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Praise for Praise for the Guild Hunter novels of Nalini Singh


“With Nalini Singh’s dazzling descriptions of a world in turmoil hurtling toward disaster, and the beings who are tasked with saving it at the possible expense of their own lives, Archangel’s Lineage was absolutely breathtaking.”


—Harlequin Junkie


“Nalini Singh does … action-suspense with character and world background development all blended so well. The ‘villain’ was no person to fight, but the story was as riveting as ever. … Another abso-fab entry in the series that fans will devour.”


—Caffeinated Reviewer


“This series as a whole is one I find myself thinking about constantly. … The world and characters Nalini has written for this series are captivating and unforgettable. The world-building alone for this series is top-notch. I have no idea how Nalini keeps up with it, but she is absolutely a genius at writing series like this one.”


—A Book Lovin’ Mama’s Blog


“For an amazing, fun, heart-wrenching, heart-pounding read—get your hands on Archangel’s Lineage.”


—Fresh Fiction


“Nalini Singh continues to amaze us with another fantastic addition to this series. … As [with] just about every book I read from Nalini Singh, I could not put this book down.”


—The Reading Cafe


“Fast-paced, the story keeps you on your toes.”


—The Good, the Bad, and the Unread
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Illium swept past the sleek skyscraper that pierced the white clouds of an early spring day, so close that his wing threatened to brush against black glass tough enough to withstand an angelic strike. It made sense that the innovation had come about in New York—born in the mind of a mortal who had been “sick and tired” of angelic battles leveling his beloved city.


No building, not even the most reinforced, would survive should an archangel turn their ire on it, but archangels had armies for a reason. War was fought on many fronts, and that mortal, his name and history immortalized in the records kept in the Refuge, had given New York a critical advantage: its buildings would not fall easily in any engagement, would instead provide cover for counterstrike after counterstrike.


As it was, in the hundreds of years since the invention of this new material, New York had come under only the mildest of attacks—in all cases as a result of Illium’s asshole of a father being pissy that his son would rather serve another archangel. But even Aegaeon hadn’t had the heart for a true war, so New York hadn’t fallen again since the end of the War of the Death Cascade. But why be stupid and arrogant? Better to build ever tougher.


A tall woman with striking facial bones ran to a window of the skyscraper to wave at him. He dipped his wings in acknowledgment. She’d worked in that corner office for half a decade, was a senior associate as of two years ago, and her face still lit up every single time he flew past. Because she was family. Part of the clan that Catalina and Lorenzo had created when they fell in love countless mortal lifetimes ago.


The most extraordinary thing of it all was that his beloved friends’ little bakery in Harlem had survived the inexorable passage of time. The home of the city’s famous angel-wing alfajores thrived still in that old building where the recipe had first been born—a building that had never lost its warm heart, no matter how often it’d been repaired and renovated. Because every generation of Catalina and Lorenzo’s family birthed a passionate baker who wanted to carry on their legacy.


Illium had purchased the entire block piece by piece to ensure the little bakery would always have a home, that it’d never be forced out by progress or simple change. Harlem might morph and alter around it like a chameleon forever in flux, but even when that part of the city had gone dangerously gray for a period, become the haunt of vampiric excess and mortal pain, no one had dared come for the bakery.


The entire city knew that it sheltered beneath wings of a vivid, unmistakable blue veined with fine filaments of silver.


Using those wings to ride the air currents coming off the ocean, Illium flew through the crisp bite of spring. It whispered of snows not long past, was even more acute in the fine mist that kissed his skin as he rose through the clouds to fly at a higher elevation.


Other skyscrapers speared through the clouds around him, and lush floating habitats appeared to sit atop the puffy white, but none came close to the soaring wonder of Raphael’s Tower. The tallest point in the sky at any given time, built to offer clear lines of sight in every direction, it, too, had undergone many an iteration over the passage of time, but always, always it had been a beacon of power and light. No black glass for the Tower, its body a steel gray that glittered with metallic highlights. The windows were reflective at the top levels, the levels that would be the most important in any battle, and they intensely annoyed Illium the man, who was as curious as his pet cat.


First General Illium, however, well understood their facility and had been part of the team that had designed the Tower when it came time for a new build. He’d also made sure the entire building was technologically connected in ways unlike that of any other archangelic stronghold in the world. The one thing that had never changed, however, was the waterfall of railingless balconies from which angels took flight.


He caught sight of a pair of wings opening up in flight just then. Feathers the shade of dark mahogany, hair a touch lighter, the flight form of a warrior.


Andreja.


Seven and a half millennia of age or so—she’d forgotten her actual birthing day eons ago—she wore the amber of an angel far younger than her. She, who’d vowed never to lock herself to one lover. But even tough and battle-scarred Andreja wasn’t proof against Laric’s patient determination. When she’d told the healer he was too young to tie himself to her, he’d simply waited her out.


“He asks me every time he clocks up another century—and reminds me that we’ve clocked up another century together,” Andreja had complained to Illium. “Man is relentless.”


Illium’s lips curved at the memory; he knew all about quiet, relentless types. He also knew that Andreja had been so terrified of commitment because of how much she loved Laric; she’d been scared he’d fly away after he was healed of his own terrible pain. But Laric was like Illium: they loved deep and true only once … and for always.


Sweeping down through the clouds with his own lover’s smile in his mind’s eye, he dropped to the first set of nonreflective windows, got a wave from a passing vampire with hair of liquid jet that reached her lower back.


Her black bodysuit boasted a jagged cutout over the shoulder and upper chest area that peaked at one shoulder, and her boots had chunky heels of clear glass so high that he had no idea how she walked so effortlessly in them. While her hair had been black this past century, Holly’s eyelashes changed color with the day and her mood.


Venom green, came the laughing comment into his mind before he could ask the question, Holly’s ability at mental speech excellent. Not every vampire developed that ability, but Holly had been Made by an archangel. An insane one, but one of the Cadre nonetheless.


I’m feeling mushy in love today. She blew him a kiss before vanishing around the corner.


Three floors farther down, a wing of angels took off, with Sameon at the head. Illium would recognize those brown wings tipped with black anywhere, as he would Sam’s intense style of flight. The angel of some seven hundred years of age—give or take a few decades—had learned under Galen, but he was a much more contained flyer than the Barbarian—a direct contrast to his openhearted personality. Should the Tower hold a popularity contest, Sam would win. 


Everyone loved the dark-eyed wing commander and loyal member of Elena’s Guard.


