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… I have no plans to kill you. Not today.


—Archangel Raphael to Guild Hunter Elena Deveraux
(Once, on a Tower roof)


A thousand years old.


Elena’s brain struggled to comprehend the enormity of that truth, a truth writ large in the city that sprawled in front of her. Her vantage point on the railingless balcony outside her and Raphael’s Tower suite gave her a bird’s-eye view of a Manhattan that had altered dramatically since the day she’d first walked into a meeting with an archangel … and into her destiny.


The waters of the Atlantic had surged quietly into the landscape in the three centuries since Illium’s ascension, nibbling away the coastal border until part of the city was now waterborne, buildings and parks floating gently on oceanic waves.


Unlike the airborne habitats, which anchored to the earth only in emergencies, the water habitats were permanently anchored and connected to solid ground, bridge after bridge arcing over blue-green water and into Manhattan proper.


That had always felt right to Elena—her home had, from the beginning, been a land of bridges and water, though the Hudson and the East River slumbered sleepily these days after having settled into their new pathways four hundred years earlier. Their waters ran clearer than they had in her mortal years, and today, the sun turned the Hudson into a sheet of sparks that almost hurt the eye.


The metal and glass and soaring skyscrapers so iconic of New York during her mortal lifespan still existed, but where roads had once cut the city into neat grids, there were now thick corridors of living green that served that function.


That green heart hadn’t impacted only the roads—the biotech born partially of the Legion’s enduring legacy had speared outward until New York’s skyscrapers rose half-organic from the earth. Even the Tower was part organic, its external walls a gleam of midnight blue-black.


Anytime she placed a palm on that living “metal,” the area around her hand turned a searing blue so distinctive, it needed no name to identify it. Hbeebti, it seemed to say. Hunter-mine.


The Tower reacted that way to no one else … but then, it was Raphael’s blood that had provided the blueprint for the Tower’s organic skin. In battle, the Tower was now an extension of its archangel, a repository of violent power that sang with his name.


Glimpses of yellow through the canopies of the massive trees that lined Manhattan’s streets and avenues.


Elena smiled, the ache in her heart a fraction less painful. Because the yellow cabs had soldiered on through war and change and multiple transformations of the world and of technology.


Like all vehicles in New York these days, they didn’t need roads except as designated pathways along which to quietly purr. Their passage was so gentle that they did no damage to the greenery over which they hummed—but the drivers continued to honk and shake their fists at others they thought were dawdling.


Because the drivers had also come through time and change and the failure of pure self-driving tech. The latter had never totally recovered from the incidents where vehicles had stopped for frothing-at-the-mouth vampire “pedestrians”—thus serving up their passengers as a gruesome smorgasbord.


To the left of the last cab, a private vehicle pulled to a stop on the “third deck” of the street, the final level assigned for air-parking. Elena’s eyesight had become increasingly sharper with each new century of immortality, edging ever closer to the vision of a raptor, so she had no trouble seeing details even from this distance.


The black-clad woman who stepped out of the car and onto a small gravity float that carried her to the ground before the float retreated to the vehicle had hair a familiar sheet of glossy ebony—in which fluttered a colorful array of the tiny mechanical birds that were in style this decade.


Holly, off to look in on the design studio she’d founded three centuries earlier—the same studio that had set the trend for mechanical hair accessories. Each piece was designed according to the aesthetics of the early twentieth century in a seamless melding of the past and present. Holly had not only come up with the initial concept, she’d also taken it into immortal clubs and ballrooms.


A wash of wind behind Elena, followed by the susurration of wings as intimately familiar to her as the air of this city. Folding her own wings tighter against her back, Elena leaned into Raphael as he came to stand behind her, sliding his arms over her shoulders and around to hold her against the muscled heat of him.


His biceps were bare, his leathers sleeveless.


“Hbeebti.” A kiss nuzzled to the side of her hair, which she’d allowed to grow until it reached her butt, but she wore in a braid today. “You are in a contemplative mood.”


Raising her right hand, she closed it over his forearm. Her bracelet slid down her wrist as she did so, each slender metal link bearing a name beloved to her.


Her mother. Sisters. Nieces. Nephew. Father. Sara.


Heart twisting, she said, “I’m having trouble accepting that, as of tomorrow, I’ll have lived an entire millennium.” Most immortals past a certain age either didn’t bother to—or couldn’t—remember their date of birth, but Elena had held on tight to that piece of herself that was wholly human.


She kept a diary in which she maintained assiduous track of the passing of time; she was determined never to become jaded or to lose herself in the slipstream of an endless existence. “It seems impossible, even when I remind myself of everything that’s come in between.” Not only the losses that would forever mark her, but war, a hard-won peace, constant growth, and the transformation of her beloved New York at its very foundations.


“A thousand years of sunrises and sunsets. A thousand years of taking flight. A thousand years, Raphael.” Her archangel’s scent in her blood, her eyes closing as she sank into him.


“What astonishes me is how you’ve managed to stay so defiantly my Elena through it all.” Raphael’s voice rumbled against her, holding power even more deadly than the day they’d first met—the day he’d made her close her hand over her blade, and she’d decided that death was better than submission.


She opened her eyes. “What a journey we’ve been on, Archangel.” He’d gone from being a terrifying threat, to being integral to her existence; nothing would ever feel right again if she lost him. Even the thought of it made her stomach drop, cold begin to cut through her veins.


He spread out his wings, the magnificent span of them visible in her peripheral vision. “All of it because of your wild spirit and beautifully stubborn mortal heart.”


The irony of it was that Elena’s heart wasn’t physically mortal, wasn’t even like that of ordinary angels. Her body, her heart, carried archangelic cells. But the physical had never mattered, not in this. “If I lose that, Archangel, we’ll have to go into Sleep.”


Never did she doubt that if she went, so would he.


“I have no fear of that happening anytime soon.” One arm still around her neck and shoulders, Raphael moved his other hand to her hip as he leaned in to kiss the curve of her neck.


She shivered. “This is ridiculous. We should act our age.”


A chuckle, his aroused body hard against her lower back. “Per Marduk, we are but youths. Didn’t he call us ‘children’ when last we met?”


Laughter bubbled inside her even as she turned to take Raphael’s hand, let him tug her toward the doors into their suite. “I think he just likes messing with us.” Raphael’s ancestor—in the truest sense of the word—had a sly sense of humor that she would miss when he left this time. But her feeling of loss would be even keener when it came to his mate, she who had risen in one hell of an irritated mood a century into Marduk’s own waking.


Storms had raged across the world for three full days, the skies roiling black and the rains ceaseless, but when the tempests calmed and the sun pierced the clouds once more, the world had gained another being so old that she was beyond Ancient.


Of all the immortals Elena had met, Tiamat-Neith, Huntress of the Ages—Tiamat to her friends, and Tia to Marduk—was the most like Elena. She’d winced and told herself she was being arrogant for even thinking that of a being so old, had never articulated it to anyone but Raphael.


Then Tiamat—striking and dangerous—had stared at her one day out of eyes that altered shade much as a black opal did, and said, “So it seems Marduk managed to embed a very particular taste in women in our male descendants.” A grin that had nothing of civilization in it. “I think we will be intimates, Elena.”


They’d become exactly that over the centuries, their friendship an odd and unbalanced thing when it came to age and power, but balanced where it counted. In their humor, in their conversations, in the way Tiamat was covetous of Elena’s collection of blades after the Huntress of the Ages first woke.


