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Yesterday


“Look, Illium.” Sharine, the Hummingbird, squeezed her toddler son’s hand.


He was so very small, his wings no more than suggestions of what they would one day become, but he insisted on walking. Aegaeon was proud of him for his stubborn determination, boasted that Illium had inherited his will.


What Sharine knew was that her son had more strength in his small body than she could’ve ever imagined when she cradled his infant form. He’d been such a fragile, tiny baby that the healer had worried, and Aegaeon had scowled. “How can I have fathered such a runt?” he’d said, offense in every line of his large and muscular body. “I am an archangel!”


Aegaeon had long forgotten his initial reaction, the memory overridden by the relentless drive of this small boy who was the center of Sharine’s world.


“Look over there.” She pointed out the ­similarly-­sized child who played in a patch of wildflowers on the cold mountain plateau on which they walked.


Sharine’s parents hadn’t often allowed her such unstructured play, wanting her to be controlled and ­disciplined … and quiet, always quiet, but she allowed her son all the play he wanted, no matter how dirty it made him or how out of control it became. Yesterday, she’d discovered him climbing the kitchen pantry so he could get at the sweets she’d hidden at the very top. He’d been naked, a wild creature at home in his skin.


And such mischief he’d had in his eyes when she caught him with one pudgy hand clasped around a sweet far too big for his little body. He’d giggled when she took hold of him with a stern admonishment about the rules. Oh, but then she’d laughed, too, because his laughter was a thing infectious.


Sharine knew that was a bad way to teach a child not to be naughty. Aegaeon, for one, wasn’t pleased by her gentleness with their son. Sharine, however, had no fears about who Illium would one day become. Her boy had a good heart. He’d never be cruel. If he ended up a little spoiled, well, that wasn’t a bad thing, was it? Not if it was tempered by a kind heart and a generous spirit.


Now, he babbled up at her, the dark gold of his eyes shining.


Old eyes he had, her baby. Perhaps because she was such an old angel. She worried about that at times, that she was the wrong kind of mother for a bright, lively ­boy—­too old and bruised and a little broken. But he laughed often, her Illium, so she must be doing something right.


“Shall we go say hello?” She didn’t recognize the extremely ­fair-­haired angel with wings of palest, palest gold who watched over the other little boy; she might be someone who worked often outside the Refuge. Or it might be that she and the boy lived on the far side of the Refuge and Sharine’s path had just never crossed with theirs. Sharine knew she could be insular, content with a small circle of those she loved.


Illium tugged at her hand, trying to run on his wobbly little legs.


Laughing, she speeded up, and soon, wildflowers brushed their legs. Sharine inhaled sharply at her first true look at the unknown child. He seemed a touch younger than Illium, and was a dazzlingly bright creature, as if every part of him had been designed to capture, then fracture light. His hair was delicate strands of diamonds, every filament of his nascent feathers akin to glass that had been formed into something soft and welcoming that drew light.


And his gaze, when he looked up from his seated position among the riot of indigo and pink, yellow and white blooms, was a fracture of blue and green that erupted outward from ­jet-­black irises. But he wasn’t looking at Sharine. He was staring at Illium, a tiny flower held in a soft baby hand.


A moment later, he smiled, this child of light, and held out the flower to Illium.


Sharine’s boy smiled back, babbled happily, and took the flower before plopping down across from the other child. Sharine looked from the child of light to the ­green-­eyed woman behind him, and said, “I think, our children will be friends.”
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A month before today


Elena slid her throwing blade into a forearm sheath as she strode onto the Tower roof on the hunt for her archangel. And there he was, silhouetted against the lush ­red-­orange glow of the early evening sunlight, the golden filaments in the white of his feathers ablaze.


He turned toward her the instant she stepped out onto the rooftop, and though they had been lovers through a Cascade of change, their lives entwined since they met, the incandescent blue of his eyes stole her breath.


Dangerous and beautiful, the Archangel of New York owned her heart.


For an instant, she thought the Legion mark on his temple glittered, but then it was gone, nothing but an illusion caused by the setting sun. Her chest ached. She couldn’t stop looking for that spark of life, couldn’t stop hoping that the strange, ancient warriors who’d sacrificed their lives to protect the world from a reign of death would one day return.


Taking the hand that Raphael held out, she joined him on the edge of the highest rooftop in Manhattan, both of them looking out at their city. Almost a year after the war and it was still being rebuilt, construction equipment a familiar sight and cranes multiplying like overly fertile birds, while four city blocks near the East River remained black and barren despite their best ­efforts—­but New York’s heart had rebounded, unbroken. It beat with the dogged will of its people, mortal and immortal, human, vampire, and angel.


As in front of them thrived the verdant green of the Legion building. “I kept my promise,” she said, a knot in her throat.


“You did, hbeebti.” A kiss pressed to the top of her head. “You have kept their home alive.”


Neither one of them spoke aloud the fear that haunted Elena: that the Legion’s green home would remain forever empty, an echoing cavern devoid of the beautifully eerie presence of the seven hundred and ­seventy-­seven beings who’d called it home.


The Legion, however, weren’t the only ones Elena missed with feral desperation. “Tell me Aodhan will be coming home soon.” He’d stood by Suyin’s side as her second ever since her sudden ascension to an archangel on the far edge of the war.


Elena liked Suyin and didn’t envy her the job she’d taken on as Archangel of China, but she wanted Aodhan home, surrounded by those who loved him. Aodhan trusted so few people, leaned on an even smaller ­number—­and that trust had been years in the making.


She hated the idea of him being so far from all of that small group.


“Not just yet,” Raphael said, his wing spreading in a caress behind her as the blazing rays of the sun set fire to the midnight strands of his hair. “That is why I’m out here. I’ve just had a meeting with Jason.”


Elena hadn’t realized the spymaster had returned from his latest trip. Hardly a surprise. The ­black-­winged angel took pride slipping in and out of places. “He was in China?”


“He dropped by.” A faint smile in Raphael’s tone. “As Jason is wont to do now that one of our own calls it home.”


“Did he speak to Aodhan?” Shifting so she could see Raphael’s face, the sheer masculine beauty of him still a punch to the gut every single time, Elena resettled her own restless wings.


“Yes. He is strong, Aodhan, stronger than any of us realized. He does his duty.”


“That tells me exactly nothing,” Elena muttered with a scowl. “Is he okay? Homesick?”