Today, Sam took his wing out over the glass and metal of the city and toward the crystalline blue of the water. That hadn’t changed, either—the glass and the metal that was New York. Different, yes, with more skyway bridges, the subways sleek with self-driving transports, and the buildings and floating habitats designed to be full work-life environments, including sprawling internal gardens brought about by the quiet influence of the Legion’s green legacy.


But the soul of the city?


It beat loud and clear in the traffic that buzzed along the streets, and in the distinctive yellow color of the autonomous cabs. The technology could’ve long ago moved into private vehicles, but while vehicles with the option for autonomous operation were popular—with the driver in control of switching it on or off at will—there’d been no demand for fully self-driving cars after a few unfortunate incidents where the safety features had caused the vehicles to come to a halt due to sensing “pedestrians.”


Said pedestrians had been frothing-at-the-mouth vampires driven by bloodlust who’d smashed into the vehicles and made a meal of the hapless passengers.


Turned out mortals could have immortal memories when it came to fear. Didn’t matter how the manufacturers tried to push upgraded vehicles they promised wouldn’t turn their drivers into sitting blood banks; no one was buying.


Illium, lover of tech though he was, couldn’t blame them.


Flying cars, of course, had never stood a chance in a world populated by angels, the risk of collisions too high.


He grinned as, just then, he spotted two street vendors yelling at each other across a busy avenue, no doubt complaining about patch poaching. The cabdrivers might have been superseded by technology, but the people were still there—and they were still New Yorkers. Hot dog stands, coffee carts, vendors hawking tourist tchotchkes, the colorful parade continued unabated.


All that had changed was the way of it: the stands and carts were flight capable these days—the sole land vehicles that had an exception to the usual flight rules, but only to claim or leave their assigned spots on rooftops and in habitats. They also had a ponderous maximum speed, and were limited to highly specific pathways at assigned times of the day.


No one wanted a hundred superpowered carts blundering about in angelic airspace.


“Markets have existed since time immemorial,” his mother had said to him during one of his visits to Lumia, as the two of them walked the bustling lanes of the local market accompanied by a gaggle of children who adored Sharine, the Hummingbird. “I cannot foresee any future in which they die a total death.”


Neither could Illium. The age of online convenience had been followed by a return to open-air markets—the young rediscovering that which their ancestors had disavowed—until the world now stood at a midpoint that had held stable for two hundred years.


One of the vendors saw Illium just then. The man’s top half was painted a vivid glowing pink, his bottom half apparently clothed but who knew. Illium was all for self-expression but he’d never been tempted by the trend for paint-closets that decorated their users each morning. At least the Tower had put a “must wear actual physical underwear” law in place.


The painted man lifted up a hand in a wave before going back to his argument.


“Aren’t you afraid that being so friendly with the mortals will make them no longer respect you?” a much younger Sameon had asked Illium after the then-youth was first stationed to the Tower, his dark curls atumble and his brown eyes painfully sincere. “You’re the only battle commander I know who has mortal friends, and smiles more often than he scowls.”


Awash in memories of friends who had laughed with him over the centuries, Illium had clasped the bright-eyed angel on the shoulder. “Respect, Sam, isn’t a matter of fear. Respect is power used to protect and to shield—and to go on the offensive when needed. This city knows I have and will again spill my blood for it. I don’t need to put on a grim mien to be respected.”


He was still thinking of the cheerful, mischievous boy he’d watched grow into a powerful man when he flew over the Hudson—wider now, its path cutting away part of the city that had existed when Raphael first set up his Tower.


The river had already begun to do its slow, steady work by the time Sameon came to the city, wet behind the ears and with his whole heart full of devotion for Ellie, but it had eased up after a period, as if content with its new channel. So many years had passed since then. Funny to think that Sam was now older than Illium had been during the Lijuan years.


The years of horror and pain and a Cascade of Death.


It struck him, not for the first time, how awfully young he’d been at the time. Yet the Cascade had tried to shove him full of a power his mind and body had been nowhere near ready to control. It would’ve killed him had Raphael not interceded. Illium had been ecstatic when the world went back into balance, taking with it the threat of an early ascension—and he remained as happy when it became clear he’d been bypassed for ascension.


After stabilizing during the time now referred to as The Rise of Marduk, his power had never again spiked. He knew the spiteful in angelkind whispered that he must be disappointed in his “decline”—as if he wasn’t one of the most powerful angels in the world outside the Cadre—but Illium had never wanted to ascend, never wanted to become one of the rulers of the world.


He loved this city, and he loved being one of Raphael’s Seven, part of a tight group that had survived so long as a unit that they were legend even among angelkind.


No other archangel could claim to have warriors so loyal and so true.


Illium was content to serve millennia as Raphael’s first general.


As he was content to live in the Enclave home he’d built with the man he loved beyond reason or sense. Situated not far from Elena and Raphael’s own home, theirs was a simple thing of large glass panels and a soaring ceiling nestled in the trees, but beside it stood a much larger building designed to capture light from every angle.


The studio was, however, also engineered to ensure that Aodhan could create shadows or semidarkness as needed; furthermore, he had the ability to turn all the windows opaque, should he wish to remove from passing angels the temptation to peek at his works in progress.


Illium landed in front of the open barn-style doors.


And there was Aodhan in the center of that cavernous space awash in sunlight, the dazzling brightness of him scowling as he worked on a tiny sculpture that had him clenching his jaw and muttering under his breath.


A cat with fur of darkest gray and one white paw usually lay curled up on another part of his workbench, dozing in the sun. Shadow, of the line of Illium’s beloved Smoke, was far more attached to Aodhan than she was to Illium—and Illium well understood that.


He, too, would choose Aodhan over anyone and anything.


Today, his lover wore a loose linen shirt of the kind he’d long preferred, with an opening at the neck and no buttons, the color a faded cream. He’d pushed both the sleeves hard back, the hem of the shirt flirting with pants of a fine brown canvas splattered with color from how often he wore them while painting.


While Illium had tested new styles and fabrics over the years, Aodhan knew what he liked and stuck to it. “It means I never have to worry about horrendous images from the time when transparent plastic was all the rage.”


“Hey! Even I drew the line at that,” Illium had protested. “Though I admit the puffball season was a bad idea on my part.”


Truth was, he loved Adi for being so content in his skin and in his being.


His warrior-artist’s shoulders pushed against the linen as he twisted to better see the sculpture, his thighs rigid against the canvas, and his hair—that pale hue coated with what appeared to be shattered diamonds—falling out of its rough queue to tickle his cheek. It almost reached his shoulders this season, and Illium knew he’d lose patience with it soon, but for now, Illium enjoyed playing with the softness of it when they kissed … or when they just lay on the grass together under the stars, their wings overlapping and fingers interlinked.