“I should not collect any,” she’d murmured even as she admired a precisely balanced blade that Elena had gifted her. “Marduk and I will not be long awake.”


In the end, however, the couple had remained far longer than either had initially anticipated. By staying on after Illium’s ascension, Marduk had taken the Cadre to its full complement of ten, becoming the piece that ensured the world’s stability by his simple presence. Because nine was a stretch, eight painful to the point of leaving the archangels threadbare.


Ten, however … ten was calm and ease. Ten left time for empires to rise, innovation to thrive, dreams to take flight—and friendships to take root.


And so Tiamat-Neith now had a collection of blades to rival Elena’s.


Raphael tumbled into bed, pulling her with him. As she fell over her archangel, her wings spreading to shadow them in a midnight-and-dawn sky, her mind crashed with a surge of love as wild as the ocean waves that crashed against the city.


Salt and steel and power, that was her Raphael.


“Knhebek,” she said against the perfect shape of his lips, before he wound her braid around his fist and they sank into a kiss that was as familiar as their own breaths—and as extraordinary as the endless stars scattered across the universe.


I discover you anew each day, Guild Hunter. Raphael’s voice in her head, the mental scent of him intoxicating to her hunter senses.


Then there were no more words, just a tangle of limbs and wings and love.


Strong hands sliding over her skin, her lips tasting the heat of him, her fingers spread over his inner feathers in an intimacy that was hers alone to claim. As the way he caressed the arch of her own wings, making her toes curl and her thighs clench, was only ever for him.


She surrendered, because all these years later, it wasn’t about submission or control.


It was about trust.


Boundless, infinite, cherished.


Their love had grown in weight and depth with each passing season … without ever asking Elena to give up herself. They weren’t one being; no, they were Elena and Raphael, and they were a unit forged of loyalty furious and forever.


“Love me, Archangel. Time haunts me today.” A heaviness of melancholy twined around old sorrow until it was a vine choking her heart.


Tenderness in his kiss, his hands cupping her face as he drew her down and into him, into pleasure.


Later, when her eyes grew heavy, he wrapped her up in arms that understood her confusion at a time when her entire past was a boulder on her chest.


A thousand years. Ten centuries. So many mortal lifetimes.


“Sleep, hunter-mine.” His wing coming over her. “I have you.”


Safe, at home, she rested.


And dreamed of unearthly white owls with huge golden orbs for eyes that flew around her while she strained to hear a distant whisper.
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Such glory you are, prophecy of mine. I will wake again when you next change the world …


—Archangel Cassandra
(War’s End in the time of the Death Cascade)


Elena woke to a dawn that was a sweeping wash of orange-kissed pink beyond the balcony doors, but it was the piercing blue of her archangel’s eyes that held her attention.


His hair was tumbled over his forehead, his skin aglow in the morning light, and his wings a shimmer of white gold.


The Archangel of New York remained the most beautiful being she had ever met.


“Happy Birthday.” Leaning on his elbow, he held out his palm—on which sat a small box of verdant green tied with a gauzy ribbon that was a rich hue caught between purple and blue.


Her voice was husky with sleep when she answered. “I already have everything a woman could want.” They’d long ago stopped giving each other physical gifts on specific days—instead, it tended to happen when they spotted an item they thought the other would enjoy.


Despite her words, however, she was smiling as she took the box off his palm. Tilting her head to the side, she shook it gently by her ear. “Hmm, jewelry?” She wasn’t a woman who wore much of it—mostly his amber and sentimental items like the bracelet that Beth had gifted her.


“I know you’ll miss us after we’re gone,” her baby sister had said, her face seamed by a life joyously lived, and her spirit at peace in a way that had made her far older than Elena in that moment in time. “If I’ve forgotten anyone, you have space to add more links.”


Beth’s gift never got old. No link ever broke. Because Raphael had it quietly repaired each time it began to show signs of damage.


The blades and gauntlets that Sara and Deacon had given her, Elena had preserved in a memory box when time and use began to make her fear for them. Not so they’d be hidden away, but so she could still take them out every decade or so and touch the leather and metal that had been given to her in love by her best friend in all the world—and by the man whom Sara had loved.


Five hundred years ago, Zoe had seen the memory box, realized how precious the contents were to Elena … and turned up a year later with exact copies of both the gauntlets and the blades. “I know it’s not the same,” Sara and Deacon’s adored only child had said, “but I thought you might like having them to use … and it makes me happy to remember Mom and Dad through this.”


She’d been hesitant that day, Sara’s baby girl who had grown into a tough and confident woman. Dark eyes, curls that had been streaked bronze and black at the time, long limbs and skin of warm brown, Zoe had been dressed in a sleeveless leather vest and leather pants, her only jewelry a miniature dagger that hung from one ear—and the bracelets of hammered metal that were a memory of her parents.


She’d looked exactly like the badass she was.


That badass had brought Elena to tears—and cried along with her as Elena whispered, “They’re perfect,” of items that carried as much love as the originals.


So it was that every time Zoe saw that Elena was wearing down the gifts, she renewed the blades and gauntlets both, a continuous line of love and friendship from Elena’s mortal life.


Last time around, Zoe had smiled and said, “Dad would be so proud I can make these to his standards time after time. He was a tough weapons-maker to apprentice under, you know. Five percent off on the balance wasn’t good enough.”


An affectionate grin. “But when I got it right, he’d say ‘that’s my girl’ and I’d just beam—because I knew Dad never, ever just said that. He meant it.”


“You’re still doing him proud, Zoe.”


“I know, Aunt Ellie.” A cheeky smile that was very much a remnant of the little girl she’d been—a delightful part of Zoe that most people would never see, because they’d only ever known her as a dangerously competent adult.


“Just like I know that Mom would be delighted that we’re still so close,” Zoe had added. “She always said that as long as you were in the world, I’d have family to call on, no matter what.”


Elena and Sara had spent many a night talking about Zoe’s future after Zoe was diagnosed with an aggressive cancer that had meager odds of survival even with the most rigorous treatment. Vampirism had been her only option if she was to live longer than a year at the most.


The transition would preserve her in amber while she was still in good health, the disease inside her a stealthy predator—the only reason Zoe had even been diagnosed was because she’d had to undergo a complete physical prior to getting a berth as a sailor on a round-the-world yacht.


It was to have been her first big adult adventure.


Sara had never pushed Zoe to choose vampirism, never wanted guilt over her parents’ grief to play a role in her daughter’s decision. But she’d broken down to Elena. “I don’t want to watch my baby die, Ellie.” A voice raw with tears. “I want her to have the chance to grow into the glorious creature she’s meant to be.”


“If she decides to be Made, I’ll take care of her.” Her own heart breaking, Elena had held Sara’s hand tight. “I’ll treat her like she’s my own daughter.”


“I know.” Sara’s grip had been bruising. “She’ll never be alone, not with you there.”


Elena hadn’t told Zoe any of that—that was and would always be between Elena and her best friend. To Zoe, she’d just muttered, “Sara told me she’d haunt me if I didn’t look after you.”


Zoe’s laughter was a thing of pure joy. “If only she knew that I had to escape New York to get out from under your overprotective eyes!” A huge hug from the side that took the sting out of the words. “Love you, Aunt Ellie. Thanks for being my port in any storm.”