“Jason found it difficult to ­judge—­the two are ­blood-­loyal to one another, but they don’t have the kind of relationship where such intimacies are discussed.”


Placing both hands on her hips, over the supple and ­well-­fitted leather of her ­hunt-­suitable pants, Elena snorted. “You mean they’d both rather slit their own throats than acknowl­edge they have the dreaded ­fee-­fees?” Jason was the quietest and most reserved of the Seven, Aodhan not much better.


Raphael laughed, the sound a crash of joy in her veins. “Mahiya would disagree with that opinion.”


“We all know she’s the sole exception to the rule when it comes to Jason.” Elena was glad for the spymaster that he’d found a lover he trusted with all of himself. Aodhan, ­however … “Sparkle is far from home, with none of his people around him.”


“Yes, that concerns me, too.” Raphael paused before adding, “I think it has been good for him to be independent from all of us this past year. I also believe it’s time to remind him of ­home—­I would not have him make the choice to come in a vacuum.”


Elena didn’t push for the why behind the first part of Raphael’s statement; she knew Aodhan’s past held a terrible darkness. Enough that he’d retreated from the world for a long, painful time.


He was so hurt, ­Ellie … the part that makes Aodhan who he is, it was so badly damaged that I thought I’d lost my friend forever.


Words Illium had spoken to her once, a wrenching agony to him.


The memory had helped her understand why Raphael had allowed it when Aodhan volunteered to stand as Suyin’s ­second—­so that Aodhan, in his full power now, no longer wounded or secluded, would have options, and wouldn’t stay loyal to Raphael only because that was all he’d ever known.


Her archangel loved Aodhan enough to set him free.


“A choice?” Elena said, her stomach in knots. “So Suyin’s done it? Asked him to stay on permanently as her second?” All of them had expected ­it—­Aodhan was too strong, too intelligent, and too good at the tasks required of a senior member of an archangel’s court for it to be otherwise.


To her surprise, Raphael shook his head. “She spoke to me of her desire to do so mere moments before Jason’s arrival. She didn’t wish to make Aodhan a formal offer behind my back.”


“Yeah, she’s not sneaky.” It was part of why Elena liked ­her—­and why Aodhan did, too. He’d said as much to Elena when they’d spoken prior to his move to China. “She has honor, Ellie, a ­bone-­deep well of it. There are no masks with Suyin, no lies. If anything, she’s too tied to behaving with integrity in all things. I can work with such an archangel.”


Elena had no need to ask Raphael what answer he’d given ­Suyin—­he’d never hold Aodhan back from taking the prestigious position, even if it broke his archangel’s heart. “This is his time,” she agreed, her voice rough. “And being second, new court or ­not … even I know it’s a big fucking deal.”


“Exactly so.”


“But we’re going to fight for him, right?” Elena said, while the last rays of the sun played on the side of her face, a touch of warmth on this cold day as the world slid from fall into winter.


“That would be a possessive action, and I have never been known to be such.”


She grinned. “Of course not.” Leaping into his arms, she pressed her lips to his as he wrapped her up in his wings. The passion between them was a thing of wildfire heat that made the world shimmer, a desert mirage of need and love and devotion.


“When are we going to fetch him home?” she demanded. “New York doesn’t feel the same without him.”


Raphael shook his head, no more humor to him, his face an unearthly creation of stark lines and cold power. “I don’t think the time is right for him to make such a momentous move, nor that Suyin is the right archangel for him, but he must make the choice, ­Elena-­mine. Freedom is the one thing I will never take from Aodhan.”


Seeing the echoes of old rage in his eyes, hearing it in his ­tone—­so frigid, the anger an old, old ­one—­Elena stroked his nape, his hair heavy black silk against her fingertips. “Part of me wants to tell him to take the promotion and not look back.” He was magnificent, their Aodhan, more than worthy of the position he’d been offered. “The rest of me wants to drag him home.” A kiss pressed to Raphael’s lips. “I’ll keep it under control, though. I won’t be anything but supportive.”


“As will I,” Raphael said. “But I also plan to fight dirty.” A dangerous spark in the blue. “I have told Suyin I am sending her more help. I am a kind fellow archangel.”


Elena whooped, her grin huge. “You’re sending Illium.”


“Of course I’m sending, Illium, hbeebti. Now, we watch, and we wait.”


Life changes us. To wish otherwise is pointless.


—­Nimra, Angel of New Orleans
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Today


Aodhan was tired.


Not the tired of the body. He was a powerful angel, and tonight, he flew patrol over Suyin’s interim stronghold without any real drain on his resources. Young in the grand scheme of things at just over five centuries of age, but with veins bursting with an energy that made him suitable to be second to an archangel.


It was why Raphael had accepted his offer to assist Suyin as her temporary second.


It was why, three weeks earlier, Suyin had extended him a formal offer to make the position permanent.


Aodhan’s first call had been to Raphael. His sire had told Aodhan that he wouldn’t stand in his way should Aodhan wish to take up the position. “You are the only one who can make that call,” Raphael had said. “Whatever you decide, know that you will forever be part of my Seven.”


Aodhan’s immediate instinct had been to turn down the position. “It is Raphael I call ­sire—­and I do so of my own free will,” he’d said to Suyin at the time. “It is a bond I will not break.”


“You will never be second to Raphael,” Suyin had said in her gentle way, her ­night-­dark eyes vivid against the white foil of her skin and hair. “Dmitri has been too long in that position and is too good at what he does.”


“I do not aspire to be his second.” Aodhan already had another, equally critical ­position—­to be one of Raphael’s Seven was to be part of a group unlike any in all of angelkind.


Suyin had smiled, the sadness that lingered always in her easing for a fraction of a second. “You have honored me with your fidelity and courage, given me counsel wise and patient, and so I ask you to take more time, consider my offer in more than the moment.”


And because Suyin was an archangel he respected, he was giving her offer the solemn thought that it deserved. To be the second of an archangel at just over half a millennium of age? It was unheard of; Aodhan would be the youngest second in the Cadre by far.


But, despite Raphael’s promise, he would never again be one of the Seven. They would become the Six until and unless they accepted another into their ranks. Because no matter how friendly the relationship between two archangels, there existed a distance nothing could bridge. A thing of power and age, for two alpha predators could never successfully occupy the same space.