He’d never understood the perfection of a moment until he’d spent hours just watching the stars emerge overhead on a dark night in a hidden forest with Adi by his side. His entire being had been happy in a way that was the universe contained in his skin, the energy inside him in no hurry to be anywhere else.


It might’ve taken the two of them time to figure out who they were to each other, then again to understand how to go forward not only as best friends but as lovers, but once they had, that had been it.


Two strong temperaments meant they’d clashed over the years, but love … love was a generous thing, each of them easy to forgive the other. And any moments of temper were but minor irritants in an eternity of love.


Illium couldn’t imagine life without Aodhan.


Who looked up just then, his extraordinary eyes—shards of translucent blue and green shattering outward from a pinpoint black pupil—filled with storm clouds. “Tell me again why I’m making these ridiculously tiny fairies?” His skin was starlight, the beauty of him a wonder of muscle and power and hands careful enough to handle the delicate lines of the whimsical creature in his hand.


“Because they make people happy—and they always seem to find their way to the person who needs them most.” The two of them had never discussed the whys and hows of that, but it was understood that Aodhan had an unknown power that he was able to impart into these artworks he made once every decade or two.


Tiny statuettes that brought wonder even in the heart of darkness. “Where’s Shadow?”


“In the house.” Aodhan put down his work in progress with infinite care, then shoved a hand through the diamond-bright strands of his hair. “She can sense that there’s a storm coming, doesn’t like how it feels on her fur.”


The sky was a piercing blue topped by fluffy white, but Illium knew Aodhan wasn’t talking about that. It was the energy that had begun to gather in an invisible tempest over the past few days, a prickling that made the tiny hairs on Illium’s arms rise, his senses on high alert. “Someone’s going to ascend.”


It wasn’t always forecast this way, with a rising tension in the air. The last ascension—Suyin’s, straight after the end of the War of the Death Cascade—had been a sudden, violent thing, Suyin’s injured body smashing through a wall of the Tower’s infirmary to spear into the sky.


No buildup of power in the air that was a heavy pressure on the skin.


No taste of a strange and lovely metal on the tongue.


No whisper of a mysterious scent on the breeze.


Only a sparkling black rain that had lasted hours—and that had started even as she ascended.


“When I spoke to Mother yesterday,” he added, “she said it happens this way sometimes. As if the world knows before any sentient being.”


Aodhan’s eyes met his, but there was no question in those astonishingly beautiful shards. Aodhan, more than anyone, understood that Illium hated the idea of ascension. He wasn’t in the least jealous of the person who’d have to play Cadre politics and leave the people he loved to set up a whole new territory.


He began to step through the door just as Aodhan turned to walk toward him.


A distant hum. A rising wind. A sun exploding in his chest.


No!





2



Because they make people happy …


Of course Blue would say that, Illium’s heart the biggest of anyone Aodhan had ever known. Even now, when he was a seasoned first general who’d led troops into battle with gritty focus, Illium had managed to hold on to his heart with a stubbornness unparalleled.


Today, as he stood in the doorway, the wind riffled through the blue-tipped black of his hair, a lover as intoxicated by him as Aodhan. Sometimes, he felt so much for Illium that he was tempted to pull back, retreat from the power of it—such a tide could sweep a man under, bury him as Aodhan had once been physically buried by those who would own him.


But that was the thing with Illium.


He’d never wanted to own Aodhan. Only to love him. That changed everything.


His heart sighing at the feeling of being home now that Illium was nearby, he began to walk toward his warrior. Though Illium’s body had gained another layer of muscle over the centuries, his biceps cut, he remained streamlined in form under the sleeveless leathers that had been a gift from Raphael a long time ago.


The black had faded under the sun, rain, and constant wear, and it bore more than one small tear, but it still fit Illium like a glove. The sword over his shoulder, however, was new. Thunder, to pair with the swords that made up his line of Lightnings. Aodhan had designed the hilt of Thunder—to Illium’s exact requirements. Including a grip that mirrored the precise shape of Illium’s fingers.


The woven metal of the design glinted in the rays of the sun that speared through the doorway just as Illium smiled … and burst into light golden and violent enough to shove Aodhan back with explosive power. Yet he hit the wall with far less force than he should have, and knew that Illium had managed to protect him even as he couldn’t protect himself.


Because the love of Aodhan’s life had blasted through the roof of the studio to become a blazing golden star in a sky gone the intense, unmistakable blue of his wings.


Debris cascaded around Aodhan, dust coating his tongue as he shoved away a fallen beam with a bleeding hand to run outside. “Illium!” He emerged into a world filled with a driving rain that was droplets of molten gold. It pooled in his palm like metal gone liquid in the forge, rippled off his wings in tiny balls.


The cut on his hand vanished under a line of gold that was a kiss.


Aodhan knew he should stay on the ground, that it was madness to get in the way of an ascension, but he tried to rise up anyway, tried to get to the man who was his heart, his chest painful with the pressure of not knowing if Illium was all right. The last time the power had tried to force itself into him … 


Illium!


No reply to his panicked call.


Driven by fear for his lover, Aodhan managed to rise far enough up to see that the Hudson had turned liquid gold, a glittering beauty that wasn’t natural except for this single moment in time when the entire world became attuned to this one being. For the gold wasn’t shiny and new. It was aged with a haunting patina, the same dark shade as Illium’s eyes.


Then Illium’s power shoved Aodhan back to the earth.


And Illium, he was a supernova of gold against a sky suddenly devoid of clouds and turned the distinctive blue of his own wings riven with veins of glittering silver and gold. The shields around the floating habitats blazed a dazzling gold as they dropped to the lowest possible altitude in full emergency mode; their world was built for power that broke the skies … but still, no one had expected this, not after seven centuries.


This wasn’t like before, Aodhan told himself, when the golden light had poured out of Illium’s mouth and cracked his skin, bending his back almost in half.


This wasn’t death.


This was … ascension.


Wet on his cheeks, but it wasn’t from the startlingly beautiful rain. The wet was Aodhan’s tears. Because while many dreamed of ascension and of power limitless, Illium had dreamed of being by Raphael’s side through the eons, a first general loyal. Heart-friend to Elena, treasured member of the Seven, beloved by all in the Tower and adored by the citizens of the city, Illium had wanted nothing more. He’d been happy, had intended to stay true to his purpose through eternity.