“I take being haunted by Sara very seriously.” In truth, she’d be glad to see her best friend even as a ghost.


“Nah, you’re safe. She’s too busy hanging out with Dad.”


Zoe had always handled her grief far better than Elena—and in doing so, Sara’s daughter—Elena’s goddaughter—had showed Elena the path forward.


“They’re happy beyond the veil.” A warm acceptance in Zoe’s tone. “They never wanted immortality—they had faith their spirits would meet on the next plane of existence, and so do I. I’ll see them again, when it’s my time.”


Elena had internalized that, accepted it. That didn’t mean she didn’t miss Sara … miss Beth … miss all of them.


Raphael’s thumb on her cheek, wiping away a tear—and it was only then that she realized she was crying. “Is it so very hard today?”


“I don’t know why.” Her voice came out rough, her tears sandpaper in her throat. “I navigated all the other milestones, but a thousand …” A long exhale. “Wow.” Her emotions felt huge and on the surface, until she wanted to nestle into Raphael and not face the day.


But that wasn’t who she was; and it wasn’t who this territory needed her to be. She was Elena Parker Deveraux, Guild Hunter and Consort to the Archangel of New York. Who had given her a birthday gift in a small box tied with a filigree of ribbon.


Snuggling against the warmth of Raphael’s chest as he stroked her hair off her face with the love of a man who had been with her through all the seasons of her long life, she undid the ribbon, lifted off the top half of the box … and smiled so hard that it felt as if her cheeks would crack.


It was a single crystalline bead about the size of a large pea, inside which grew the tiniest jacaranda tree in existence. A living tree. “I’ve heard of these!” Sitting up, uncaring of the sheet that slid off her breasts, she picked it up with careful fingers. “But I thought they were still in the lab!”


Living trees encased in glass wouldn’t excite her, but these crystal trees could be grown. These were effectively seeds.


“Does it work?” she asked her archangel, who was looking up at her with a grin that said he was delighted with himself for this gifting home run. “We put the bead in the earth with a certain mix of fertilizer—and a miniature living tree, blooms included, will emerge from it within the month, growing to its full natural height in a year?”


Raphael shrugged. “I have no idea, Elena-mine. But I had to sacrifice an archangelic kidney to acquire one of the prototypes so you could find out.”


“I love you, I love you!” Bead held with utmost care, she leaned down to pepper his face with kisses, her mood spiking from sorrow to a buzzy happiness. “Let’s go plant it! Come on!”


Two days later, Raphael landed on their Enclave lawn at the crack of dawn, the dew a shimmer on the grass and the light yet gray with the fading night, to find his consort sitting beside where they’d planted the bead.


She was sobbing out her heart.


“Elena!” He went to his knees beside her. “What has happened?” His hunter rarely ever cried this way—the last time had been the night after the day she’d laid her best friend to rest.


She’d managed better with Beth, perhaps because Sara had gone first, the path of grief already carved on Elena’s heart. “Talk to me,” he demanded, even as his wings glowed, his power surging in response to her distress.


“It’s just … s-so-so beautiful,” Elena said, her face awash in tears as she pointed to the currently barren patch of dirt encircled by rocks. “Life held in a bead.” She sobbed again.


Raphael’s brain short-circuited, an impossible prospect thrusting itself to the forefront without warning. No, he thought, surely not. Only Elena—his tough hunter who hadn’t cried even when she lay bleeding and broken in his arms as they fell to the earth—was sobbing over literally nothing.


The last time he’d seen a woman do that …


Fuck.
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You are always my most interesting patient.


—Healer of Healers, Keir (After the Chrysalis)


His own brain on the fritz—because surely this was just some strange hormonal imbalance that had struck Elena as part of her struggle with having lived a millennium—Raphael just held his consort while she cried over the buried seed of a tree, then he took her inside and got her warmed up.


All the while, however, he thought of the last woman he’d seen sobbing over something so nonsensical: a senior scholar in his mother’s long-ago court. A woman of great intellect and poise who was not known for being emotional.


As a youth of only a hundred or so, Raphael had walked around a corner one morning … and discovered her crying hysterically over the beauty of a shattered vase. The vase hadn’t been an irreplaceable piece of art. It hadn’t, in fact, been in any way different from literally hundreds of other vases of fired clay used to hold candles for passage through the stronghold.


Not understanding, he’d grabbed and attempted to give her another such vase.


Her look of betrayal had been a spear through his gut.


So he’d alerted his mother using the mental bond they’d shared since he was a child, then lingered awkwardly until her arrival. Caliane, meanwhile, had taken one look at her distraught scholar and smiled. “Ah, my son. We will be celebrating some good news soon, I think.”


He wondered if he should bring up the possibility with Elena, unlikely though it was.


At present, his consort—wrapped up in a soft robe—sat at the sunlit table in their library happily eating breakfast. She even did a little seat dance after finishing off a triangle of buttered toast.


Not a tear in sight. It was probably safe to bring up the topic.


He’d already closed the doors to the library to alert Montgomery that they were not to be disturbed, and now took a seat next to the woman who had forever altered the trajectory of his existence.


“I’m starving.” Elena pointed at the plate of mini pastries in front of him. “Pass me one?” A kiss brushed over his jaw as he turned toward the plate. “You are so gorgeous, I want to bite you.”


Smiling because how could he not, he got her the pastry, then stroked his hand down her back as she bit into it. “Hbeebti?” His heart was a staccato drumbeat.


“Hmm?” Elena finished the pastry, paused, then decided to start working her way through a stack of pancakes.


Their table didn’t usually groan with such bounty unless they had guests—they were both fairly simple in their tastes when it came to breakfast—but Elena had spoken longingly of these items after she stopped crying, so he’d put in an apologetic order with Sivya.


“I’m very sorry for the late notice,” he’d said as he poked his head into the kitchen.


The gentle angel who was their cook had waved him off. “Finally, I get to create a big breakfast. You two must’ve been training hard. I’ll do eggs as well. You can start with that alongside fruit and toast while I prepare the rest.”


Elena had already devoured said eggs and toast.


“Here.” Deciding discretion was the better part of valor, he scooped fresh fruit salad into a bowl and slid it over. “You like this mix with the papaya.”


“Oooh, yes.” Elena stabbed a fork into a chunk of fruit with one hand while picking up a smoothie with the other.


Raphael made sure she was topped up with everything, until she at last sat back with one hand on her abdomen. “Wow, I haven’t been that hungry since my Chrysalis days. Guess the immortal tapeworm is back.” She began to laugh. “Remember how Nisia messed with me about parasi—”


Her eyes going huge, she sat bolt upright and stared at Raphael. “No.”


He winced. “All signs point to a certain conclusion.”


“But I’ve been taking the leaf!” Elena gulped down the rest of the smoothie. “A leaf a day keeps the you-know-what away!”


“You missed a day last month, remember?” Raphael only did so because she’d been joking about playing with fire. “When we flew to visit Jason and Mahiya and you forgot to take it with you.”


“We’d better be careful,” she’d said with a grin even as she let him hitch her up so that her naked thighs clasped his equally naked waist. “Nisia did warn us about a super-parasite after all.”


Elena stared at him, swallowing hard. “I only missed one day.”


“Super-parasite,” he dared say. “We’re very compatible.”


A small, strangled sound from Elena, her hand sliding to her abdomen again. When she looked at him, her eyes held a stark fear that made him hurt for her.