Even Caliane and Nadiel, beloved of one another, hadn’t been able to always be in the same physical space. Aodhan hadn’t been born when they were together, but their tragic love story was legend. Prior to Nadiel’s madness and subsequent execution at Caliane’s hand, however, they’d simply been two archangels in love. But never had they been able to spend all their time together.


Power was a gift that demanded sacrifice.


Should Aodhan accept Suyin’s offer, Dmitri, Venom, Galen, Jason, ­Naasir … and Illium would be lost to him in a way that stabbed a stiletto blade straight into his heart, the cold steel severing their unseen bond even as it made him bleed. But was his vehement negative reaction not a bad sign? Could he say he was growing as a man, as an angel, if he clung to them with such fierceness? Or was he simply playing at freedom while keeping himself inside the cage that had altered the course of his life?


Then there was his tiredness. It was of the heart. He missed New York. He missed working by the side of his sire and the others of the Seven. He missed watching horror movies with Elena, both of them with their bare feet up on an ottoman and a bowl of popcorn in between.


He missed the new friends he’d begun to make in the Tower and in the Hunters Guild, those bonds one of the few good things to come out of Lijuan’s obsession with New York. He even missed the noisy chaos of the city’s streets, its drivers often yelling at each other as if for sport.


Wild blue flashed on the insides of his eyes.


Aodhan set his jaw and dived to do a wide sweep. He would not think about the person he missed most of ­all—­because that person seemed to have forgotten him. Illium had sent him regular packages of items from New York alongside art ­supplies—­only to come to a sudden screeching halt three months earlier.


The change had felt like a slap to the face.


Aodhan had called Elena to check that Illium was fine, that his silence had nothing to do with the sudden waking of his asshole of a father. He’d learned that his friend was hale and hearty and just ignoring Aodhan. So Aodhan had ignored him right back.


It was the longest they hadn’t spoken to each other in his memory.


Even during his lost years, when he’d gone silent and withdrawn almost fully from the world, Illium had been there, a spark of light in the enveloping blackness of Aodhan’s existence.


You are being childish, said a voice in his head that sounded like his mentor, Lady Sharine. The woman Aodhan affectionately called Eh-­ma, a term of respect and love used for the mother of a friend who had become cherished of the speaker. Lady Sharine was gentle and kind and, of late, with a new steel to her. Not that Aodhan had spoken to Eh-­ma of this.


He would never put her in the middle of this fight.


“If I wish to be childish,” he said to the ­cloud-­heavy night, “I will be childish.” Moonless nights such as this were his favorite time to fly, for he could be a shadow as he couldn’t be in the sun. His body refracted far too much light.


Yet he missed Manhattan with its spiking towers of steel and light. So strange, that after a lifetime of solitude and distance, he should find such joy in a city that never slept. China, too, had once been that way in places. Shanghai had been a faceted jewel of technological marvels despite Lijuan’s preference for the past, Shenzhen a glittering mecca where mortals and immortals alike came to source objects, clothing, and curios found nowhere else in the world. Just two of China’s ­once-­great cities.


Someone in Lijuan’s court had obviously had some sway with her. Enough for her to permit such ­high-­tech ­developments—­though never in Beijing, which had been the heart of her empire until the loss of the Forbidden City. In Shanghai, her people had gone so far as to erect a ­hyper-­modern glass and steel structure meant to function as her citadel there.


Aodhan had seen it. It was striking, with glass that shimmered a silvery blue, its lines clean and precise as it flowed into an elongated pyramid. Suyin, an architect born in a far different age, had spent their rest break in the city staring at it. “I can build akin to this,” she’d murmured at last. “I understand it, see the beauty in its unadorned clarity.”


Her ­smile—­of delighted ­happiness—­had been unlike any he’d seen on her face till that moment. “I was afraid, you see,” she’d admitted to him. “That I’d been too long away from the world, that my art had moved on into places I couldn’t follow. Today, I know different. Perhaps I will meld old and new when I build my own citadel in a future where it is possible.”


She’d started the sketch for her future citadel that very day. As for Lijuan’s Shanghai residence, Jason had told Aodhan that the Archangel of China had never once stayed there. Her dismissal had left Shanghai to languish as a ­third-­rate city populated heavily by mortals and vampires. But that Shanghai was lost, its colors erased and its technology coming to a stuttering halt as its wide streets and tall apartment blocks stood hauntingly empty.


So many dead to feed the dreams of power of a megalomaniacal archangel, so many lives and futures destroyed. All for nothing. Lijuan was dead and so were the vast majority of her people. Those who remained were living ghosts with broken hearts and haunted eyes. Nearly all had migrated to the place that Suyin had chosen as her interim ­base—­a small stronghold hidden within the verdant green forests and strange stone pillars of Zhangjiajie.


“I would build anew,” she’d said at the time, “a place without any of my aunt’s dark stain, but that would be a foolish waste of energy and power when we have so little.” She’d looked at the neat stone edifice surrounded by lush green jungle, the air damp and humid then. “This will do. All signs are that she spent little time ­here—­it wouldn’t have been grand enough for her.”


She’d made the decision before they’d discovered the secret beneath the stronghold, had decided to hold to it in the aftermath. Because by then, Suyin’s people had already begun to cluster around her, and she welcomed them.


“I would not uproot them again,” she’d said, strands of her hair flying across her face as they stood atop one of the pillars carved by time and nature, so high that it felt as if they could touch the clouds. “Not until it is time to move to my permanent citadel.”


She was a good archangel, would become better with time. And Aodhan could be by her side as she grew into her power. He could be to her what Dmitri was to Raphael. Dmitri, too, had grown with Raphael, rather than coming into the position after Raphael was already an established archangel. It built a ­different—­deeper—­bond between archangel and second.


More than that, Suyin needed him as Raphael and the Seven didn’t.


There was much Suyin didn’t know about the ways of the Cadre. Aodhan didn’t say that as an arrogant ­judgment—­it was simple fact, the inevitable result of her ­eons-­long captivity and abrupt rise to power. Young as he was, he’d stood beside Raphael for centuries, could assist her as she anchored herself in her ­new—­


His nape prickled.


Halting in the air, his wings balanced in a silent hover, he looked around. His eyes had long acclimated to the dark, but the world was a stygian blackness tonight, the lights of the stronghold and settlement too small and few to make any difference to the sky. The suffocating weight of the night put him in mind of Lijuan’s death fog, a thing of whispering evil that had murdered by its mere presence.


