- that thought made her sick. She shook the thought from her head and plunged back beneath the water. 

When she surfaced, she saw a figure on the bank that hadn’t been standing there before. Achaia turned to face the man, recovering quickly from her shock. Luc stood, his feet in the water, smiling at her. Achaia treaded water, trying to steady her breathing. “What are you doing here?” she asked. 

“I would have thought that was obvious,” Luc smirked giving her a once over. 

Achaia swam back to the opposite side of the waterfall where her clothes sat on the rock, and climbed out of the pool, putting her shorts and tank top back on. 

“No need to get dressed on my account,” Luc laughed. 

“How are you out of Hell?” Achaia asked. 

“I have my ways of making temporary visits to the mortal world, though they can’t last long.” He shrugged. 

“Is this the first time you’ve watched me?” Achaia asked, feeling nauseous. 

“No,” Luc said simply. 

“You’re disgusting,” Achaia seethed. 

“I haven’t been ready to talk,” Luc said, sounding serious. 

“That’s a first.” 

“Touché,” Luc shrugged. “Will you come over here and have a proper conversation with me?” 

“Not likely,” Achaia scoffed. 

Luc nodded as if he’d expected as much. “I see I’ve left my mark on you.” She felt like his voice was crawling over her skin, the way he said it as he gestured to her stomach with his eyes. “You’ve left one on me as well.” 

Achaia tried to focus on the place where her feet stood on the stone, the warmth it held from the sun- she breathed slowly and deeply but said nothing. 

“I still want you,” Luc said, his eyes lingering over her with a weight Achaia could feel in her stomach. 

“Sucks to be you. I’m not an option.” Achaia cocked her leg and crossed her arms in a stance that told Luc he could shove it. 

“I am giving you this one last chance to come with me willingly.” Luc’s eyes were intense. Somewhere between pleading and threatening, they bore into hers. 

“Or what?” Achaia spat back. 

Luc disappeared for a fraction of a second and appeared on the rock just in front of her. Achaia startled, though only slightly, taking a step back. 

“I will shake the foundations of the Earth to rattle you free of it,” Luc said as if it were a romantic sentiment. He reached for her, taking her arms gently in his frigid hands. Achaia stiffened at the touch. “Come with me,” he begged. 

Achaia stared into the depth of his eyes, feeling his charismatic pull. But she knew who he really was, and that trick no longer worked on her. “Has it been you?” she asked. 

Luc rubbed his hands up and down her arms. She fought to appear unfazed. “Has what been me?” Luc asked. 

“Calling to me, have you been calling for me?” Achaia asked, wondering if perhaps the voice she’d been hearing had been Luc all along. 

Luc leaned closer to her. He was uncomfortably close to her face. “What are you talking about?” 

“Nothing,” Achaia said turning away. “It obviously wasn’t you.” 

Luc grabbed at her arm and closed the gap between them, standing against her back. He was using all of his powers of manipulation, every ounce of charm and gentleness, and though his touch should have repulsed her, the thought that it felt nice kept banging on the doors to her brain. “Come with me,” Luc whispered in her ear. “I can give you eternity.” 

Achaia breathed out, staring straight ahead, focusing on the trees, the sun-drenched Earth. “Only in Hell,” she said coolly. 

“We can make the most of it, rule it.” Luc’s hands wrapped around her waist, grabbing at her stomach, across the wound he’d given her. The wound that had killed Amelia. 

“No!” Achaia turned around, and jumped away from him, out of arms’ reach. 

“You want me. I know you do.” 

“Only Lucifer could believe his own lies,” Achaia said sadly, pitying him, not for the first time. He desperately wanted to be desired, but he never would be, at least not by her. 

“You owe me,” his voice turned cold. 

“How so?” Achaia asked. 

“You robbed me of your father. I wouldn’t have been alone. But now he’s...” Luc’s voice cracked. 

“So,” Achaia said, curiosity getting the better of her, “he- he isn’t with you?” 

Luc looked up at her, his eyes filled with sadness and something else, something darker, “No. He’s just- gone.” 