“It will be all right, hbeebti.” He cupped her cheek with one hand, pressing his forehead to hers. “We’re in this together, come what may.”


A gulp of air. “We have to go see Nisia.” Words that trembled. “I need to know.”


“Let’s go now.”


“You have the Cadre meeting,” she began.


“I’ll cancel. This is more important.” No doubt the others would be annoyed—but so be it. It wasn’t as if they were in a time of war or uncertainty.


Elena rose, took a deep breath, and said, “I’m fine. It’s fine. Let’s go do this.” She picked up a pastry on her way out, groaned.


Still, neither one of them gave audible shape to the possibility that hung in the air, not daring to tempt fate.


Raphael spoke to Nisia mind to mind while still in flight, asking her to meet them in their private Tower suite. She arrived as they did and, after taking one look at them, put down the small bag she’d brought along. “What’s happened?” she asked, open concern in her expression.


Diminutive, with soft brown eyes and wings of a deep cloud-gray spotted with white, Nisia’s question held none of the acerbic bite with which she’d lashed them more than once.


Elena’s hand clamped down on his as they stood in their living room in front of the closed balcony doors. “I missed a leaf and I just ate about five days’ worth of breakfast at once and I’m still hungry.” It came out in a rush.


Nisia, to her credit, just said, “Sit in that chair.” Then she took a small device out of her bag. “I could use my healing abilities, but this is highly efficient, especially in the early stages.”


Elena sat.


“Hold out your hand.” Nisia took that hand and touched the medical device to the very tip of Elena’s index finger. Before engaging it, she said, “It’ll take a blood sample. You won’t even feel a prick.”


A tiny droplet of red bloomed on Elena’s finger when Nisia lifted the device, and Elena just stared at it as if she could divine its secrets. The wound beneath it would already be gone, healed over by Elena’s immortal cells.


“How long will it take?” Raphael asked, sweat having broken out along the back of his neck.


When he put his hand on Elena’s shoulder, she shook herself out of her stunned state and raised her own hand to hold on to his wrist.


“It’s done.” Nisia turned the small, narrow screen toward them.


It was a vivid green with a scattering of black writing on it: Congratulations. The healer slid the device into her bag. “A small super-parasite will be making its arrival on the planet in thirty-four weeks, give or take a few weeks. Immortal or mortal, birth still comes when it comes.”


Picking up the bag, she said, “We’ll talk further once you’ve had a chance to absorb the news.” The merest glimpse of a smile. “I wish I were Aodhan, that I could paint the looks on your faces, but—all humor aside—I understand this is a shock.” Her voice gentled, becoming deeply kind in the way of healers near and far. “Come to me with any and all questions—for now, I can tell you that the readings are as expected at this point in the process.”


The healer left.


Raphael, his legs shaky, sat down on the floor, his back to the balcony doors, and Elena’s hand held in his as she leaned down from the chair. Then she was sliding down to sit beside him with his arm around her, the two of them staring at the wall opposite. It bore a breathtaking painting of Elena in flight, blades out.


A gift from Lady Sharine, the Hummingbird.


He slowly became aware of the tremor in her spine, the way she had her hand pressed over his heart. “Elena-mine?” He nuzzled the top of her head. “How are you?” The simplest and most important question.


Because there was a reason Elena used birth control when it was beyond uncommon for angels to do so—theirs was a race with a birth rate so low that decades—even centuries in rare cases—could go by without a single child being born. If he was remembering correctly, it had been eighty years since the last angelic birth.


“I don’t know,” Elena whispered. “My brain’s all fuzzy.”


He cuddled her close, wrapping his wings around her. “Do you want me to ask Eve to come to New York?” Elena and her sister remained incredibly close, notwithstanding that Eve was attached to Illium’s team on the other side of the world. “Or Keir?” Nisia was a wonderful healer, but Keir had watched over Elena during her transition from mortal to immortal, helped her understand her new body—the bond between the two was of a different magnitude.


But Elena shook her head. “No … I just want to sit with the news for a while before we share it with anyone else.” Her fingers opened and closed against his heart. “Right now, it doesn’t even feel real.”


“No,” Raphael admitted, “it doesn’t.”


They sat there, wrapped up in each other as the sun warmed their backs … and in Elena’s womb grew a child stubborn and strong.


Elena dreamed of a room drenched in blood that night, and even in the dream, she knew this was wrong. It had been centuries since she’d fallen into the abyss, but today, she couldn’t escape it.


Drip.


Drip.


Drip.


Blood beading on a fingertip that belonged to Belle’s murdered and brutalized body, only to drip to the floor in a loud crash of sound.


It hurt, that sound. A reverberation that wouldn’t stop.


She clapped her hands over her ears, but her hands were wet, and when she brought them down, she saw that they were soaked in her big sister’s blood.


“No, no.”


She tried to wipe it off, but smears of red covered every wall and counter in the kitchen, the red dripping downward until the lake of it reached her ankles and began to crawl up her legs.


Elena screamed and scrabbled back, but someone was gripping her shoulders, a fetid breath in her ear. “There you are, sweet little hunter. I’ve been waiting such a long time for you to return.”


Elena!


The storm-lashed ocean crashing into her mind, the scent of steel and salt in her every breath as her eyes snapped open.


“I have you.” Raphael crushed her close to the hard warmth of his chest. “You’re safe, you’re home.”


Her throat felt scraped to the bone, and she knew she’d been screaming. “I went back. To Belle and Ari and Mama. To that day.”
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I would rather die as Elena, than live as a shadow.


—Elena Deveraux to Archangel Raphael
(Once, high above Manhattan)


One hand cupped around his consort’s head, his other arm tight around her, Raphael released a jagged exhale. Elena’s pain devastated him. “No one will hurt our child,” he said, because he knew it was that fear that lay at the heart of her nightmare.


She’d survived a monster, but that same monster had stolen the lives of her two elder sisters—and ultimately, the life of her mother. Marguerite Deveraux might have taken her own life in the aftermath of the murder of her daughters, but the reason for her suicide had been the irreparable damage done to her soul the day Slater Patalis forced her to listen as he brutalized Elena and murdered Belle and Ari.


That psychic injury had never healed.


Elena was afraid that history would repeat itself, that she wouldn’t be able to protect their child as she hadn’t been able to protect the sisters she idolized. “No one who wishes our babe harm will ever come within a city block of them.” He kissed her temple. “They will be beloved and cherished by all our people and the entirety of your Guild.”


Elena had a habit of joking that she’d outstayed her license at the Hunter’s Guild, but he knew that bond not only utilized her hunter-born instincts, but helped keep her anchored to her humanity even as she grew deeper into immortality, deeper into her own power. These days, though she took on only the most dangerous hunts—hunts that might be deadly for a mortal—she also taught multiple classes at the Guild and mentored new recruits who were without family.


She had generation after generation of hunter loyalty behind her.


“There was so much blood.” Her voice trembled. “I’d forgotten after all these years … thought I’d forgotten. His voice, it was so vivid. More vivid than my memories of Belle’s voice, Ari’s voice, and I hate that.”


Raphael would have long ago offered to erase those memories for her—only he knew that any such intrusion would be a far worse nightmare for Elena. She’d once told him that she’d rather give up her life than surrender her memories.


For her memories were what made her.