Its memory would haunt all who had witnessed it.


Despite his inability to see the intruder, he knew someone was heading his way. Since he hadn’t been warned by the sentries posted farther out, either it was a cunning ­foe—­or an expert at stealth like Jason. Aodhan respected the spymaster and fellow member of the Seven, but it turned out that the seconds of archangels did not appreciate stealth skills in the spymasters of other archangels.


“Oh, I love Jason and what he can do,” Dmitri had said with a slow grin when Aodhan brought up the topic over a call. “But it drives me insane to know other spymasters are ghosting in and out of our territory.”


At least Jason was no threat to Suyin. The same couldn’t be said of all the ­spymasters—­a year after the war and a number of others in the Cadre had rehabilitated their territories to the point that they had the time to turn a critical eye to China’s untried new archangel.


Aodhan wasn’t concerned about a martial ­assault—­no one wanted China, not when Lijuan’s malevolent shadow loomed large yet. The general consensus was that the territory wouldn’t be fully “safe” for at least a millennium, perhaps more. However, the rest of the Cadre could make things difficult for Suyin if they judged her unworthy of her ascension.


It wasn’t only the archangels, either.


Jason had passed on the tidbit that a few of the older angels had begun to mutter that her ascension had been a thing of war, an emergency measure that would’ve never kicked in were it a normal time.


That it wasn’t a normal time even now seemed to escape them.


The world was still down one archangel, and while Elijah had healed enough to have made an appearance at the last Cadre meeting, ­Aodhan—­attending out of sight at Suyin’s ­invitation—­had seen that he was far from his usual self. It was no wonder he’d turned down a physical meeting in favor of one held via technology.


Elijah wasn’t the only one marked by battle scars. Neha had turned reclusive ­and—­per ­Jason—­her senior court had begun to whisper that she craved Sleep; it wasn’t a future at which either her people or Aodhan looked on in pleasure. Whatever her faults, Neha had always been one of the most stable of the Cadre.


Added to that, Michaela hadn’t returned and neither had Favashi or Astaad or any of the others who’d fallen. As for Qin, he had half a foot in Sleep, half in the waking world.


Where was the intruder?


Power wreathed his hand as he considered whether to light up the sky, but that would be a waste of energy and would frighten an already scared populace. It’d take a very long time for the people of this land to sleep easy. Most were probably still awake at this late hour, haunted by nightmares of grief and pain.


Then he saw it.


A glow.


Such as that emitted by the wings of archangels who were powering up to strike.


He should’ve alerted Suyin at once, but something made him hesitate, frown. He knew those wings. The shape of them, how the bearer held them in flight, it was all familiar on the deepest level.


But it wasn’t Raphael, wasn’t Aodhan’s sire.


He sucked in a breath.


Because he knew one other person whose wings glowed at times. An angel who it was whispered would one day ascend.


His heart a huge ache, he altered speed to fly hard and fast toward that faint glow. With every beat, it grew ­brighter … before flickering out like a candle that had been snuffed out between uncaring fingers. But Aodhan was close enough to see.


He came to a hover across from the angel from whose blue wings the night had stolen all color, turning them obsidian. “Illium.” The single word came out rough, gritty. “What are you doing here?”
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“Nice to see you, too,” Illium said with a smile that was false, didn’t reach his eyes. Then he dipped into a flamboyant aerial bow. “At your service, Second to Archangel Suyin.”


Aodhan barely heard words shaped to sound playful, but that held nothing of true emotion. He was fighting every muscle in his body not to slam into Illium and wrap him up in his arms and in his wings.


It had been so long since he’d had such intimate contact with another sentient being.


So long since he’d touched Illium.


His heart strained, threatening to burst. “Illium.” It came out harsher than he’d intended.


Illium’s smile didn’t fade, still that undemanding and playful thing he pulled out for strangers and acquaintances. If you didn’t know him, you’d think it real, think him amused and present.


To Aodhan, it was an insult.


“You going to keep me up here all night?” Eyes unreadable in the darkness, Illium reached up to massage one shoulder. “It’s been a long flight and I could do with landing.”


Aodhan narrowed his eyes; he wasn’t sure what was going on with his friend, but he’d get to the bottom of it. Of the two of them, everyone always said Illium was the more ­stubborn—­no, not everyone. Eh-­ma had more than once pointed out that Aodhan could hold his own on that battleground.


“Follow me.” It caused him physical pain to turn away from Illium and lead him to the far left corner of the stronghold.


He used his mental speech ability to warn the close sentries of their approach. He’d always been good at mental speech, but he’d grown stronger over the past year, after ­using it so much with people of far less power. In New York, he’d most often spoken this way with Raphael and others of the Seven. Bonded as they were by blood, it hadn’t stretched him.


Now, he told Suyin of Illium’s arrival.


Oh, Aodhan, I send you my apologies. Raphael did tell me he planned to send another one of his Seven to China to support you in your myriad tasks. It slipped my mind.


It is no matter, Aodhan said, well aware how much she was handling, and even though Illium’s sudden appearance had thrown his world off its axis. Of all the people Raphael could’ve ­sent …


He inhaled, exhaled.


They landed at almost the same time, on a large flat balcony outside the wing of the stronghold that held Aodhan’s small suite. He’d chosen it because it was private and offered him access to the sky at any time.


A rustle behind him as Illium folded in the distinctive ­silver-­touched blue of his wings.


Aodhan turned, braced for the impact of the friend who was part of his very being, and yet who’d become a stranger to him in recent times. His eyes went first to those very wings. Elena’d had to amputate them during battle, to save Illium’s life, and though they’d all known they’d grow back, it had hurt to see Illium devoid of the dazzling feathers that were his trademark.


“Your wings?” he asked, though it was a foolish question; Illium had flown all the way to China on those wings.


“No problems,” the other man confirmed. “Though I probably should’ve stopped more than I ­did—­that’s why I’m so stiff and tired.” After flaring out his wings in a wide stretch, he closed them with the slow control of a honed ­warrior.


The night wind riffled the ­blue-­tipped black of his hair at the same moment, the strands overlong and falling over his eyes. Those eyes were aged gold, his eyelashes the same blue tipped black. None of it was artifice. Illium had been born with those eyes, those eyelashes, that hair, his skin a ­sun-­kissed golden hue from childhood.