But that could never again be his place.


As being one of Raphael’s Seven could never again be Aodhan’s.


Today, Aodhan became to Illium what Dmitri was to Raphael: second to … the Archangel Illium.





Yesterday



(Seven Hundred Years Ago)
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Wet and bedraggled from the storm that raged around them, the sky roiling black and the ocean below full of turbulent white caps, but with joy and a nervous excitement emanating from his pores, Illium flew into New York side by side with Aodhan. And realized that they hadn’t discussed a critical question in their time alone—how they’d tell the people closest to them of the fundamental change in their relationship.


Now it was too late. Illium could see Raphael on the Tower roof, waiting for them to come in. The rain beat down on the midnight of Raphael’s hair, dripped off the white-gold of wings held with warrior perfection, and carved runnels of water down his well-worn and sleeveless black leathers, but he stood as if he noticed none of it, an archangel strong.


Illium landed in a wash of wind, his heart a huge ache as his feet hit home ground at last.


The sire embraced him with the arms of a warrior welcoming one of his own home … and the care of a man who had known Illium since he was a child. A man who had been more father to Illium than the waste of cells who was his biological male parent.


Theirs would never only be the relationship of warrior and liege, would never be the same as the relationship Raphael had with others of his Seven. Raphael was too young to hold the position of father … or he should’ve been. Inside Illium’s heart, however, that was where he stood—as the man who had taught the boy Illium had been how to be a good man, a trusted angel, a loyal battle mate.


He’d also taught a brokenhearted little boy that his father’s actions had nothing to do with him. He’d rocked Illium in his strong arms while telling him that he was a good boy, a good son, and the best kind of friend to Aodhan. “Any man would be proud to call you his son, Illium. Never ever forget that. I would be proud to call you my son.”


It had taken Illium time to internalize those words, to accept that his father’s abandonment said nothing about him as a person, but Raphael was the one who’d started him on the journey. As Raphael was the one who’d given him his first sword and taught him how to hold it.


He’d been an archangel with countless calls on his attention, but he’d made time for a shattered little boy until that boy saw nothing wrong with dropping by an archangel’s Refuge stronghold to send word to his beloved “Rafa” of his latest accomplishment. It was also a testament to the people Raphael chose to surround himself with that his steward and other Refuge staff had solemnly recorded Illium’s news, promising to send it with the next courier to Raphael’s territory.


Raphael had replied every single time.


Now, the archangel broke the embrace to slap him lightly against the side of his neck in welcome. “Of course you had to choose to fly into a storm.” Laughter and affection in the intense blue of his eyes, his archangelic power a vibration in the air that Illium could almost hear. Water dripped off the black of his lashes, both of them grinning at a homecoming too long in the making.


“Where’s Ellie?” Illium asked, his nerves jumping even in the midst of his happiness.


A gust of wind hit his back just then, Elena coming in to land. “Bluebell!” She jumped into his arms, and he spun her around, neither one of them in the least fear of Raphael’s wrath for Illium’s handling of his consort.


Raphael understood what Elena was to Illium.


When he put her down, she laughed and ran her fingers through his hair. “Look at you. All wet.” A glance at Aodhan out of pale gray eyes with an edge of true silver that hadn’t retreated after the Cascade but instead bled into the gray in a seamless flow. “You too, Sparkle.”


Aodhan scowled at the nickname, but stepped close enough that Elena’s wing brushed his in a gentle hello. The other man was healing, but Illium didn’t yet see a future where Aodhan would be as comfortable with touch as he had been before his capture by the monsters who’d scarred his soul.


The other man had never been as easy with touch as Illium, but with the people he loved and trusted? He’d not only been happy with it, he’d often initiated it. A small hand sliding into Naasir’s as they walked in the Refuge while Aodhan was a child, the forearm clasp of warriors with his training mates as they grinned at each other in friendly challenge, the easy brush of wing against wing with friends as they sprawled on a mountain plateau sharing food and mead, his body languid.


Today, Aodhan didn’t break the link with Elena’s wing as they stood in a small circle in the rain. The water saturated their hair but ran off their wings to crash onto the roof in tiny splashes; with angelic bodies designed for flight at altitude, the cold mattered little to anyone but Elena. She was still too young—but even she seemed disinclined to break up this impromptu gathering in the rain.


His own body flushed with heat, Illium touched the belt buckle Aodhan had made for him, then took a deep breath. “Sire,” he began, only to freeze.


He, a man known for his charm and ability to talk about anything with anyone, couldn’t find the words to tell Raphael that he and Aodhan were more than the best of friends now, that they’d taken the first steps into a partnership far more intimate.


But Raphael interrupted. “Go get dry, both of you. We can talk more later—a few of us would like to gather tonight to welcome you home if you’re feeling up to it?”


Relief flooded Illium’s bones, because he still had no idea how to put the shift in his and Aodhan’s relationship into words. Not even to himself. “I’m always up for a party,” he said with a grin. “It’ll be good to see everyone.”


An indignant meow sounded from behind Raphael. When the archangel shifted, Illium saw a drenched Smoke scowling up at him. The stray kitten he’d adopted had grown into a sleek and healthy cat with fur like dark smoke, and eyes that seemed almost sentient in their directness. Right now, she was most displeased at having had to venture out in this weather to see him.


“Smoke!” Going down on one knee, he gathered her into his arms and against his chest. Where, despite her annoyance at the rain and at him, she began to purr, a happy little engine.


“I left her safe and warm in your quarters, but she clearly found a way out,” Aodhan said with a shake of his head. “She watched for you every day.”


Illium rose back up, Smoke cradled against him.


It felt natural to step beside Aodhan, overlap his wing with the other man’s, and just be under the rain of their city while the sire and his consort stood with them. The rain, the wet, the cold, none of it mattered. He was home.


Aodhan and Illium both had suites in the level of the Tower dedicated to the Seven’s private quarters, and today, when they exited the elevator, Aodhan sensed the emptiness in the air. None of the others were in their own suites.


When he glanced at Illium, it was to see that the other man remained shaken from the emotional shock of their decision to surrender to the love between them that was far beyond friendship. His fingers were in Smoke’s fur, his expression pensive as his wet hair dripped water into those stunning eyes.


It would’ve been easy to push him, tell him they’d already made this decision in the storm over the ocean, but if the past had been about Aodhan, the present was about Illium—an angel with a heart so huge that he kept on forgiving those who hurt him, and who would give Aodhan anything he wanted if he asked.


Because Illium’s love for Aodhan was as huge as that damn heart of his.