“That you remember and mourn your family so,” he murmured, “is a testament to your heart.”


Her tears were wet against his chest. “I know it’s not the same,” she said. “I know. Our baby will have a guard around them in any situation where they might be vulnerable … but …” A hard swallow.


“I understand, Elena-mine.” He pressed her to him, and then he admitted his own vicious fear. “My mother went mad, broke me. My father went mad before her. I, too, thought I’d laid my fear to rest … but I dreamed of that forgotten field tonight, dreamed of the wild blooms covered in droplets of my blood as I watched her walk away.”


Her soles had been a glistening red in his dream, his mind supplying imagery so vivid that it was as if he lay in that field again, his bones shattered far beyond his young body’s ability to quickly heal.


“Archangel.” It was Elena’s turn to squeeze him tight, her turn to kiss his skin and stroke his spine.


They stayed locked together until dawnlight began to lance through the curtains. At his age, Raphael needed minimal sleep, but while Elena no longer needed as much as she’d done as a mortal, she did need more than an archangel. Raphael always made it a point to lie with her those hours. It had become habit during the early years, when the nightmares had haunted her night after night, but now, it was just to be together.


He loved having her in his arms, loved spreading his wing over her, loved nuzzling her awake when it was time. Often, sleep-warm and lazy, they’d fall into passion, wings and limbs entwined, but today, they held on to each other with the quiet desperation of two people who knew that, in eight short months, they’d be in charge of the safety of a tiny, helpless, and infinitely precious being.


He shuddered, exhaled.


There is no war, no strife, he told himself. There are no enemies seeking dominion. No evil that stalks the innocent. Our child will be safe.


But while that was Elena’s nightmare, it wasn’t his.


He might be his child’s worst enemy, their most terrible nightmare.


Raphael’s heart cracked, the fault line filling with pain such as he’d never before felt.
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Sire, we come as called.


—The Gray Angel (After a Battle Won)


Deep, deep in the ocean, in a silent obsidian darkness unknown to mortal eyes, seven hundred and seventy-seven minds that were one sighed to a slumbering consciousness after hundreds of years. They were not truly awake, rather hovering on the gloaming edge between consciousness and dreamscape.


Aeclari.


The word whispered through the dreamscape, streamers of searing blue and glittering wildfire.


In their dream, they searched for the danger that summoned them from their slow rebirth and long rest, and found none … but still they sensed the cold fear that chilled the hearts of the beings they loved beyond all others. There had been other aeclari, others who held their loyalty, but never like this. Never until they had become more than themselves. Never until they had loved.


Aeclari?


A troubled shimmer through the dreamscape. For this was impossible. Two aeclari could not exist in the same time and place. How could they serve both? And yet … there were two.


The first aeclari … so old, so very, very tired.


The dreamscape quieted under the weight of that knowledge, as the age of the aeclari who had created them sank into their cells and pulled them under. But they were not as far into rest as they’d been before this partial waking, their minds hovering just beneath the surface of the world.


They listened.


They waited.
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You know what I’ve learned from my baby girl? To enjoy the now. It’ll be gone soon enough, and no one knows what the next hour, much less tomorrow, will bring.


—Sara Haziz to Elena Deveraux (Once, on a New York roof)


A week after Nisia confirmed her pregnancy, Elena sat on the Tower roof, her legs hanging over the edge high above the clouds, and said, “Sara, you have no idea how much I miss you.” She’d made other friends through time, had so many people she trusted, knew she was beyond lucky when it came to the people in her life, but her friendship with Sara … it had defined her, made her.


They’d been young together, had matured together, had never been beyond each other even after Elena’s body stopped aging while Sara’s took on the touch of time. In mind and heart—the places where it counted—they’d still been on the same timeline. Friends who had counseled each other in turn.


As Sara had counseled her a mere week before her passing. Her best friend hadn’t been fatalistic, but she’d known her time was coming, all the more so after she lost Deacon. Husband, father, hunter, weapons-maker, Deacon’s loss was still mourned by immortals centuries after he chose a mortal existence.


“Promise me you won’t memorialize an ideal version of me,” Sara had said with the directness that was her hallmark, “turn me into some kind of saint to which no one else can compare. Make a new best friend, Ellie, and tell them about how I was a hard-ass—but a hard-ass you loved all the same.”


“I did make a close friend—not a best friend, not yet, but we’re getting there,” Elena said to Sara’s memory, her throat thick. “But I couldn’t make a mortal one, not after I lost you.” The idea of going through that agonizing pain again had been too much. “I don’t know how Illium did it all those years, making mortal friend after mortal friend.”


But even knowing that Sara would be annoyed with her for it, Elena hadn’t put any effort into new friendships for centuries after losing her best friend and sister of the heart. It wasn’t as if she’d been alone—she’d had Eve, Illium, Ashwini, Vivek, Honor, Jessamy, so many others.


It had been enough, her grief over losing Sara too profound for anything else.


“There you are.” A crisp, curt voice. “I’ve told you this spot is ridiculous, and still you insist on perching here like a damn insect.” Long legs clad in black, the feet encased in dark green ankle boots, came down beside her own, Greta taking a seat on the edge with a very disgruntled “old-person” harrumph.


“This is terrible for my reputation,” added the Tower’s chief admin and the woman who still happened to terrify Aodhan, even if he was consort and second to an archangel these days.


Elena’s melancholy morphed into a sharp grin as she glanced at the woman who had become her most unexpected friend literal centuries after they’d first met—the only person who had come even close to settling in that space in her heart that was for a friend like Sara.


Greta wasn’t a woman of family as Sara had been. Elena couldn’t imagine her rocking a baby; Greta would probably hold it at arm’s length, head turned away, as if the baby were some alien object. Said baby shouldn’t be insulted, however—Greta didn’t like people in general the vast majority of the time. But Greta and Sara shared two traits: a core of unbending steel and a relentless loyalty when they chose to offer that loyalty.


It hadn’t surprised her in the least when Greta had told her that she and Sara had had a “cordial” relationship. That was high praise from Greta. “Your friend got things done,” she’d said.


“No dancing around touchy subjects, either. When you went missing after you fell in Raphael’s arms, she sent me the Guild’s strike notice to pass up the chain—no hunts until the Tower revealed your location and status and proved it by taking Sara to you. I told her she’d die going up against an archangel. She sent me back a Guild dagger in answer.”


A shake of the head. “I admire very few people, Elena, but I admired Sara Haziz. I kept the dagger, you know, and the strike notice. Appropriated both from Dmitri’s office after Sara won that battle. Do you want to see?”


It had healed a small part of Elena’s broken heart to know that other immortals carried pieces of Sara in their memories, too. Because she and Greta, they’d only had that conversation some five hundred years after Sara’s passing. Greta made it a point to hold on to both the physical objects and the memories.


Today, Elena said, “You seriously have eyes in the back of your head and also on top of your head. Not to mention psychic radar.”


Greta, piercing green eyes behind half-glasses and a precisely cut red bob against translucent skin no mortal would ever possess, pursed her lips. “I need none of that when you’ve been sitting here staring off into the clouds every morning this week. I should tell the sire.”


Elena scowled. “Hey, no narcing.” Not that Raphael didn’t already know of her continuing shock … and fear.


Such hard, brutal fear that it choked her.