Achaia felt the words like a blow to her lungs. She wasn’t sure what happened to Nephilim when they died, but her father had also already sold the angelic portion of his soul to Lucifer. She thought he would die like a human, and go to either Heaven, or more probably Hell. Achaia knew this was a ploy to guilt trip her into believing that she deserved to be in Hell with Luc, but she couldn’t buy in. She’d been reading the human scriptures, and they made God look fiercely jealous, but full of love and mercy. She prayed that her father had somehow made it to Heaven and that’s why Luc thought he was gone. 

“Luc, listen to me,” Achaia took a step facing him. “I don’t know what the truth is. But I know enough to know that I will never choose you.” 

Luc’s form was starting to fade, and as he reached out for her, his hands passed right through. He looked livid that he could no longer touch her. “I meant it, you know.” 

Achaia shook her head, not following his train of thought. 

“I will shake the Earth to free you from it.” Luc closed the small space between them, leaning down to stare her in the eye. “A time is coming Love, when my bonds will be cut, and I will have free reign on the Earth. I will come first, for you. Together we will burn the Earth to ashes. And out of them we will begin a new Eden.” 

Achaia shook her head, trying to comprehend, but before she could respond, he disappeared. 

Achaia cringed, unable to believe that she’d allowed him to be so close to her. His gift for manipulation was disturbing. Even when you knew it was happening, it was hard to resist, and she was out of practice. She still felt her mind battling thoughts of his lingering touch and questioning whether or not she had liked it. What it would be like to give into it. She cringed with a full body spasm feeling like spiders were crawling all over her. “Guh!!!” She groaned, trying to shake free of the disturbing thoughts. “Gross, gross, gross!” She jumped and leapt away from the place where they had stood. She looked at her beautiful, once serene waterfall, her oasis. Her face scrunched angrily as she thought about how Luc had said today wasn’t the first time he’d watched her. “Perve.” 

***
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Olivier was walking as slow as he reasonably could, but Yellaina was struggling to keep up. “Olly! Wait!” 

Olivier sighed. “I’m sorry.”

“I know you probably feel like you’re crawling, but I feel like I’m running a marathon.” Yellaina was breathing heavily trying to catch her breath. 

Achaia was in better shape than Yellaina, and she never complained during any of their walks to the comic book store. He missed his best friend. This wasn’t usually a trip he would have taken with his girlfriend. But Yellaina said he didn’t need to go alone. Olivier stopped where they stood on the sidewalk. His new purchases swung in the bag in his hand. He wasn’t really ready to go back to the safe house just yet, so he wasn’t even sure why he was in such a hurry. It was more like he just felt desperate for some kind of forward momentum, eager to put as much distance between them and the events of May, when he’d watched his sister, Amelia, die. 

Moscow was almost tolerable in the summer. Olivier still wasn’t a fan of Moscow, too many horrible memories- but on this beautiful August day he tried to make himself stop and be grateful that he was alive, when Amelia and Shael were not. He was there with his beautiful girlfriend, on the verge of proposing, while his idol, Noland’s girlfriend had run off with Lucifer’s son- He was lucky, right? 

As if knowing what he was thinking Yellaina smiled at him sadly. “What would you and Achaia have done next?”

“Is there anywhere in Russia we could get a decent grilled cheese sandwich and soup?” Olivier’s phone rang and he answered it, still looking at Yellaina’s sad smile. “Sup?” 

“Is that really how you answer the phone?” Dina’s voice came from the other end. Olivier had partnered with Dina to go undercover in the council to try to uncover evidence that their leader Joash was corrupt. She was pretty cool, for an ancient Greek anyway. 

“I’m trying new things,” Olivier joked, though his voice fell flat. 

“Keep trying,” Dina said, and he could tell she was smiling. “Is Yellaina with you?” 

“Yup.” Olivier held out the phone so that Yellaina could hear as well, without putting the phone on speaker. 

“I hope you know I’m not trying to rush you, but are you guys ready to come back to work?” Dina asked, and Olivier could tell she was eager to get back to it. She had been giving them time to mourn for Amelia, and truth be told Olivier kind of wished she hadn’t. He preferred to keep busy, to feel like he was doing something about it. Emile told him he was still in the anger stage of grief, and nowhere near ready to be trusted in the field, but Olivier was over sitting around. 