But Aodhan had hurt Illium by freezing him out for centuries. However long his Blue needed to trust him again the way he’d once done, Aodhan was willing to wait.


He cupped Illium’s cheek. “Get dry, then have a rest before the gathering.” He ran his thumb over Illium’s cheekbone. “We have all the time in the world, Blue.”


Illium swallowed hard and looked up to meet Aodhan’s gaze with a familiar directness. Below the playful games and delightful charm, Illium was built of honor. “I don’t know why …” He exhaled. “I’ve been counting down the days until I could come home to you, and now that I’m here, I’m so afraid, Adi.”


Blue and Adi.


Names from a lifetime ago that somehow fit their new relationship.


“I’m not going anywhere,” Aodhan said, his entire being heavy with the terrible realization he’d had in Amanat.


All but one of the people Illium loved—or had loved—had abandoned him in one way or another.


His father.


His mother.


Aodhan.


Raphael alone had never faltered.


Even Kaia, the mortal he’d loved as a youth, had left him. Her loss of memory hadn’t been by choice, but it had been a terrible loss nonetheless.


Illium might never understand the wound in his heart, but Aodhan did, and he planned to do whatever it took to help it heal—even if that meant waiting another eon for Illium to believe in Aodhan’s promise to never again leave him.


Turning his face into Aodhan’s hand, Illium released another breath before giving a small nod and walking into his apartment with a purring Smoke in his arms. The cat had shadowed Aodhan since she’d arrived in New York on the cargo plane that had also ferried home Illium’s few belongings—but Aodhan had known he’d be invisible to her the instant her beloved Illium returned home.


In this, he and Smoke were well aligned: Illium was Aodhan’s lodestar, too.


His heart ached to see the other man’s wings lowered as he walked through the door, his head downbent. Poor Blue. He didn’t understand what was going on in that bruised heart of his, didn’t know why he was acting with what—to him—would seem like a lack of logic.


Frowning, Aodhan walked into his own suite and, after quickly drying off and changing into a more formal tunic and pants, made a call he’d never thought he’d make.


The member of Lady Caliane’s court who answered smiled at seeing his face on her screen. “Aodhan. Is all well in New York?”


“Yes,” Aodhan said. “I would request a moment of Lady Caliane’s time, if she is available.”


A curious look, but the maiden said, “I saw her just before. I will go and ask.”


The screen went into a holding pattern, and when it cleared a minute later, it was Raphael’s blue eyes that looked out at him from a face both feminine and of a warrior even though Lady Caliane’s black hair was unbound today and anchored with a circlet of silver, the clasps on her shoulders delicate silver leaves where they held up the white of her dress.


And though angels didn’t appear to age beyond a certain point in time, there was a weight to her presence, a vastness of memories—of grief and love and pain—in her gaze, that made it clear that she was eons older than Aodhan or Raphael or anyone else in the Tower.


“Young Aodhan,” she said with a smile that reached those ancient eyes. “I’m pleased to see you again, and looking more rested than when you visited Amanat.”


He’d had only one real conversation with Raphael’s mother the entire time since she’d woken from her more than a thousand years of Sleep. Prior to that, he’d dealt with her staff or—at most—exchanged only necessary words with her as part of his duties.


It wasn’t that he didn’t like her. Nothing so personal. She’d simply been an Ancient unknowable to him until he’d come to Amanat after ending his term as Suyin’s temporary second. A short break where he could rest and rejuvenate himself for the long flight home. Instead, Lady Caliane had altered his entire understanding of his relationship with Illium.


We often don’t see the hurt we put on those we love most. And he is so bright, Sharine’s son, so full of life and laughter. He hides his bruises well, I think, your Bluebell, using that joyous self as an impenetrable shield.


“Lady Caliane, I thank you for your time.” Then, though he wasn’t a man who trusted many with his innermost thoughts, he spoke to her. Because she understood in a way no one else could—both because her closest friend was Sharine, the Hummingbird, and because her own losses and grief had given her a wisdom profound.


“Illium is struggling with his emotions,” he told her. “He doesn’t understand that deep inside, even as he wants to hold on to me, he doesn’t trust me not to abandon him again.”


“Ah.” Lady Caliane’s expression softened. “You want to ask me if you should tell him? Expose his unknown scars to his eyes?”


Aodhan nodded.


“First, young Aodhan, tell me what your own choice would be?”


He frowned, but shook his head. “I think it’ll damage him to know that he carries such wounds. Right now, he’s handling everything other than us without issue—Lady Sharine’s return to herself, his father’s awakening.”


He pressed a fist to his heart. “I feel it here that if I show him this wound, he’ll blame himself for not being able to get past it, for not being stronger. Lady, he has already been too strong for too many years—I don’t want him to just power through because he thinks it’s what I need. He gives and gives and gives, has dealt with blow after blow.”


His mother’s absence of the mind, her shattered psyche.


Aegaeon’s abandonment.


Aodhan’s abduction and long recovery … and his choice to immure himself in a world of silence and distance.


Just dealing with it. One blow after another.


All without losing his smile or his ability to love, his beautiful heart bruised but refusing to callus over.


“He has done enough.” Aodhan’s voice was firm.


“There, child, you have it.” A soft smile. “You know him better than himself in this—and perhaps for some things, that is as it should be. In time, he will be ready to see into these wounds, but not now. Not when he is in a phase of transition.” A pause. “We are fragile at such moments, more breakable than we understand. Protect Sharine’s son through this.”


“Always and forever.” Aodhan inclined his head on that vow. “Thank you for speaking with me. I know your time is valuable.”


“Not so valuable that I do not have it for those who have stood by my son’s side so valiantly all these years.” Eyes of endless blue darkened. “I wish you both well, Aodhan. I would see joy for you both—for in your joy, Sharine will find her joy, too. Perhaps it will ease a little of my friend’s guilt.”


Then she shook her head. “But that is not for you to consider. At this point in the turning of the hourglass of eternity, you must be selfish on Illium’s behalf. Sharine’s bright, beautiful child does not have it in him, I think, to be selfish for himself. He is too much his mother’s son.”
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Aodhan was still mulling over Caliane’s words when there came a light tap on his door. He opened it to see a man with shaggy hair of a true silver, his eyes the same against skin of deep brown kissed by gold. Dressed in a gray T-shirt paired with black cargo pants, he would’ve passed muster as a vampire serious and strong with most people.


But Naasir wasn’t a vampire. Neither was he an angel or a mortal.


Naasir was Naasir.