The only reason he wasn’t with her right then was that he’d had to fly out to handle a situation in Nimra’s territory. Nothing catastrophic, but it was educational for certain vampire kisses to feel the wrath of their archangel once in a while. Especially young kisses led by charismatic vampires who believed they could take blood from the unwilling because “It is our right as near-immortals. Humans are cattle to be slaughtered.”


Nimra could have executed the leader without problem, but his poisonous “teachings” had reached too many pliable ears before he came to her attention. “I believe, sire,” the Louisiana angel had said to Raphael, “it may be time for a punishment that causes enough terror to eliminate that line of thinking before it takes further root.”


It sounded vicious, but Elena was a hunter. She understood that vampires like Greta and Dmitri, their deadly urges under iron control, had counterparts far less disciplined. She’d seen firsthand what vampires on a rampage could do, borne witness to the torn-out throats and ripped-off limbs, heard the desperate wetness of sound as a woman tried to stanch her severed femoral artery while the life leached out of her and into a vampire’s mouth.


Elena had put a crossbow bolt through the vampire’s heart—but she’d been too late to save his victim.


Far better to stop the carnage before it ever got that far.


Greta nudged Elena’s shoulder with her own. “Greta is a timeless name. Though I suppose you could use Gretan if you have a male progeny, or Grentany for a gender-neutral choice. Gretana. Gretalika. Gretam. The choices are endless.”


Jolted out of her dark thoughts by the absurdity delivered in Greta’s deadpan tone, Elena snorted out a laugh.


No laughter from her friend. Pushing down those glasses she most definitely didn’t need, she said, “I’m insulted.”


Elena’s laughter intensified, until even Greta’s lips twitched.


“If only Aodhan could see and hear you now,” Elena managed to get out. Very few people ever experienced the other woman’s dazzlingly dry sense of humor—which Aodhan also possessed, ironically enough.


The first time Elena had really truly talked to the admin, she’d understood one thing. “You’re bored,” she’d said to the woman who sat aloof and remote in her isolated Tower office—so much so that Elena hadn’t even known of her existence for an entire year after returning to the city post-coma. She’d been mortified—only to realize it was by design.


Greta’s deepest nightmare was to have to socialize.


But she’d been polite to Elena that day as Elena said, “Not bored in your work. You like that.” That was why Greta was still with the Tower—because Dmitri and Venom treated her as an extra limb, which meant she dealt with complex issues as a matter of course. “But the rest of existence bores you.”


A flat look. “I’m older than the Tower many times over. There’s not much I haven’t seen and done. I only stick around because Dmitri and that far-too-slick-for-his-own-good Venom make sure to keep my brain busy—the idea of immuring myself in solitude and silence like some of my kind do when they are old and tired seems a horror to me.


“I’d rather find a friendly warrior and get decapitated when I’ve had enough. Dmitri would probably do it if I gave him appropriate notice.” She’d capped her fountain pen with a decisive snick of sound. “The end. Nice and clean.”


To this day, Elena wasn’t sure why she hadn’t taken the not-so-subtle hint and ended the conversation there. Crouching down to scritch Greta’s new black kitten behind her pointed ears, she’d instead said, “Come with me tonight. I promise you a new experience.”


A raised eyebrow. “Orgies, raves, drugs, I’ve tried them all, Consort. But thank you for the offer.” A genuine enough statement. “Truly, please don’t worry about me. I am as content as is possible given my age.”


Elena would’ve left it alone any other day, hesitant to overstep—but then the kitten had headbutted her palm and she’d decided to take it as encouragement. “Humor me,” she’d said. “It’s not an order, to be clear. I just think you might enjoy this. Why not come along—you can retreat back into your lair—I mean office—the minute you find it boring.”


Greta had looked about as excited as if she were about to get her teeth removed. With pliers. Without anesthetic. “Of course. You are mostly not annoying, so I will give you an hour.”


“You have no fear, do you, Greta?”


“Older than dirt,” had been the response. “What are you going to do? Smite me? Go ahead. It’ll be something new, at least.”


So it was that Elena and Greta had gone out that night.


To a three a.m. party at Guild HQ.
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Angels might scare us, but hunters scare most other people—including a lot of vampires. Reassure them. Convince them we’re civilized.


—A Retiring Guild Director to the Incoming Guild Director
(Once, when a Slayer fell in Love with a Hunter)


Elena and Greta had arrived at the HQ to find a hunter shimmying his way across a rope strung up on the ceiling of a training salle that hadn’t changed all that much over the centuries … while his drunk compatriots threw blades at him that he attempted to dodge without falling off.


“What!” the climber had yelled when Elena questioned the sanity of such an act. “I’m wearing a stab-proof vest and pants!”


“Mortals and immortals being idiots is a fact with which I’m unfortunately familiar,” Greta had said in her usual flat tone. “Did you know certain angels once dared each other to jump into boiling lava? Sense cannot be taught to imbeciles.”


Shoulders shaking, Elena had said, “No, not that. Come on.” Leaving the drunken idiots to their shenanigans, she’d led Greta to a basement room thick with cigar smoke.


“Ellie, you’re late!” Malik, all long legs, perfect bone structure, and tightly curled hair against bronzed skin, had kicked out a chair for her even as he spoke. “Who’s the killer redhead?”


“Greta.” No further explanation. “Deal her in.”


Cards? Truly, Consort? That Greta’s mental voice was crystalline was no surprise; the woman had to be a power given her closest colleagues. Having Dmitri and Venom in your head on a regular basis wasn’t for the weak.


I show no emotion, have zero tells, the other woman had added. It will be embarrassing how quickly I decimate this group—after which I will go home. There is only so far I’m willing to extend myself even for you.


Go on, Elena had challenged, let’s see how fast you can clear us out.


They’d stumbled out of Guild HQ as dawn was breaking, their metaphorical pockets much lighter, and Greta so stunned that she hadn’t spoken for the past hour. “How?” she’d muttered as they’d blinked against the morning light. “How does that mortal with his ridiculous lime-green vest, and equally ridiculously pretty face, fool us with such ease? I know I have no tells!”


Elena had shrugged. “He’s a fucking shark—and hella fun to play with.” Malik, with his charming grin and playful eyes, had reminded her of Demarco from their first meeting. High likelihood he was a descendant. After all, the man had left behind a dynasty after siring seven children with the tattooist wife he’d adored to his last breath.


“How do you know so many degenerates?” Greta had muttered even as she smoothed her hair and sniffed at the fitted sleeve of her black pantsuit. “Ugh, I hate the smell of cigars.”


Yet she’d continued to come to card nights with Malik and the crew, until one dawn, Greta hadn’t returned home to the Tower.


Her and Malik’s relationship had lasted his entire mortal lifetime. The hunter had been one of the few people who’d ever challenged Greta. He’d also loved her with all of his huge heart, and when he died, Greta had tattooed his name over her own heart in a process that was beyond painful—and had to be redone yearly due to her level of vampiric healing.


“I want to feel the pain,” she’d said. “Malik deserves my pain, my memory. I waited an eternity for him and I had him for six precious decades. The memory of what we were together—and who I was with him—will carry me to the end of my existence.”


Elena had never seen Greta cry, not once, but she’d sat in silence with her many a night while the other woman smoked Malik’s favorite cigar, their friendship formed while neither one of them was looking.


Now, Greta gripped the edge of the roof and stared out at the clouds. “I never wanted to have children, not even when I was mortal. It was hard to avoid in those days, you understand, but I managed.”