A glance at Yellaina was enough for Olivier to tell she agreed with his brother. Olivier should say no and hang up the phone. Yellaina smiled diplomatically, even though they weren’t on video chat, and said, “There’s just one thing I want to do first. Give us a few more weeks?” 

Dina sighed. This was obviously not the answer she wanted. “I’m assuming I don’t need to remind you that time is nonexistent...”

“I thought it was relative?” Olivier said cocking his head in mock befuddlement. 

Dina ignored him and went on, “... and that the fate of the world literally hangs in the balance.” 

“Hangs on what?” Olivier said, still unwilling to be serious. There had been too many conversations over the last few weeks. Enough low tones, and downward glances... 

“What do you mean hangs on what?” Dina asked annoyed. 

“You said ‘literally’, so what’s it hanging on? Surely not rope...”

“Call me when you’re ready to come back to work.” Dina hung up the phone. 

Yellaina smiled and shook her head at him, amused. “Sometimes you remind me of what’s-his-name?” She thought for a moment, wearing her cute thinking face. “Tony Stark! He is the snarky one, right?” 

Olivier smiled and pulled her to his side, wrapping an arm around her. “That is the greatest compliment you’ve ever given me.” 

“Really?”

“Yes.” 

“But isn’t Tony Stark known for being immature, and a bit of an irresponsible playboy who is super reckless—”

“Okay, it was the greatest compliment you’d ever given me. I guess I should have asked in what way I remind you of him. May I remind you the man is also a rich genius?”

“Well you’re obviously neither of those things.” Yellaina laughed playfully. 

They were coming up on a bridge, and Olivier pulled over to the side, to look out at the city, with all of its colors and shapes. Moscow was beautiful. 

“What was that one thing you wanted to do before we go back to work?” The sun was at that point just before setting where it turns the world to gold. Yellaina’s deep brown eyes caught the light and turned to honey. 

She glowed as she answered, “Well you lived. You came back to me. So, if I remember correctly, you owe me a wedding.” 

***
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Travel wasn’t as easy without the blessing of the Nephilim council, especially not between countries during a world war. After going through and clearing out Achaia and Shael’s apartment, Noland had hopped on board a cargo ship. It had taken him from New York to the French side of the English Channel. There he had taken the train to get back to Moscow. The world was changed. No one trusted anyone. Everyone was living their lives on bated breath, waiting for the next bomb to drop, or to be invaded.

Noland went straight to Bale’s office to give his report. He shoved the door open without knocking since it was already cracked and let down the old Army duffle of Shael’s that he had taken. 

“And?” Bale asked without preamble. 

“The apartment has been wiped. No trace of them remains, save for what I myself carry.” 

Bale nodded. “Good,” he looked over his desk and with a sigh of relief repeated the sentiment, “good.”

“Have you been? Is she-”

“Amelia is getting settled. She is beyond well.” Bale smiled. 

Noland knew it must be a struggle for Bale to contain his enthusiasm in front of Emile, but in Noland’s presence there was no need. Noland was happy that Amelia was happy, and that she still existed at all, let alone in Heaven. It was the best he could have hoped for, under the circumstances. As far as he knew, his parents had just ceased to exist when they perished. The working theory was that what became of the original generation when they died was still a mystery, but perhaps those born on Earth were being shown more grace, not bearing the full punishment for the sins of their fathers. Amelia had given them that hope, at least, as the youngest Nephilim to be slain. Noland wondered about all the missing guardians, and if any of them would be found in heaven. They hadn’t gotten around to making an actual list, at least that he was aware of. He didn’t want anyone to die, but more confirmation would at least give some peace of mind, with the end feeling so close. 

“Will you stay?” Noland asked, curiously. If he were in Bale’s shoes, and he had the power to go to Achaia that moment, nothing could prevent him. 

“The time has not yet come. There is still work to be done, here.” Bale’s smile faded. “Not that I would aid Lucifer, but I am ready to have this over.” 

Noland felt his agreement but wasn’t so ardent as to verbalize his concurrence.

“What did you keep?” Bale asked, eyeing the Army duffle.