“You made it.” Because it wasn’t only a casual gathering tonight—all of the Seven would be at Illium’s homecoming. With things still unstable at the time of Aodhan’s return, no gathering had been possible, so this was the first time Aodhan had seen Naasir since Aodhan’s term as interim second to the Archangel of China.


It was clear to him that the most primal member of the Seven wanted to haul him into a hug, but wild at heart though he was, Naasir had never crossed the boundary Aodhan had laid down over two centuries ago. Despite the fact that Aodhan knew his response had been a thing induced by trauma, not a conscious choice, he suddenly wondered why he’d applied it to this man who had only ever hauled him out of harm … and who’d introduced him to wonders untold.


“Come, small sparkles.” A wicked grin that wasn’t quite civilized. “Today I’ll show you a snow tiger.”


A memory from a lifetime ago that had him jerking toward Naasir. Who hugged him as fiercely as he’d done when Aodhan had been a “cub,” curious and trusting. When a purr vibrated in Naasir’s chest, far deeper and more of a rumble than with Smoke, Aodhan felt emotion lodge in his throat. Very few people knew Naasir could do that, but Aodhan had heard the sound before … when Naasir had been attempting to soothe the hurt of the child Aodhan had once been.


“Do you still think of me as a cub?” he asked as he drew back, a rasp in his voice.


Naasir’s shrug was languid, his voice holding a growl as he strolled into Aodhan’s suite. “No. Cubs grow. You’ve grown strong and dangerous.” Then he paused. “But when you’re hurt, I remember the cub you once were, so small and wild inside your skin. As I remember the wounded fledgling we found.” A piercing look. “You’re better. Not all better, but closer to it than before.”


“Yes.” Aodhan looked at the door Naasir had closed behind him. “Where’s Andromeda?”


“Running a bath.” Naasir’s voice held the smug contentment of a man who adored his mate and was quite certain he was adored in turn. “I’ll disturb her once she’s in it.” A grin as wicked as that from Aodhan’s memories before Naasir stalked over to haul Aodhan into his arms again. “I have missed your smell so close, small sparkles.”


“Big sparkles now,” Aodhan said past the lump in his throat.


Laughing, Naasir drew back, then prowled into the kitchen, sniffing. “You have a cat?”


“Illium adopted one in China.”


“Cats are the best choice of pet.” He sprawled down in one of Aodhan’s sofas, as feline as Smoke when she was feeling lazy. “Suyin has invited me to visit her territory. Andi wants to go, write this part of China’s history from experience. Is it safe for her?”


Aodhan poured the other man a drink. “Specialty blood from Elena’s café,” he said, holding up a small bottle of obsidian glass imprinted with the logo of the business. “I think you’ll like it.”


Naasir’s lips curled in a dubious expression, but he accepted the glass of rich ruby-red blood, sniffed. He’d only just taken a sip by the time Aodhan sat down with his own drink—a glass of honey mead.


“So,” Aodhan said, “about China—fair warning, I’m on Andi’s side. This history should be recorded by someone on the ground. But danger remains.” Then he told Naasir all he could, both from his own experiences, and from the knowledge Illium had shared with him through his letters. And despite the fact that Naasir had avowed his intention to disturb Andromeda in her bath, he stayed for well over an hour.


Their conversation was of two allied warriors sharing intel.


But when Naasir did leave, it was with a quicksilver smile, the ripple of a tiger’s stripes emerging in the rich brown of his skin. “I’m happy to see you again … small sparkles.”


Aodhan smiled as Naasir disappeared into another suite. With time yet on his hands, he then cleared up a couple of Tower matters he was handling for Dmitri—and all the while he thought of his Blue.


The night murmured a soft dark beyond the windows by the time of the gathering.


Word had come around a half hour ago that, with the rain having passed, Montgomery had dried the roof using secret Montgomery methods, so they could gather there, under the starlit sky. The clouds had faded with the rain, New York sparkling clean.


Exiting his room, he reached out to Illium with his mind. I’m heading up. You can make a grand entrance. Everyone will want to be there to welcome you home. The others had already done so with Aodhan when he returned home, even if those in the Refuge hadn’t been free to travel to the city at the time.


Even had it been possible, Aodhan wouldn’t have wanted a gathering. Not with Illium missing. Because they, each of the inner core of Raphael’s team, played a different role in their group.


Illium wasn’t only Aodhan’s heart. He was the heart of the Seven.


Things didn’t feel right when he wasn’t around, and everyone had mentioned it to Aodhan in one way or another since his return from China. Even Jason, the quietest of them all, had said, “The city doesn’t sing as brightly with Illium gone. Do you feel it?”


The spymaster’s facial tattoo—a true agony to have made permanent—had been stark in the morning light, yet the blackness of his wings remained paradoxically soft enough to merge into that same light. “The wind carries a note of melancholy, a lover waiting for his return.”


Aodhan didn’t hear the winds, not as Jason did, but he knew his best friend was missed, keenly so. There was no one in the entire world like his Blue, and Aodhan wasn’t such a jealous being that he couldn’t share Illium with the countless people who loved him. All he hoarded for himself was that piece of Illium’s heart that would only ever belong to the one he loved for all eternity.


Because come what may, he knew that piece was his, had been his for a long, long time. What remained elusive was Illium’s trust in Aodhan’s commitment to never again emotionally vanish from his life.


Wait, I’m almost ready, Illium protested. I’d be fully ready if Smoke hadn’t decided to hide my boot. She’s mad at me for sending her ahead in the cargo plane even though I’ve explained that I couldn’t carry her the entire distance home.


Aodhan’s shoulders shook, the urge to cradle Illium’s face in a kiss a near-overwhelming wave. Take your time and give her an extra cuddle. I’ll be waiting for you up there. He wanted Illium to have this moment, get a glimpse of just how important he was to the Tower and to the people who called it home.


Oh, great, I just realized she’s dragged my forearm sheaths off the bed and to parts unknown. I was planning to wear those.


Chuckling quietly at Smoke’s antics, Aodhan stepped out on to the balcony closest to his suite, and spread his wings for the short flight up. The night air had a biting freshness that came only after a storm, and the city sparkled like stars strewn onto the earth, the darkness concealing the continuing scars from the war.


The area Raphael had been forced to cleanse with angelfire remained a dead patch where neither mortals, immortals, nor the creatures of nature wanted to go. Several skyscrapers were yet in the demolition phase, and certain roads were still being laid, and those were by no measure all the marks the war had left on the city.