“How did you figure it out?” Elena spread one hand over her abdomen.


“I’ve always been able to tell when a woman is with child—maybe I am part witch as was once rumored.” A shrug. “Or maybe it’s because I saw you eat five raspberry-chocolate tartlets just an hour ago, then follow them up with a pickle sandwich. After which you drank the pickle juice.” A shudder. “You might as well be wearing a flashing sign.”


Groaning, Elena made a mental note to stop with the sudden urge to inhale everything in sight … even as her mouth watered at the mention of pickles.


“As I was saying,” Greta continued before Elena could reply. “I am not a children person, and part of that is because I can’t imagine being responsible for a tiny creature’s life.”


“You manage to keep your cats alive.” Greta’s first cat had been Roar, of the line of Illium’s beloved Smoke.


He’d gifted Greta a kitten from Smoke’s one and only litter—it turned out that, per Illium, Smoke had had “a secret boyfriend” prior to her journey to New York. Which Illium had discovered when he took her to the vet for all the routine procedures, having been unable to do so in China, devastated as it was at the time.


Greta had ever had a cat from then on.


“Cats are rather more independent than babies.” The other woman squeezed Elena’s hand. “I am saying I understand your fear.”


This friendship, though it had stood a far longer span of time than her friendship with Sara, remained new in so many ways. Greta knew about Ari and Belle and Marguerite, but she hadn’t shaken Elena awake from screaming nightmares, hadn’t been by her side when Jeffrey threw her out, hadn’t stood with her as she farewelled her mother and sisters in a final goodbye.


Don’t you keep that new best friend in the dark, either, you stubborn fool. Let them in. Let them be what they should be to you.


Sara’s voice again, her memory a haunting Elena hoped would never end, never fade. As for Sara’s advice … I can’t, Sara. Not yet.


Not with the nightmares so fresh; she’d had another one last night, and this time she’d drowned in her sisters’ blood before Raphael managed to wake her. “I don’t know if even I understand my fear,” she said, the skin of the Tower smooth and glittering blue under her tight grip.


“Our baby’s father is one of the ten most powerful beings in the entire world. And no one is in danger of going megalomaniacal like in the first decades of my angelic life.”


The name Zhou Lijuan had been all but erased from angelic history. Not her crimes, for those had to be known, had to be remembered and denounced. Only her identity—she was noted in the records as a cipher that meant To be forgotten.


Immortals could be pitiless.


“There’s no logical reason for my fear.”


“Elena.” Greta shook her head. “You, my friend with a mortal heart, should be the first person to realize that emotions aren’t logical. Fear most of all.”


Elena bit down on her lower lip, but Greta wasn’t done. “Here,” she said, handing Elena a neatly folded printout that she’d pulled from a pocket of her pantsuit—technology and fashion might march on, but Greta would give up both her printer and her favorite form of clothing when she was good and dead.


“A vampire has given in to bloodlust in White Plains. Murdered two people, and was heading toward a school last he was spotted. Guards are already onsite, school quietly locked down, but the vampire is too old and deadly for anyone to be complacent. Go fight a monster, Ellie.”


Elena’s entire chest compressed, her insides tight and hot. “Thank you.”


Then, dropping off the roof without further words, she went and fought a monster—and in the bloody aftermath, as she stood with her blades dripping red while a school full of children sat safe and innocent, she found a small peace within.
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She was a good ruler. Before the madness, she was what an archangel should be.


—Raphael to Elena
(Once, while Caliane, Archangel of Amanat, yet Slept)


Dressed only in loose black pants that were cool silk around his body, Raphael stood staring out at the sparkling night of his city.


He’d returned home three hours earlier, his entire being raw with the need to be here. Elena had been awake and waiting for him, her need as primal as his own. Now, at last, the woman who owned his heart in every way lay fast asleep, her rest an easier one this night.


If he could, he’d thank Greta for reminding Elena that she was no longer a terrified little girl, but a warrior honed and lethal. The vampire, however, wouldn’t appreciate his words—for Greta wasn’t one to expect or want accolades. The only thing she’d ever asked of Raphael was that he never add her to his official senior team.


“I do not wish to wear a public face, sire. I wish even less to go to formal or even informal events, including dinners at the Enclave. I want only to be left alone to do what I do best.”


Never would he have predicted that this most reclusive member of his staff would become a friend true and loyal to his consort.


A consort he’d held long after she fell into sleep, slipping out of bed only when he began to worry that he’d disturb her with his wakefulness. His entire body was tense, his muscles rigid and his breath a spiked weapon in his chest.


Such things he hadn’t felt for a long, long time. The last had been when Elena was mortally wounded, her life hanging by a thread. Everything in him had seemed to misfire, not quite working right.


As he stared out at the night, two angels flew upward past the Tower, heading for the high altitudes. They wouldn’t have spotted him; all the private areas of the Tower were shielded from external watchers using technology invented by Illium. For Elena’s Bluebell had held true to his determination to be himself, no matter if he’d ascended into the ranks of the Cadre.


It amused Raphael on a daily basis to see how Illium’s refusal to be what the older members of the Cadre expected confounded, irritated, and at times inspired those same archangels.


You know, I never considered that I could be other than what was expected of an archangel. Perhaps it is never too late to change.


The most surprising statement thus far.


Because it had come from Alexander. The Archangel of Persia had been set in his ways even when Raphael was a youth.


“Well, damn.” Elena had whistled when he’d shared Alexander’s comment with her. “Cadre meetings have clearly gotten a lot more fun since Illium’s ascension. Didn’t Caliane threaten to strangle him last year?”


He’d laughed then, because the threat had been more exasperation than truth. Illium had laughed, too, then stuck out his neck as if for Caliane’s hands. Which had made Raphael’s mother scowl—while Raphael fought a grin—and call the meeting to an end “before we all turn into savages.”


But he had no laughter in him this night when his right temple pulsed with a low throbbing pain, even though the Legion mark had long faded into near obscurity on his skin, barely visible even to Elena, who was the only person he ever permitted that close.


Well, no, that wasn’t quite true. Naasir’s cubs had seen it, too, when they’d been children who’d loved to hang off their “Rafa.” Because, of course, Illium and Aodhan had made sure the three boys knew of the name only small children were permitted to call Raphael.


He could still remember how Izar’s curious little fingers had touched his temple. “Dragon?”


“Dragon,” Raphael had said. “Like Marduk.”


Delighted, Izar had immediately shared this knowledge with his brothers, who had both roared with him in what Raphael assumed was their reproduction of a dragonish roar. To this day, Raphael received random packages from the boys with dragonish mementos inside. The most recent one had been from Nasien—a tiny figurine featuring a slumbering dragon, its tail curled around three dozing cats.


He had no idea how or where Nasien had found it, but it held pride of place on his office shelf.


To everyone else, the Legion mark was forever gone, fading with most people’s memories of the strange beings who had once crouched on rooftops, hung off buildings, or perched in trees in Central Park. Living gargoyles who had been seven hundred and seventy-seven voices—and one coherent voice—in Raphael’s head.


You are in our memory. The aeclari of the Death Cascade. The aeclari who … loved us.


Lifting his hand on that echo of words that had been some of the last the Legion had ever spoken, he rubbed at the pulsing. It did nothing to ease the irritation. Biting off a curse, he went into the bathroom so he could see if anything was visible.