Noland reflexively pulled the bag half behind him. “Just a few things I thought Achaia might want when she comes back.”

“You think she will come back?” Bale asked, looking genuinely curious. 

Noland didn’t take offense, but he didn’t answer. The truth was he hoped, but he was by no means certain. If he said as much aloud, he might convince himself that she wasn’t. “I’m going to let Emile know I’m back,” Noland said nodding toward the hall behind him. 

Bale’s lips thinned in understanding as he nodded. 

Noland turned and lugged the duffle bag with him to Emile’s room which was closer to Bale’s office than his own. He knocked on the closed door. There was no answer. Noland opened the door anyway and found that the room was vacant. In fact, it looked decidedly un-lived in. Noland sighed, knowing exactly where to check next. He walked down to the next door, and knocked again, still receiving no answer. He opened Amelia’s door to find Emile was lying on her bed with headphones on, staring out the window. Seeing the movement out of the corner of his eye, he sat up and looked at Noland. 

Noland waved, and Emile removed his headphones. “Melody Gardot—”

“She has a soothing voice.” Noland granted, sitting at the foot of Amelia’s bed. 

“She’s going to be ruined for me after this.” Emile frowned. He was wrapped in his sister’s comforter, leaning against her plethora of pillows in varying shades of grey and purple. 

Noland took in the room. The staleness in the air, the half empty cups of tea littering the nightstand, the untouched plates of pastries on the chest of drawers and yet, still the faint lingering scent of Amelia underlying it all, the gentle hint of lavender- 

It looked like Emile hadn’t left her room in weeks. Noland regretted being away as long as he had.

Emile took a deep breath. “How was it?” 

Noland shrugged. Truth be told going through his estranged girlfriend’s and her dead-father’s things had reminded him a little too much of losing his parents. And, if Noland was honest with himself, he had started to look at Shael as his soon to be father, at least wishfully thinking. 

Noland had taken his time, spending much of it musing over the conversations he and Shael had had the last couple of weeks they had spent together. It really had felt like having a dad again. And Achaia- Noland tried not to think about her too much, though that wasn’t easy. All signs this time pointed to that she left willingly, especially the note that had been left in her own handwriting explaining that she had run away with Jude. Noland kicked the bag away gently. 

“What’s all that?” Emile asked. “Stuff you thought Achaia might still want?” 

Noland shrugged with his chin. “Or stuff I did.” 

Emile cocked an eyebrow.

“When your girl leaves with another man, I think you’re entitled to go through all the crap she left behind for you to clean up.” Noland tried to sound joking. Truth was, he wasn’t mad about it. He tried to compartmentalize and approach the task not as her abandoned boyfriend, but as her guardian. In God’s eyes, that was still his calling, even though he was otherwise doing a pretty crap job of that at the moment, since he didn’t know where in the God-made universe she even was. “Look, I’m more worried about you.” Noland leaned back on the footboard of the bed, really looking at Emile. He’d lost weight, and there were dark circles under his eyes, and a hollowness to his cheeks. 

“Half of me is gone,” Emile’s voice choked off. “The str-stronger half.” 

Noland shook his head. “You are whole on your own.” Noland leveled Emile with a firm, but loving look. He scooted up the edge of the bed to sit next to Emile. 

“I feel like I am half floating, half falling in this endless void, and I can’t find footing to steady myself.” Emile’s eyes were bloodshot as he looked up at Noland. “I’ve felt grief subside enough in others to know it isn’t permanent, but right now it feels like it’s threatening to consume me whole. And I have this insatiable appetite for solitude.” 

Noland took hold of Emile’s hand and squeezed it tightly in his own. He closed his eyes, and concentrated, remembering when he had lost his parents and had felt so alone. He had moved to New York and met Yellaina, but when Emile and Amelia had moved in and Emile could feel his loss, and understand his pain, that was when Noland had finally felt like he wasn’t alone. When no other Nephilim had understood or experienced his pain, Emile did. Noland focused on that feeling- of being understood, of no longer being alone. 

“What is that?” Emile asked “Comfort?”

Noland opened his eyes to look at him. “I wasn’t alone anymore, then; you aren’t alone anymore, now.” Noland looked Emile determinedly in the eye, willing him to hear him loud and clear. “You’ve helped us all carry God knows how many of our burdens. It’s time you let us help carry yours.” 