His wings, however, had once been pure blue.


A severe punishment while he was a youth had altered their course. It happened that way at times. Aodhan had once had an art model with feathers of pristine white who’d endured a catastrophic fall that ripped off large parts of her wings. The damage had been so severe the healers had decided she’d be better off regrowing her entire wing structure.


Her wings had come back a pale lavender.


And none of that had anything to do with Illium. Aodhan was avoiding facing this head ­on—­and he’d never avoided anything with Illium.


Child, be honest. You were the one who flew so far.


Again, the voice of Lady Sharine haunted him. She knew him too well, did Eh-­ma. “Come,” he said. “I’ll show you to your quarters.” There was an empty suite directly opposite his. Thanks to Aodhan’s efforts, and ­self-­driven interest from strong angels and vampires who wanted to take on the challenge of a new court, Suyin now had a stronger standing team. It was, however, still small enough that the stronghold was at nowhere near capacity.


Illium, this angel who was always talking, said nothing, falling silently in step beside him. He was also careful to maintain space so their wings didn’t so much as brush.


Aodhan’s hand curled into a fist at his side.


Touch had been used to torture him once. Now, he craved ­it … but only from a scarce few. Illium was at the top of the list.


But that wasn’t a topic he could bring up, not with this Illium. “Where are your things?” The other angel was carrying only a small pack designed to fit against his spine, between his wings.


“Should arrive by plane within the next couple of days. I have enough with me to get by until then. Just show me the laundry and give me a scrubbing brush.” The amused comment was pure Illium, and yet it wasn’t. That veil of distance, it lingered.


Striding inside the cool stone of the stronghold, Aodhan walked to the closest door to the left and pushed it open. “This is yours. I’m over there.” He pointed across the wide hallway big enough for three angels to stand abreast without coming in contact with each other.


The amount of space and light within the stronghold was one of the undeclared reasons Suyin had chosen it for her interim base.


Because she, too, had once been a prisoner.


They’d never spoken of their confinements to each other, and he wasn’t sure she even knew anything of what had happened to him, but they had the quiet understanding of people who’d survived similar pain.


The irony that this ­light-­filled citadel had proved to be a place of the worst evil was nothing unexpected in a land stamped by Lijuan’s mark, but it had caused Suyin to speed up her plans for the future. “For in this nexus of darkness, Aodhan,” she’d said, “I cannot stay and my people cannot heal.”


Another voice merged with the memory of hers.


“I see you decorated in my favorite color.” Illium’s lips twitched.


The room was pink and white.


Aodhan shrugged. “Mine’s yellow and white. We think this wing was reserved for certain ­high-­ranking courtiers.” Lijuan’d had a large number of soldiers in her court, but like many angels, she’d also had a coterie of what Illium had been known to call “the pretties”—­angels and vampires whose sole task was to be decorative.


All of them were dead.


Lijuan had spared no one in her quest for power.


Only their colorful, delicate rooms remained. Broken blooms, no life to them.


“Pink is supposed to be restful,” Illium said, and stepped inside. “I need to get clean.”


Then he shut the door in Aodhan’s face.


Illium collapsed with his back against the closed door, his heart thumping like a metronome on speed and sweat breaking out along his spine. It felt as if his skin was about to burst, his muscles so tense they were going to pop.


To see Aodhan after so long and not touch him?


It was agony.


But something in Illium had snapped over the past few months. He’d taken heed of his mother’s advice and supported Aodhan while his friend was in this place far from home. Hell, not taking care of Aodhan was harder for him than otherwise. He’d been watching over him for centuries.


But there had to be active participation for a friendship to continue.


And while Aodhan always responded with thanks to any care packages Illium sent, and replied to his messages, their conversations had been stilted, forced. Aodhan had only once reached out to Illium on his own. That had been when Illium’s mother got together with Titus.


Aodhan had wanted to check in, see how he was doing with the news.


A whole year, and he’d been worth the effort of reaching out to a single measly time? Enough. Illium was done with this. He knew Aodhan as no one else did. His friend was a warrior who’d stand his ground against any enemy, but he’d never been a confrontational person when it came to his personal life.


Aodhan’s response to emotional pain was to withdraw.


Illium had watched him do that two hundred years ago, Aodhan’s spirit more badly shattered than his brutalized body, and Illium had never given up. He’d known Aodhan needed him to persevere, needed his help to haul himself out of his personal hell.


But now? When he knew Aodhan did call Ellie to talk, that he stayed in regular touch with Illium’s mother, and with others in the Tower?


Illium had received the message.


Normally, he wasn’t one to assume anything. Illium’s way was to ask the question to people’s faces. He and Aodhan, they’d never not spoken about ­things … except for the one terrible act that had forever marked Aodhan. About that, he spoke to no one. Not even Illium.


Perhaps that had been the first sign that Illium shouldn’t have ignored.


But even a man who always asked questions, always confronted life head-­on couldn’t be expected to put himself out there without any shields when he had been so quietly and thoroughly rebuffed.


There was no need for questions or conversations.


The best course of action was collegial distance. The last thing he ever wanted to do was make Aodhan feel obligated to stay his ­friend—­or worse, to make him feel coerced, caged. The thought of it was a physical blow that made him want to curl over his stomach.


Forcing himself to move away from the door, he took off his pack and threw it on a ­flimsy-­looking white chair with curved legs and a velvet seat cushion, then headed straight through a door he assumed led to the bathing chamber.


He was right.


Ignoring the empty and cold bath, he stripped, then stepped into the baroque shower with its ornate gold showerheads. The tiles were pink marble, the abandoned shower brush fluffy white with a pink handle. A laugh bubbled out of him at the ridiculousness of it all, but it was a laugh without humor.


At least the shower area was open, clearly designed so it could be utilized by angels as well as vampires and mortals. Or perhaps it had been meant for orgies. There were multiple showerheads from every direction. He turned them all on, then stood there under the pounding spray.


He had to get a handle on his responses.


His and Aodhan’s friendship might be dead and buried, but Aodhan was still one of the Seven, and Raphael had sent Illium to support ­him—­including in his decision about becoming Suyin’s second, no matter if that decision led to him leaving the Tower.


Illium would not fall down in that task, would back ­Aodhan every step of the way. When it came to their lost ­friendship … time would fix the bleeding wound inside him. It might take an eon, but it would.