The mark remained less than a shadow.


The pain, he realized, was of him. Born of the same twisting anguish that had him leaving his Elena alone in bed.


A mind, cool and collected, touched his before he could begin the process of calming himself with conscious will; the contact was quiet enough that it wouldn’t have woken him had he been asleep.


Sire?


I am awake, Venom.


The vampire, who’d been by his side for more than a millennium now, shifted his mental voice to a normal pitch. Lady Caliane is on the line.


Though their world had long ago moved away from the visible lines and wires that first enabled long-distance communication, the language persisted. Jessamy, who’d traced the complexity and evolution of language for most of her existence, had told him that sometimes certain elements became set in stone, never to change no matter what.


“As an example,” she’d said one day two hundred years ago, when the two of them had been walking through the Refuge of an afternoon, “people do not realize that when they refer to their morning cereal, they are referring back to the Archangel Ceres, who was well known for his harvests and who has Slept for eons. Language is a most fascinating mystery.”


I will speak to her, Raphael told Venom now. Transfer the call to the suite.


Shrugging on a loose cream-hued tunic, he stepped out of the bedroom. The waiting call flashed on the faceted crystal that sat in a cradle of polished stone on a side table. He could’ve carried that crystal anywhere, but he wanted to be close enough to intercede should the nightmares begin to hunt Elena, so he touched his finger to the crystal, and when the menu popped up, chose to answer where he stood.


His mother’s three-dimensional image appeared, as if she were in the room with him. She was seated on a stone bench in the bright sunshine of the microclimate inside Amanat, flowers in her long dark hair and her gown a floating white. This was her maiden avatar, but he saw the warrior within, her eyes marked by loss and grief, love and time.


“Mother.” He took a seat on a nearby chair, so he wouldn’t appear to be looming over her. “You extend your stay in Amanat.” It had always been her heart home, no matter if she’d spent vast swathes of time in India since she became the archangel who held dominion over that landmass.


“My son.” She held out her hand toward him, and when he took it, he could almost feel her skin and bones, the technology that created such communication advancing at a phenomenal rate with each year that passed.


Mortals, racing time again. Leaving their mark on the world.


“Yes,” she said after they broke their strange handclasp. “I miss my home.” Her eyes were warm as they took him in. “I had hoped that you were not asleep. I rarely sleep now. No one ever tells you that about becoming an Ancient—the urge to sleep vanishes at a certain point.”


Raphael frowned; thanks to the current makeup of the world, he knew a number of Ancients. And he’d picked up that they slept. More to the point—“Even Marduk sleeps, Mother, and he is your ancestor.”


Granted, it wasn’t much in comparison to the needs of mortals or young angels, but there was a need. Per mortal scientists, sleep was a necessity for their kind to allow their brains to work through the events of the day, make memories, and otherwise stabilize themselves. Angelic scientists were of the belief that it worked much the same in angelkind—the difference was simply a matter of degree.


“Hmm.” Caliane reached up to begin pulling the flowers from her hair. “Perhaps I am just having a long wakefulness then.” A quiet smile. “No doubt I will sleep for a week in turn.”


Raphael’s gut twisted. “Are you sure nothing’s wrong?” he asked. “You feel as you should?”


Delighted laughter, the intense blue of her eyes alight. “How you worry so, my Rafe, my son with my beloved, Nadiel.” Flowers all placed neatly on the stone bench, she began to braid the rich black of her hair. “I am quite well. Just haunted by dreams, I suppose, and so I avoid sleep.” A sigh, her smile fading. “I did not wish to admit that, but of course you will have guessed.”


Sorrow cast a heavy shadow on the flawless lines of her features. “They say immortality tangles memory, but it has tangled none of mine when it comes to your father. I miss him as much this day as I did the day I had to end his life.”


It was Raphael’s turn to reach for her hand.


Allowing her braid to unravel without hesitation, Caliane accepted his offer of silent comfort. “Tell me of your city. It has been too long since my last visit. How goeth your Bluebell?”


“You saw him at the last Cadre meeting, Mother.”


A dreamy look outward, Caliane’s attention caught by a butterfly that circled around to land on the flowers she’d left on the bench. “There is such wonder in the world, is there not, Raphael? I see it and I am grateful to be alive even in my sorrow.” She reached out a finger, but she wasn’t Aodhan, with an affinity for the fragile creatures.


The butterfly flew off, vanishing from sight.


Dropping her hand and releasing his, Caliane said, “I think you are right, my son. I will rest. I am very tired.” She rose and walked to him, to brush her lips against his temple, the maternal kiss a ghostly brush through technology.


Then she was gone, her image vanishing out of existence.


Raphael sat there unmoving for a good half hour, his earlier tension replaced by another, before he made a voice call. “Jelena,” he said when the woman who was one of his mother’s closest advisers answered. “Is my mother asleep?”


Jelena’s answer was a long time coming. “I am loyal to my archangel.”


His fingers dug into his thigh. “This is critically important, Jelena. If she continues to not sleep, you must call me. No one else. I am her son, will not take advantage. You know this.” Jelena and her partner in life, Avi, had known him since boyhood, had seen him and Caliane weather the tumult of time—and the pain of choices made in and because of madness.


Another pause. “I’ll call you.” She hung up without any attempt at even token politeness, but he cared nothing for that. Because in that terse exchange, she’d given him some vital information. And it hadn’t been an accident—Jelena was too experienced to slip up.


That meant the situation was even worse than he’d begun to believe.


Needing Elena, he walked back to the bedroom on bare feet, stripped, then slipped in beside her, draping his wing gently over her body.


“Raphael?” she mumbled, her skin warm and soft with sleep against his.


“Sleep, hbeebti. And I will sleep with you.” He kissed her jaw, could see her falling into rest even as he did so.


Only with him was she so trusting. Anyone else, and she’d have been out of bed with a blade in hand in a matter of heartbeats. He also knew she’d placed a dagger under her pillow after realizing she was pregnant. He understood that it had nothing to do with him or her belief in his ability to protect and shield.


Her wings rustling, her words a sleepy whisper, “Love you, Archangel.” A nuzzle. “Rest now.”


He slept, but he didn’t rest. No, he dreamed of a woman with flowers in her hair who walked on grass as green as emeralds, the white of her gown flirting around her ankles as she stepped on droplets of his blood that glinted ruby red in the sunshine.


“Shh, my darling, shh.”


Such a lyrical, haunting beauty of a voice. Lovely enough to have filled his childhood with lullabies more evocative than had ever been sung to an angelic child. Compelling enough to have drawn the adult populations of two warring cities into the ocean.


And … so gentle with him as she stroked back his hair while he lay splintered at her feet on that day when she’d flung him to the earth at brutal velocity. “My darling boy.” A kiss soft and maternal on his temple, her lips stained with his blood when she lifted her head back up and the sky a cerulean clarity behind her.


In that moment, his breath filled with the scent of flowers and of his own blood, his mother was the most beautiful … and the most insane being he had ever seen.
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Blood of my blood. Son of my son.


—Archangel Marduk (As the Mantle Fell)


The invitation arrived a week later.


“Marduk and Tiamat request our presence at a ball,” Elena said to Raphael after tracking him down to the training room under the Tower, where he’d just finished a sparring session with Dmitri. Both men were shirtless, all hard muscle and gleaming skin—and countless bruises that were healing in front of her eyes.
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