Emile swallowed hard and nodded. He took in a deep steadying breath and nodded some more. Noland knew Emile was having a hard time being on the other side of comforting, but he didn’t have to walk his grief alone. He needed to let them in. Noland was determined to see Emile open back up before he left again. He needed to know that Emile was going to be okay. 

“So, does that mean you’re ready to come back and rejoin humanity? And us?” Olivier appeared in the open doorway, “because we’re not really included in ‘humanity.’” Olivier made air quotes around the word. Yellaina smiled behind him. Olivier’s eyes looked concerned, but hopeful. 

Emile smiled weakly. “I suppose so.” He shrugged, sighing. Noland patted him on the shoulder, proud of his effort. “It’s going to take me more time than I deserve to take, so I had better just start trying.” 

“Good,” Olivier said, throwing an arm around Yellaina. He stepped tentatively into the room with her. “Because we’re getting married.” 

Noland looked back and forth between Olivier and Yellaina, and Emile. Slowly, Noland watched Olly and Yellaina’s happiness flood into Emile. His eyes lit up with a little surprise, and a hint even of joy. 

***
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Achaia made her way back to the beach, where Jude was teaching a yoga class to tourists. She kept her distance and clung to the tree line until he finished and jogged over to her. 

“Hey, wanna go surfing today?” he asked. His dreads had been lightened by the sun, and his eyes matched the turquoise blue of the water behind him.  

“Actually, we need to talk,” Achaia said, quietly, even though the tourists were all too far away to eavesdrop on their conversation. “I saw your dad today.” 

“What?” Jude’s smile dropped. “Are you okay?” He grasped her shoulder but let his hand slide down her arm to grab her hand. He squeezed it as he looked worriedly into her eyes. Even though she had tanned, living on the beach in Thailand all summer, and she joked that she was finally showing her Israeli-half, she still looked pale next to Jude’s mocha tone. 

Achaia smiled weakly. “I’m fine. He just creeped me out is all. He didn’t try to hurt me. He wanted me to come back to him.” 

Jude barked a humorless laugh and rolled his eyes in disbelief. “Still, he knows where we are.” 

“I think he’s always known. I don’t think we can actually hide.” Achaia was still talking in a hushed tone, as the yogis filed off the beach past them. “I should have known this was a pipe dream.”  

“Let’s go somewhere else to talk about this.” Jude tugged Achaia by the hand he still held and led her toward the cliff-like rocks that surrounded the little bay. Checking for onlookers, they half climbed, half flew to sit on the top. On the horizon, the sun was setting casting the sky in glorious shades of orange and pink. 

“I don’t really know what to do,” Achaia said, staring out at the setting sun, rather than at Jude. She licked the sea spray off her lips and listened to the waves crashing far below. She wondered how long it would take before the water won, and the seemingly solid rocks eroded. “We can’t hide. I can’t go home.” Achaia swallowed as she considered ‘home’. “I don’t even have a home anymore to go back to. I’m sure the landlord has thrown out all our stuff.” Achaia thought of all she wished she had been able to grab and pack before she left, especially the tear-stained picture of her mother that her father had clutched a million times in his hands. Achaia felt the tears well up in her eyes. 

If she was honest, these last few months with Jude had felt like an extended retreat, and at times a vacation. But it had never felt permanent, and everything she’d left behind, no longer felt entirely real. There was a definite line in her mind, the life before her father had died, and the one after. 

Jude slipped his arm around her and kissed her temple. Achaia’s breath caught. “You don’t have to figure out everything today.” He rubbed up and down her arm comfortingly. He smelled like coconut and sea salt. “What do you need right now?” he asked smiling encouragingly, his lips mere inches away from hers. 

Achaia leaned back and cleared her throat. “I don’t think meditation is helping. I think what I need is action. I need to be doing something.” Achaia hadn’t told Jude, but while he slept, and she took the midnight to morning watch, she trained. She worked out her muscles until they ached. She dove off the cliffs to practice her aerial maneuvering. But she wanted more. She needed purpose. 