New York, however, was taking it in stride. They’d all seen what had happened in China; compared to the horror of that silent landscape devoid of its people, its cities empty of life and its landscapes vicious with murderous traps, this was nothing. New York would rise again, and it would rise even brighter and more defiant.


After doing a wide sweep to take in more of the view, he ended up on the roof—to see that Montgomery had set up several strings of glowing bulbs across the roof, the ends anchored on heavy stands usually stored in a basement area. But the butler had been judicious—the lights were muted and created only a gentle glow in the corner set up for the party. The rest of the rooftop remained in shadow, lit up only by the stars.


Aodhan landed at the same time as Galen, who’d arrived from the other direction. Raphael’s weapons-master was in formal leathers of deep bronze, his thickly muscled arms bared to reveal the amber amulet he wore around his left biceps.


Red hair tumbled from the wind and eyes of pale green awash in light, he looked far better than the last time Aodhan had seen him in person—in the direct aftermath of the war.


“Aodhan! At last I can welcome you properly home!”


“It’s good to see you, my barbarian friend.” Aodhan reached out to exchange the forearm grip of warriors with him, because in this, he had to make the first move.


No matter that he’d embraced Naasir and had been embraced by him, touch was still a complicated morass for him, but this was one of the Seven, a man who would die for him without hesitation. As Aodhan would for him.


They’d stood back to back in battle often enough, ready to ward off blows to protect each other. What then, was such contact, against the depth of their shared trust? The time would come when he wouldn’t have to rationalize tactile contact—Aodhan was determined that would be so—but for now, it helped him to make a conscious choice each and every time.


There is a mortal saying, Aodhan. Keir’s gentle voice, the healer’s sensitivity innate. A strange and lovely one for a species that lives but a heartbeat compared to our endless existence. They say that life is a marathon, not a sprint. In your case, endurance and thoughtful steps forward will win over reckless speed.


Tonight, Galen accepted Aodhan’s offered forearm with a grin, theirs having always been the friendship of compatriots. While Galen was older, he’d joined the Seven after Aodhan was full grown. “Naasir and I both have to head back after two nights, but neither one of us was going to miss this, no matter how short our stay. Trace’s stepped in to cover, with assistance from Nimra and Noel, who happened to be on a visit to the Refuge.”


Aodhan glanced around after they broke the arm clasp. “Where’s Jessamy?”


“Walking up with Vivek—they had historical data to discuss. Jason’s deputy has managed to dig up scans of books long believed lost.”


A glimpse of silver in Aodhan’s peripheral vision, Naasir walking out onto the roof hand in hand with Andromeda. He’d changed since he’d come to see Aodhan, now wore blue jeans and a black blazer over a black shirt.


Andromeda, in contrast, had chosen a knee-length and wide-skirted dress of a deep citrine that complemented the dark chocolate shade of her wings while closed. When opened out, the design on her feathers was far more intricate, altering in subtle nuances of color that culminated in a pale golden brown at the tips.


Curls wild around her fine-boned face, she ran over to welcome Aodhan, her smile startled when he took her hands. “Oh,” she said, her fingers curling slightly over his. “This is wonderful, Aodhan.”


He knew she didn’t mean the party.


“Yes,” he agreed with a smile.


They’d barely finished the exchange when Jason landed with Mahiya. He was in black as always, but Mahiya had chosen an ankle-length skirt of vivid magenta embroidered with golden thread, and paired with a close-fitting blouse in the same rich hue but without any embroidery. Draped over the set was a scarf of translucent gold that she’d pleated to appear like a sari. The same gold glinted from the fine rope she’d woven through her braid.


Her eyes crinkled as she laughed at something Jason had said.


Aodhan wanted to paint her and the spymaster just this way, mentally tucked away the image. As he did snapshots of each of the others on the roof tonight, he’d paint the entire scene, he decided, gift it to his Blue.


Dmitri and Honor arrived just then, Jessamy and Vivek right behind them. Jessamy’s gown of soft pink brushed against the brown of Vivek’s suit pants as they spoke intently. Vivek was in his most streamlined wheelchair, his hands partially covered by leather gloves that matched his sharp suit. Honor, meanwhile, had gone for a thigh-length and long-sleeved dress in dark red velvet, while Dmitri’s suit was as black as Jason’s formal tunic and pants.


Aodhan made note of the fine details like Dmitri’s grin at a comment from Naasir, and how Andi hugged Honor with a delight that was reciprocated. How Galen clasped Vivek’s arm the same way he would any warrior, and how the head of the Tower’s tech command seemed to fall into easy conversation with the man they called the Barbarian, even as Jessamy broke away to take Mahiya’s hands.


When Elena and Raphael landed on the roof, Raphael proved to be in formal leathers of a dark gray, while Ellie had chosen a fitted thigh-length dress in a vivid blue that she’d paired with black ankle boots, her hair scraped up into a high tail. When she turned, he saw that the side panel of the dress was an intricate lattice of sharply angled fabric that exposed not skin, but a shimmering inner layer.


“Only because I just had to fly up from our suite,” she said with a laugh when Mahiya complimented her dress. “Otherwise I’d have flashed half the city. Raphael had to give me the all clear before I could come up as it was!”


As Mahiya giggled and lifted up her skirts to show Ellie the black tights she wore underneath while an intrigued Jessamy looked on, Venom ran up, Holly’s hand in his. Elegant suit and a youthful dress at the height of fashion, they were both smiling.


The entire Seven was together, but for Illium.


Also on the roof were the Tower’s chief healer, Nisia; Montgomery and Sivya; and angels like Andreja who had known Illium a long time. The younger crew would have to wait till the morning to see him. This wasn’t the time for a huge, overwhelming gathering.


How late am I? Illium’s clear voice in Aodhan’s mind.


Not late at all.


Wings of blue appeared over the side of the roof … and then Illium was laughing as the gathered group sent up a cheer. “What are you all doing here?” he cried out as he landed, and was mobbed by hugs, and kisses on the cheek, and shakes of his forearm.


“It was a good excuse for a party,” Venom quipped, but his hug was as tight as the others.


The other man could be cool and distant with outsiders, but never with his brethren. The deadly vampire with the slitted pupils of a viper had welcomed Aodhan home by re-creating his favorite dessert—one usually only available from a single baker in the Refuge. Not that he’d taken credit, of course. It had just appeared in a box on Aodhan’s dining table.


Aodhan stayed back while the others spoke to Illium—he’d had more time than anyone with Blue of late, when their sojourn in China overlapped. It gave him joy to see the other man deluged with love and affection … and he felt a surge of possessive happiness when he saw that Illium wore the belt buckle Aodhan had designed and made for him.