His shoulders knotted, his jaw clenching hard enough to hurt as water pummeled his bare skin. He. Was. Done.
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Yesterday


Sharine’s heart bloomed at seeing Aegaeon bend down to grab their son, who was toddling toward him as fast as his little legs could carry. He was a big man, Aegaeon, with wide shoulders and muscled arms, his hair a vivid ­blue-­green and his eyes the same vibrant shade.


His wings were a darker green interrupted by streaks of wild blue.


It was from his father that Illium had inherited the blue that tipped his hair. The same blue had begun to color the fluffy ­yellow-­white of his baby feathers.


Now, Illium laughed in delight as his father picked him up and swung him around. Aegaeon laughed, too, open in his pride in his son, and in his happiness at being with him.


Sharine knew Aegaeon didn’t love her, not in the way that Raan had loved her. Aegaeon kept a harem at his court. He had lovers aplenty. But Sharine was content. Because he’d given her Illium, the greatest joy of her life. And he loved Illium. That was what mattered.


They’d already spoken about when Illium grew older and could be taken to Aegaeon’s court for visits. Sharine would go with him, of course. That had never been in question. Aegaeon was a good father, but he didn’t know how to look after a rambunctious little ­boy—­he’d admitted that himself.


She hated the court, but Aegaeon had promised her that she and Illium would have an entire wing away from the venomous menagerie of his harem. “Even should your paths cross, they won’t dare touch you, whether by voice or by act,” Aegaeon had promised. “You are the mother of my son.”


Regardless, Sharine wasn’t looking forward to that part of things, but she was glad for Illium. Right now, at so young an age, he was happy to live with her, and to see his father only when Aegaeon came to visit the Refuge, but there would come a time when her boy needed his father’s guidance.


She’d seen that with Nadiel and Caliane’s boy.


Her heart ached at the thought of the new archangel who’d once been a youth devastated by the execution of his father. But Raphael had never blamed his mother for her actions, old enough to understand that his father was no longer who he’d once been, and needed to be stopped.


Still, she knew he missed Nadiel.


Boys and their fathers, it was a different bond than the one they had with their mothers.


Today, her boy sat proudly in his father’s arms as Aegaeon closed the rest of the distance to Sharine’s cottage. Aegaeon was shirtless, as was his predilection, and the swirl on his chest shone silver in the sunlight. He was a handsome man, and once, he’d taken her breath away.


That first flush of love had passed, but she still turned her face into his palm when he cupped her cheek, her heart sighing at his return. “Welcome home.”


“It is good to be here,” Aegaeon said, his voice a deep pulse she felt in her bones, and his smile blinding. “What a treat you are for my eyes, Sharine.” A low rumble. “My court is a place of constant battle, but here, there is peace. I would live always in the Refuge were I able.”


Sweet, sweet words that fell like nourishing rain on a heart that had never again thought to fall in love. “We have missed you.” Before him, she’d believed she was content in her aloneness, in her small circle of friendship and art.


Then he’d swept into her life, made his way into her heart, woken her up again. “I wish you could be here always, too,” she said, pushing aside the knowledge of his harem, and of his life in a far-off land kissed by another ocean.


None of that mattered as long as he loved their son.


Freedom and love are entwined.


—­Lady Sharine
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Today


Aodhan hadn’t slept. He was old enough that he didn’t need sleep as a mortal did, but he still usually got a few hours a night. That had been impossible last night, with Illium ­behind a closed door across from him.


At any other time in their history, he’d have thought nothing of just opening that door and walking in, sprawling himself down in a chair and talking to the other man while Illium wound down from the stress of the long flight.


Even during the years immediately after his rescue when he’d been lost in a nightmare so profound that he’d been all but dead, Illium had been a familiar and welcome presence in his life. Aodhan had stopped talking for a long time, but he’d always stayed in the room when Illium spoke to ­him—­Illium had told Aodhan of his latest work for Raphael, spoken of his newest fleeting romance, or of things amusing and interesting that he’d thought Aodhan would enjoy.


Illium burned so bright with energy and life that it was impossible to be anything but compelled by ­him … overwhelmed by him.


Now, Aodhan stared at the single blue feather he’d painted in the hours since his shift ended. His preference was natural light, but he’d learned to work in artificial light. He’d only switched off those lights a half hour past, when early morning sunlight began to slant onto the balcony.


The dawnlight picked up the glittering silver he’d added to the filaments, the myriad tones of blue. Most people thought Illium’s feathers were a single shade of blue, but they weren’t. The shade people saw was made up of layers of others.


Aodhan knew every single one of them.


Dropping his paintbrush onto the small table he kept out here, he stared at the blue that stained his fingers. What the hell was he doing? Spine stiff, he walked into the suite’s bathing chamber to wash off the betraying color. Nothing spotted the dark brown of his pants, or the simple white of his ­long-­sleeved tunic.


He never wore sleeveless clothing in Suyin’s court. These people didn’t know him as those in the Tower did; the occasional accidental touch happened. Nothing overt and no one had pushed against his request that they keep their distance, but they forgot. No one back home ever did.


And back home, he had people whose touch he welcomed.


Aodhan. Suyin’s mental voice was as elegant and gentle as her physical presence; it held none of the violent power of Raphael’s. Yet it was unquestionable that they were both archangels. Aodhan had never experienced a clearer indication of different types of power.


Suyin. In an act of respect for her ­position—­and though theirs was meant to be a temporary alliance, he’d called her sire at first.


It was Suyin who’d asked him to drop the distance. “You’re the one person in my court who I can trust without worry at this point in time,” she’d said. “Be my friend, Aodhan. You know far more than I about how an ­archangel–­second bond should work. You’ve seen it firsthand in Raphael and Dmitri’s long relationship. Teach me how that happens.”


“I can’t teach you that,” Aodhan had said, because he wouldn’t lie to her. “The sire and Dmitri were friends long before they were archangel and second.” Neither one spoke often about their initial friendship, and Aodhan had picked up enough over the years to understand it was because in that deep past lay a haunting loss.


Dmitri’d had a wife he’d loved. Children.


Every now and then, however, a sliver of their history would slip through. Once, Dmitri had joked about Raphael’s utter and total failure at plowing a field. “He wanted to help, so I let ­him—­but I ended up laughing so hard I couldn’t even supervise. You haven’t lived until you’ve seen a ­mud-­covered angel trying to command a pair of stubborn oxen.”