“I have some ideas on that front.” Jude’s voice was low, and only half joking. 

Achaia’s eyebrows raised in surprise. 

“Joking!” He raised his hands in mock surrender. Jude stood to his feet and offered her a hand to help her to hers. As she stood, she realized just how close they were standing. Jude put a hand on her waist, holding her there. “Maybe, I was only half joking.” Jude’s tone had changed, becoming low and serious. The pink of the sunset was reflected in his sea blue eyes. 

Achaia’s heart raced. She wanted to back away, and she thought of Noland. 

Jude propped her chin up with his fingers and lowered his face to hers. Achaia gasped and turned her face away, as Jude kissed the corner of her mouth. 

Achaia stepped back. “Jude.” 

“No, that was my bad. That was terrible timing.” Jude’s face flushed. “Not what you need right now, obviously.” 

Achaia stared at her feet, feeling nauseous with awkwardness.

“You want to feel like you’re doing something,” Jude said, pushing forward, uncomfortable with the silence. “Let’s train. We should be prepared if my dad comes back. We can set up more parameters. What would make you feel more comfortable?” He was eager to help, or to compensate. 

Noland, Achaia thought sadly. In that moment more than ever, she missed him with an aching in her chest. But she reminded herself, he probably didn’t want to see her ever again. The thought of her, probably made him sick. One of their closest friends was dead. And it was all Achaia’s fault. 
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Resurgence
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“Keep a little fire burning;

however small, however hidden.”

-Cormac McCarthy, The Road

Yellaina stood in a dress shop with Noland. She looked at herself in the mirror, shrouded in lace wearing a delicately elegant satin dress with lace overlay, ‘obnoxiously feminine’ Achaia would have called it. What would Amelia have thought? When she had imagined shopping for her wedding dress, she’d always imagined Amelia and Achaia with her. Instead, it was Noland who sat in a velvet chair in the corner, watching Yellaina try on dress after dress. None of them matched what she had always pictured. Or maybe they just didn’t make her feel the way she’d always anticipated, happy. That was a lot of pressure to put on a dress, when your two best friends were gone. 

Yellaina had invited Veronica to come, but dresses weren’t really her ‘area of expertise’. And Yellaina suspected this was not the distraction she needed at the moment, when she was still grieving her father. Everyone was grieving. Was it selfish of Yellaina to want to get married right now? Was she trying to force everyone to be happy for her? No. She really just wanted the next chapter of her life to start. You can’t wait for grief to end. It never does. Slowly it just becomes a part of the landscape of your heart. So, while the territory was shifting anyway, why not add a little joy to the mix? 

“What do you think?” Noland asked, behind her. 

Yellaina startled from her reverie, to look again in the mirror. “I don’t know. What do you think?” 

Noland stood and came to stand behind her. He put his hands on her shoulders and met her eyes over her head in the mirror. He was more than a head taller than her. “You are stunning. The dress is just an accessory. Olivier is going to be thrilled no matter what you’re wearing.” Yellaina could see the sadness in his eyes. She knew he was thinking of Achaia, who could come home in a potato sack and it would be the most welcome sight either of them had ever seen. Yellaina didn’t want to presume to miss Achaia as much as Noland did, but it had to be awfully close. 

“But, is it too much? Over the top?” Yellaina spun around to look him in the eye directly. 

“Yellaina, since when do you do anything half-way when it comes to clothes or makeup?” Noland cocked an eyebrow. “But if you’re not sure, try on a hundred more! I have nowhere else to be. I’m retired, remember.” Noland winked and sat back down in his chair. 

Yellaina followed him and pooled the dress around her as she sat on the floor at his feet. “This isn’t anything close to what I hoped for. And I feel incredibly selfish for being sad about it.” She felt the warmth of the tears welling up in her eyes. “I want Amelia here. I need Achaia. I don’t want to ask Veronica to be my maid of honor if it is going to make her feel obligated.”

“You could always ask Inessa,” Noland joked, trying to ward off the hysterics in the tenseness of her voice. 

Yellaina scoffed at the idea of the ancient, shrewd safe house healer in a rosy pink dress and a corsage. The tears overflowing as she half laughed, half sobbed, Yellaina laid her head in Noland’s lap and cried as he smoothed his hand over her hair. 