Jessamy took Illium’s hands and squeezed them, a deep smile in the soft brown of her eyes. “Well,” she said in that gentle way of hers, “I wouldn’t have believed it when you were a babe, Illium, but you have somehow managed not to fall into a gorge, get impaled on a weapon far too large for you, or fall off a roof while attempting to prove that you could fly even when the best you could do was imitate a drunken bumblebee.”


Grinning without remorse at all he’d put their teacher through during his time at the Refuge School, Illium broke the handhold to wrap Jessamy up in his arms and lift her off her feet. She laughed, the sound as warm as her heart. There was more laughter in the time that followed, more conversation, and so much food.


Montgomery and Sivya had been told not to serve others at this gathering of friends, but they hovered over the food anyway, wanting to make sure everyone had what they needed. Raphael finally physically pulled his butler and cook away from the banquet table, then he poured them drinks.


It took time, but the two did relax at last and give up their duties for the night. And when Venom started up the music, Aodhan saw Montgomery draw Sivya into his arms in a shadowy corner of the rooftop, his hands at her waist beneath the drape of her wings. She placed her hands around his nape in turn, her fingers playing with the dark of his hair and her expression one Aodhan had never before seen, because it was for Montgomery alone.


He glanced away, loath to invade the privacy of their love.


Three songs later, Venom switched up the slow and easy tones to a pounding beat that had Naasir hauling Andi onto the center of the roof and spinning her around in a dance so fast and energetic that only Naasir could pull it off with a winged partner.


Afterward, Illium slammed down his tankard of mead in laughing challenge. “I refuse to be out-danced by our resident tiger-creature.” Even as Elena shook her fist at him for taunting her about her continued lack of knowledge of Naasir’s exact “species,” he took off into the sky.


The others whooped and yelled, Naasir loudest of them all.


Illium was a firefly in the darkness, his speed dizzying, and his acrobatic moves dazzling. As Aodhan gloried in his skill and power, Illium’s mind touched his own, the contact so familiar, it was a well-worn groove in his senses. Do you remember, Adi?


Putting down his drink, Aodhan stepped quietly to the edge of the roof while the others were preoccupied watching Illium. I’m ready.


Illium dived as if about to crash into the roof, and Aodhan took off at speed.


Two seconds later, Illium had reversed his dive in a maneuver very few angels could pull off, and they were “braiding” the air in quick-fire symmetry. Aodhan had never had Illium’s ability to make hairpin turns, but this was a pattern they’d practiced and practiced again until they could predict each other’s movements—and that Illium had designed to take Aodhan’s range of winged motion into account.


It was music in the air, fast, beautiful music that sang through his bones and made him laugh in exhilaration.


When the two of them landed as one on the roof to rapturous applause, he couldn’t help grinning and wrapping an arm around Illium’s neck to hug him close. Illium didn’t resist, their wings tangled as they waved off accolades on their performance … before Illium raised his hands playfully at the others to continue with said accolades.


Heart a rapid pulse and skin hot, his Blue by his side, Aodhan had never been happier.


Illium looked up, laughter bright in the aged gold of his eyes, and for a moment, the world seemed to freeze.


They didn’t have much of a height difference—an inch or two. But at this angle, and how they were standing, it would’ve been so easy for Aodhan to lower his head and kiss Illium without thought, simply because he was there and he was Aodhan’s everything.


Illium’s pupils flared, his breath catching.
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Raphael stood at the edge of the roof, his consort by his side.


They’d ended up just beyond the spill of golden light that was the party, the city a bejeweled dazzle at their backs.


Elena leaned into him, her arm around his waist as his arm was around her shoulders, their wings in intimate contact. “Did you see that?” A whisper, as Aodhan turned from Illium to reply to a comment from one of the others … yet the two stayed close, their wings overlapping at the edges.


“I wondered,” he murmured. “When they returned home.” He’d sensed an electric tension in the air that he might’ve put down to an argument if both hadn’t been glowing with happiness.


“Do you think …”


Taking in the pair as they separated, with Illium pulling a laughing Holly into a dance, and Aodhan being waved over by Dmitri and Andreja, he said, “No, not yet. Neither is the kind to conceal a bond that’s settled and firm.”


He looked down at his hunter, the near-white strands of her hair shimmering against the dark gold of her skin—as a random bolt of wildfire danced slyly through her feathers. A lingering mark of the Cascade and all that had come with it.


His arm curling tighter around her, he said, “Are you surprised, hbeebti?”


“I might’ve been before, when I figured Illium was still obsessed with the mortal he once loved.”


Raphael frowned and realized he’d missed an important fact. “He hasn’t reached for the pendant this entire gathering.” It had become an unconscious habit with the angel, to play with the gift from his long-dead lover. “Then again, it’s only been a short time since his return home.”


But Elena shook her head. “That fight those two had at our Enclave house?” She shifted so that they were face-to-face, their bodies moving with sensual awareness in the mellow jazz that had replaced the previous pulsing beat. “I started to get a clue then. Because you don’t fight like that with anyone but the person who means the most to you in the entire world.”


He wrapped her up in his wings, her lithe hunter’s body pressed to his, breasts against his chest and thighs oh-so-tempting under the short hem of her dress. “Yes.”


Her fingers brushed his nape, her hip a sweet curve under his hand—and the sleek black cuff she wore around her left wrist a hidden garrote. Strong and soft, powerful and vulnerable, Elena was the most incredible enigma of his life. He could love her ten thousand years and still discover new facets that took his breath away.


“Honestly,” she murmured after they came up from a kiss as languid as the music, wet and lush, “I wouldn’t have been surprised if they’d headed that way earlier.”


“I’m glad they didn’t.” He pressed a kiss to the curve of her neck, felt her nipples pebble against his chest. “Both needed to grow into their own skins first, become who they were meant to be.”


Elena shivered, nuzzled into him. “We’re going to get in trouble if we keep doing this.” A rise up onto the toes of her boots, a slide down.


Groaning at the subtle tease of the hard ridge of his arousal, he tugged her closer, shifting his hand up to lay it flat on her lower back. Despite all the work yet to be done to repair their city, Raphael felt freer than he had in a long time. There was no hovering threat on the horizon, no gathering army or insane enemy.


He could dance with his consort in unhurried pleasure—and he could give his attention to the happiness of his people. “When your Bluebell and Aodhan were babes, we worried that they’d become a society of two, so entwined that they merged in a way indefinable but damaging.”
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