So when Aodhan made his comment to Suyin, it had been a thing honest.


She’d accepted his words with grace. “I won’t have that opportunity. I must choose a second who is already in their power.” Eyes of impenetrable obsidian meeting his. “But at this moment, I need a friend even more than I need a second. Will you be that?”


Aodhan wasn’t a man to make quick friendships, had a small number for an immortal of his years. But he saw in Suyin an echo of himself. She, too, had been held captive by a cruel jailor. She, too, had been thrust into a world for which she was unprepared. But where he’d been encircled by a wall of support, Suyin had only a limited number of people on whom she could lean.


Yes, Raphael was available to her at any time and would never lead her astray, but he was also a member of the Cadre. The same with Lady Caliane. It made their interactions complicated on a level no one who hadn’t been around archangels could hope to understand.


So he’d said, “Yes, Suyin. I will be your friend.”


Today, her voice held a thrumming tension that ignited his instincts. I would talk to you. Will you join me in the wild garden?


I’ll come now.


Bring Illium if he is rested.


Aodhan’s jaw set, but he made himself walk out and knock lightly on Illium’s door. It opened moments later, a ­bright-­eyed Illium looking at him. He’d changed out of his traveling outfit into faded old leathers of black with blue accents that left his muscled arms bare. Soft with wear and molded to his body, the outfit was genuinely ancient and one of Illium’s favorites.


“I’m starving.” A grin open and ­wide—­and not fucking real. “Please tell me you’re about to lead me to copious amounts of food.”


“Archangel Suyin would like to speak to us,” Aodhan said, his voice coming out stiff and formal. “We can eat afterward.”


“We going off the balcony?”


“No, it’s faster to go through the stronghold.”


“Lead on.”


They walked in silence. It should’ve been comfortable, just two warriors heading down to speak to their archangel, but it was like prickles on his skin. Illium was never like this with him. So charming and lighthearted without giving away the smallest piece of himself.


Pretty and amiable and so false that Aodhan wanted to yell at him, have it out in a ­knockdown, ­drag-­out fight to end all fights. And Aodhan didn’t yell or pick fights. Except it appeared, with everyone’s favorite Bluebell.


“Nice décor.” Illium pointed at a painting of a masked ball manic in its use of color, the brushstrokes going in countless serrated directions. “Good thing I didn’t see that before turning in. Imagine my dreams.”


“We haven’t had the time to worry about aesthetics,” Aodhan muttered, sounding like one of the ­stiff-­assed old angels even to himself.


Illium didn’t roll his eyes and tease him about his abrupt descent into crotchety old age. He didn’t even scowl or make an annoyed face. He just carried on.


As if nothing Aodhan did or said mattered.


Aodhan’s hand fisted at his side, his lips parting before he clamped them shut. This wasn’t the time to confront Illium about his behavior.


Having reached the edge of the railingless mezzanine, he dropped down to the lower floor of the stronghold. As with most angelic residences, the central core of the place was open, giving him plenty of room to spread his wings to slow his descent.


He caught Illium coming down next to ­him—­plenty far enough away that their wings didn’t as much as brush at the tips. Polite, so damn polite when Illium was never polite to Aodhan. He was affectionate, irritating at times, wicked always. Polite between them was a calculated rudeness.


Teeth gritted, he led Illium through a side door and into the untamed garden that flourished despite the biting cold that foretold bitter snows. According to Suyin’s scholars, this region wasn’t one for severe winters, but no one knew what Lijuan’s death fog had done to the land.


They wouldn’t know the whole of it for years, decades even.


Aodhan had advised Suyin to prepare her people for a hard winter when she first chose the stronghold as her interim base, and she’d immediately put a survival plan into action. No one would freeze or starve even if the entire landscape became a sea of endless white.


Illium whistled, the sound low and musical. “Now this is more like it.”


Having glanced at him in the split second before he breathed out that statement, Aodhan saw his first true glimpse of his friend. Illium’s eyes sparked with unconcealed wonder as he reached out toward a lush white flower so big and heavy that it drooped from its own weight.


Aodhan instinctively shot out his arm, blocking Illium from making contact with the ­flower—­without ever touching the other man. Illium had made it clear that such contact was unwanted. “It has a ­narcotic-­like liquid on its petals,” he explained. “Does actually affect angels if we forget we’ve touched it then rub our eyes or get it into our mouth. Visions, distortions of reality for an hour or so.”


Illium sighed, his expression morose. “Why did I think Her Evilness would have a normal garden?”


Aodhan’s lips wanted to twitch, the words were so ­Illium—­though the moniker had come from Elena. “All of the plants in this garden are both lovely and peculiar.”


When Illium said nothing further, Aodhan took him down a path bordered by trees that had been swamped by sweetly fragrant vines with shiny leaves of dark green and tiny white blooms. At the feet of the trees grew mushrooms in an array of colors unnatural and striking.


“We don’t know the effects of all the plants, just the ones where an unfortunate member of the court has unintentionally made themselves a guinea pig.” The subject held no emotional weight for Aodhan, was an easy one to use to fill the painful silence between them. “There’s a pond deeper inside, the water a clear and cool green that’s now filmed by ice in the mornings.”


“Is it infested with ­flesh-­eating fish?” Illium said sourly.


Aodhan did laugh then; it burst out of him without warning. He hadn’t laughed since he’d come to this land, the sadness of it overwhelming. But ­Illium … Illium had always known how to make him laugh, make him remember what it was to be happy.


Illium fought not to stare at Aodhan. He was beautiful when he ­laughed—­and it was a sight that had been missing too long in Illium’s life for him to take it for granted. If Aodhan was a captured piece of light in normal circumstances, a dazzling star fallen to earth, he was beyond breathtaking when he laughed or smiled, the light of him a glow in his irises.


Jerking away his head when their eyes threatened to meet, Illium stared at a huge ­winter-­blooming rose in a ­bluish-­purple that would burn against the white of the snow to come. ­Inch-­long thorns marched along its stem, ready to tear into the flesh of the unwary. He respected that plant. At least it declared itself exactly what it ­was—­beautiful and deadly. No guessing games there.


“Not quite,” Aodhan said, the laugh yet in his voice.


Having all but forgotten his sarcastic question, Illium forced himself to find that thread in his brain, somehow managed a light response. “Insects that will sting you to death?”