“I’ll do it,” he said gently. “But I’m not wearing a dress.” 

Yellaina barked an unladylike laugh as she continued to cry into Noland’s lap. After another minute, she collected herself and looked up at him. “Would you really?” 

Noland grabbed Yellaina’s face in his hands gently and leaned forward. “Yellaina, I would do anything for you.” 

Yellaina smiled weakly and hiccupped. “You’ve been more like family to me than my own father. I would be honored if you would stand by my side and give me away.” 

“Ya lyublyu vas, Yellaina.” Noland smiled, wiping her tears away with his thumb. 

“I love you, too.” Yellaina stood to her feet, and kissed Noland on both cheeks. 

“Next dress?” Noland laughed. 

Yellaina smiled and headed back into the dressing room.

***
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Achaia and Jude boated over to the private little island they had called home. Jude had built a bamboo hut on it before he’d been captured by Luc. It was a modest dwelling, filled with scavenged furniture pieces. They cooked over the fire outside, and slept in shifts, though the bed was big enough for both of them. Achaia helped Jude start the fire, and thought again of Noland, as she often did. 

As she walked the beach collecting firewood a young monkey ran toward her excitedly and climbed her legs up onto her shoulder. “Hello, Winston,” Achaia said affectionately, petting him, and feeding him a piece of her banana. 

Winston patted her head in thanks and ate. 

“Will you be joining us Winston?” Jude asked as he saw Achaia approach with her bundle of firewood, and Winston in tow. 

“Since when does he miss dinner?” Achaia laughed, eager to pretend the events from earlier hadn’t happened. In truth, she was ready to head into the shack to be alone with her thoughts. The silences during dinner were awkward, and Achaia was grateful for Winston’s antics to provide distraction. As they finished eating, Achaia claimed fatigue and went toward the shack. Jude only nodded and took up his post for the first watch. Achaia would relieve him in the early morning hours. 

As Achaia settled into the bed they shared, she could smell coconut and sea salt coming from Jude’s side. It was a bright, cheerful, comforting scent. However, it no longer helped her feel at ease. She really wished he hadn’t tried to kiss her. She kicked herself for being surprised and for not being more guarded with him. Had she led him to think that she felt more than friendship for him? Was she a horrible person for wanting to pretend it hadn’t happened, rather than talking to him about it? She was emotionally exhausted and spent, and this was really the last thing she needed to add to everything else she had going on at the moment. Was it time for her to leave? Was she getting into a habit of running away when things got too hard or uncomfortable? Where would she go? Achaia moaned, and rolled onto her other side. It was a hot and humid night, and the sheets were already growing damp with her sweat. Because of the heat, and the fact that Jude never came into the hut while she was sleeping, Achaia usually slept in the bare minimum, her bra and underwear. 

Achaia tossed and turned until she finally gave in to exhaustion. Her dreams were once again haunted by the voice calling her name. 

***
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Naphtali stood on the clouded floor before the gates, amazed that he wasn’t sinking through with the weight he carried. For months he had searched to the ends of creation for Shael and had found no sign of his soul. The gates swung open to admit Naphtali without a sound. The streets of Heaven were busy. Angels marched here and there on missions too important to take notice of Naphtali. He found himself at Lailah’s door, and steadied himself with a breath before knocking. There was no answer, but he heard a clatter from within. 

Trying the door, Naphtali pushed it open. “Lailah?” he called into the entry way. 

“Naph?” Lailah’s voice was weak.

Naphtali entered the drawing room and found her curled in on herself on a curved daybed of gold, covered in ivory cushions. Her face was sunken and wet with tears. She looked absolutely devastated. 

“Where have you been?” she asked, sitting up a little straighter as he came to sit next to her. 

“Lailah.” Naphtali spoke her name softly and pulled her into a hug that he held. 

Lailah sobbed. Naphtali smoothed down her hair and leaned his face against the top of her head. 

“I have searched everywhere for any trace of him,” Naphtali said, feeling the knot in his chest tighten. 

Lailah pulled away and looked up into his eyes, devastated. “He is gone, Naphtali. I felt him cut from me. I no longer feel myself bound to him. He is gone.” Fresh tears cascaded down her cheeks. 

Naphtali pulled her into a tighter embrace, that was now just as much to comfort himself as it was to comfort her. Confirmation that Shael was truly gone was one of the reasons Naphtali had put off coming to see Lailah for so long. He wanted to hold on to hope for as long as possible. 

“I didn’t want this.” She sobbed. “I was angry with him. I was hurt, betrayed. But I never wished this.” Her whole body convulsed as she wept. 

“Shh,” Naphtali cooed, gripping her tighter. “I know Lailah, I know.” 

“A part of me hoped he would come home, if he died. And,” Lailah gasped a sob, as she pulled away from Naphtali, her face full of anguish and shame. “Part of me was relieved that I was no longer bound... until,” her words were unintelligible in her cries, “what that meant...” 

Naphtali felt a wave rise up inside of him, all of the grief and anguish he had been pushing down as he clung to hope in his searching. It rose up with the force of accumulated interest and overtook him. 

***
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Yellaina was grateful that Nephilim weren’t typically sentimental, as she stood outside the doors of the seldom used ballroom of the Russian Safe House. Noland stood beside her instead of her father. 

“If you should feel happy today, Yellaina, it would be okay.” He smiled at her and took her hand, wrapping it up into his arm. “You look radiant.” 

Yellaina smiled up at him. He looked handsome in a suit. She’d never really seen him dressed this high. His hair was combed back into a neat manbun, and though some scruff covered his jaw, it was neatly trimmed. 

“Are you ready?” Noland smiled down at her. Her comforting older brother. She drew on his presence to steady her and took a deep breath. 

“Yes.” 

Noland pushed the doors open and led her into the room. Olivier stood before her, smiling wider than she’d ever seen him smile. Emile stood next to him. Noland walked her slowly across the room, where the safe house staff sat, with Veronica. A very small crowd, but Yellaina only had eyes for Olivier. His eyes were shining with what couldn’t possibly be tears. As she got closer, one escaped down his cheek, and he chuckled as he wiped it with his sleeve. Yellaina beamed at him. 

Noland handed her off to him and took up his place behind her. 

“Olivier DuBois and Yellaina Rosanov, are you ready to commit yourself unto each other, and your service unto the Lord?” Bale asked. He wore a deep blue suit, which Yellaina absently thought would have looked very well with Amelia’s eyes. She smiled back tears and nodded. 

“Oh, heck yes,” Olivier said, smiling back at her. 

Yellaina laughed and heard Noland chuckle behind her. Emile wore a half convincing smile behind Olivier. 

Olivier grabbed her hands in his and squeezed them. 

“Would you like to exchange vows?” Bale asked. He had never been asked to perform a Nephilim wedding before, and Yellaina had asked for something between a Nephilim wedding and a human one. 

“We would,” Olivier said, taking a knee. “Yellaina Mignonette Rosanov, I swear unto you my loyalty as your mate, as your husband, and as your friend. I will stand at your right, and at your six,” Olivier smiled his nerdy grin, and Yellaina laughed, “to have your back, and to hold your heart. I swear to fight for you, and not against you. I will seek every day to love you as the Lord loves his bride, selflessly, protectively, and generously. I promise to forgive the few moments where you’re not perfect. And to put none but the Lord before you. For now, forever, and for always. Until the end of days, and after.” Olivier stood to his feet, smiling with wet cheeks. 

Yellaina smiled through her tears of joy, and took a knee herself, looking up into Olivier’s shimmering eyes. “Olivier Jethro DuBois, I swear unto you my loyalty as your mate, your wife, and your friend. I will stand at your right and take up arms in defense of you. I will cherish your heart, and the generosity in which you give it. I will comfort you in times of despair.” Yellaina’s voice caught, and Olivier swallowed hard as a few new tears escaped down his cheeks. “I will encourage you in times of doubt. I will support you in your pursuit of God and follow with you in His ways. I will put you before myself in all things and do my best to love you selflessly and generously, withholding nothing from you. I give you all that I am as a companion, and partner. For now, forever, and for always. Until the end of days, and after.” 
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