“The water is clear and uninfested, but there’s a suction effect due to the natural mechanics of the pond. One angel who dived in ended up stuck at the bottom for six minutes before we worked out what was wrong and hauled him out.”


“Just as well our kind doesn’t always need to breathe.” It was painful to suffocate, but no adult angel would expire of a lack of air. Of course, the younger the angel, the higher the chance of actual death as lack of oxygen killed the brain.


Put another way, suffocation for immortal children was akin to an unspeakable and slow decapitation. “Trust Lijuan to have an inviting pool that can keep you prisoner.”


“A number of intrepid scholars have joined Suyin’s court,” Aodhan shared, and at that moment, he was Illium’s Aodhan: curious about the world and giving of his knowledge, his presence warm and stable.


An enduring oak to Illium’s changeable wind.


“One particular scholar has made it her mission to dig into the archives in the stronghold library, and she thinks the pond was used to torture ­immortals—­and that this garden was originally set up as a maze, possibly one designed to drive those within it crazy as a result of the toxic botanicals.”


“The underground complex? Any more news on that?” Illium had heard that Suyin called it the nexus of darkness.


Aodhan shook his head. “After our lead vampire squadron did a full sweep and found only skeletal remains in a few of the cells, Suyin made the decision to seal it back up.” He rubbed his face. “It’s an evil thing to find, and must one day be further explored, but right now, Suyin has to focus on the living not the dead.”


Illium didn’t disagree. The ancient underground prison would keep. Suyin’s people wouldn’t. “You didn’t have to go underground?” The words spilled out without his conscious volition.


Aodhan’s jaw was vicious stone between one breath and the next. “No.” A single clipped word.


Aware he’d hit a nerve without meaning to, and furious with himself for it, Illium went to apologize, but then Aodhan spoke again. “Suyin decided it’d be more efficient to send in Xan’s team. He and the others are highly trained, including in night ­maneuvers—­and it’s effectively night in the complex. They discovered no functioning light sources.”


Since Aodhan seemed to have let his mistake go, Illium didn’t bring it up again. He’d never knowingly dig up the past Aodhan wanted dead and buried. “I’ve picked up fragments of who’s joined Suyin’s court. Is she building a good overall team?” Jason had done his job, so Illium knew Suyin’s court was ­growing—­but it wasn’t the same as being on the ground.


“You remember Xan?”


Illium’s lips kicked up. “No one ever forgets Xan.” The ­two-­thousand-­year-­old vampire was a lethal fighting machine who could carouse even Titus under the ­table—­and who led a team of the best mercenaries in the world. “It’s been a long time since he’s tied his flag to an archangel’s.”


“He epitomizes one group of those drawn to Suyin and to the task of rebuilding China,” Aodhan said, his tone thoughtful. “The adventurers and explorers, you could say. Others are old immortals hungry for a challenge. Arzaleya, for one, requested leave from Lady Caliane to switch courts.”


“Amanat’s probably too staid for her.” General Arzaleya had stayed awake while Caliane Slept, a loyal soldier who’d watched over her lady’s interests. “That’s a coup for Suyin. I think I remember hearing that Uram once courted her to be his second.”


“Yes, the general stands as Suyin’s third. She’s blindingly clever and old enough to be a steadying presence. As for the rest of the main court, I’m ­ninety-­nine percent certain I’ve succeeded in digging out any Lijuan sympathizers, and none of the rest of the Cadre appear to have tried to insert spies into the court.”


“Not worth it,” Illium said with a shrug. “They know Suyin is the least well positioned of them all to be a threat.” Archangels could be brutal in their practicality.


“Yes—­but I expected them to try to insert people just to know what was happening here.”


“Not enough to risk a mutiny.” When Aodhan shot him a questioning look, Illium filled him in. “Seems a lot of older angels still aren’t sure China is ­safe—­not after Lijuan’s death fog.” A veil of black that had swallowed up life after life, their screams locked inside her power. “They’d rebel if asked to come here.”


An incline of Aodhan’s head, his hair glittering bright despite the pale gray clouds that had moved in over the past few minutes. Illium’s hand ached from the force he had to expend to keep from reaching out, pushing back a wayward strand of that hair so rare and precious that children in the Refuge hunted for fallen strands of it whenever Aodhan visited.


Then Aodhan’s gaze shifted forward. “The archangel.”
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Suyin stood at the end of the pathway, under a tree that bloomed a riotous scarlet that colored the otherwise clear water of the stream below. Thankfully, it bore no similarity to the time the Hudson had turned blood red, the fallen blooms appearing nothing more than a natural garland on the water.


Suyin was a tall and slender woman dressed in leathers of dark brown that were surprisingly well-worn for a woman famed as an architect, and depicted in ancient paintings only in gowns flowing and delicate. The unbound white silk of her hair reached to the center of her back, a shimmering mirror.


Her wings, too, were ­snow-­white but for the iridescent bronze of her primary feathers, and, when she turned to face them, her eyes gleamed a rich brown that was all but onyx. Those eyes tilted sharply upward at the corners, the ­cut-­glass lines of her cheekbones striking accents that highlighted the ­near-­painful beauty of her.


No flaws marked the cool ice of her ­skin—­but for the beauty mark on the far edge of her left eye. And that was no flaw at all. She was a stunning woman by any measure, but all Illium saw when he looked at her was Lijuan.


It was an unfair, visceral reaction, one fueled by his jealousy at how close she’d become with Aodhan while the other man kept Illium at bay. But that was his problem, not hers. She could no more help her familial resemblance to her aunt than Illium could help having an asshole for a father.


As for the ­rest … No, not her fault.


Aodhan was the one who’d chosen to leave Illium in the past.


Suyin smiled, gentle and with too much weight in her eyes. “Ah, Illium. It has been too long.”


“Archangel Suyin,” he said, going down into a full bow on one knee, his wings flared and held in exactly the correct position for high angelic etiquette. She deserved his respect and he would not stint it.


Showoff.


His muscles spasmed at that crystalline sound in his head. Aodhan’s mental voice was akin to the refractions of light that was his physical form. Illium hadn’t heard that voice in his head since the ­war … and he hadn’t been ready for how it would smash through the walls he’d tried to erect.


Just because you failed bow training, don’t blame me. It was instinct to respond with the old insult that had never been an ­insult—­they both knew Aodhan was graceful beyond compare and his lack of bowing skills had nothing to do with ability.
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