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Oh, you must not.


Your tears wound me, but there is no choice. I cannot go on. I have tried until I have no more breath in the shell of my body and no heart in the core of my self.


The river—


—is eternal. What falls will always rise. One civilization or another, what does it matter to me?


My love, you were never this heartless. You ever cared for your people. I saw you cradle newborn mortals in your arms and kiss their soft cheeks.


You see why I must do this, beloved. Do I not, I turn slowly into a monster cold and without sympathy for those who are smaller, weaker, my shell all that remains.


Ah, my heart. Come to me. We will lie inside my fire this day and the next and the next until eternity ends.


And in the heartbeats between lifetimes, I will look into your eyes and I will be whole.
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Elena kicked out a booted foot to check the give in her opulent ball gown and grinned when the falls of fabric around her legs parted like they weren’t there. “Montgomery strikes again,” she said, then busied herself slipping her throwing knives into the decorative sheaths at her forearms.


At some point during her roughly two decades as Raphael’s consort, she’d said to hell with it and decided to give herself a new trademark: arm sheaths. These days, no one blinked an eye at her preference for weapons as jewelry; it definitely took the edge off, not having to find places to secrete weapons.


Not that she didn’t also always have hidden weapons.


Elena was never not going to have a concealed garrote or a dart that blew drug-laced needles somewhere on her person. The latter had been a joke birthday gift from her hunter friends, but she’d realized the real thing could pass as a decorative pendant in situations where other weapons might be seen as a sign of aggression.


Setting her personal style as including arm sheaths had ameliorated the latter threat. Who cared if the snooty old angels called it a “mortal affectation” with their condescending noses so far up in the air that it was a wonder they didn’t unbalance and fall over backward. The idiots thought they were insulting her. Hah. Having a mortal heart, a mortal soul, was a gift she cherished in this world where so many frittered away entire centuries because they always had one more day.


What had taken her aback was when a cohort of “edgy” young courtiers began to copy her with jewel-encrusted monstrosities they dared call blades. Those insults of weapons couldn’t fly a single foot in a straight line, much less actually hit a target, but per Illium, that’s what she got for being a fashion “icon.”


Their pretty Bluebell was going to get his feathers plucked one of these days.


The unbound near-white of her waist-length hair being brushed aside, a kiss pressed to the back of her neck that made a shiver ripple over her body as wings of white-gold opened in her peripheral vision.


Her stomach tumbled, as if this was the first time Raphael had ever touched her.


Leaning back into his warm and muscled form, his upper body yet bare, she groaned. “Does that mean you’re agreeing to my idea of blowing off this deal and getting naked?”


Oceans ice-blue and windswept crashed into her mind, his laughter filling her world. “Alas, hbeebti, I must do my duty today. As must you.” Another kiss, this one to the curve of her throat, as he placed one hand on her abdomen. “After it is done, however … I know a place where we can tangle wings far from the rest of the world.”


Her thighs clenched, the need she had for him a potent addiction; knowing him, growing with him had made her fall ever deeper for the Archangel of New York.


Lifting her hand to slide it over the back of his neck without fully turning, she stroked the heat of his skin. “You have a deal and I’m holding you to it.” Tired of the pageantry and politics, she needed what only he could give her.


“I like this dress,” he murmured, their eyes meeting in the mirror.


His were twin blue flames, the color piercing and impossible in its violent purity, a punch to the heart every single time. The midnight of his hair was tumbled and damp from his quick shower, the planes of his face dangerously striking under skin kissed by the sun.


The Legion mark on his right temple—the shape a stylized dragon—flickered with light that was diamonds tumbling in the ocean. The renewed energy of the mark was a recent development. It had gone flat and lifeless after the Legion gave up their lives, and in time, like a tattoo held too long in the skin, had begun to fade.


It had hurt her to watch, and she knew it had hurt Raphael, too. They both honored the Legion for their sacrifice, but they also missed the otherworldly beings who’d emerged from the silent deep and become an integral part of New York.


The fade had, however, reversed itself over the past few months, until the two of them had begun to hope that the Legion would return. Or at the least, that the Legion still existed in some form in the cold embrace of the water from which they’d come.


“You look a goddess risen, Guild Hunter.” Another kiss pressed to the curve of her neck.


Goose bumps over her skin, her nipples tight points. “You’re the pretty one in this relationship,” she teased, though pretty was definitely the wrong word for Raphael. His face, for all its beauty, held an innate hardness, a sense of the martial.


Her lover was a warrior before he was an archangel.


His lips curving, he plucked at the fabric of her gown. “What is this? It feels almost as good as your skin.”


“I have no idea, but I love it.” Unlike the current rage in the Refuge, the gown was no frou-frou cloth marshmallow. Instead, it flowed over her in a slide of liquid silver-blue, sinuous and cool. The shoulders were narrow, the neckline plunging before it cut away to reveal her abdomen—but that entire top part was also so securely fitted that she was in no danger of revealing more than she wanted to reveal.


From the waist, it fell in what Montgomery told her was an A-line.


Elena hadn’t been sure about that—the sketch he’d shown her had looked far too prom gown—but as usual, the butler and his favorite tailor had been right. Constructed of seven separate panels, the skirt was higher in the front, the cut a sharp diagonal from the middle of her left thigh down to the calf of her right leg.


The design made movement easier—she could literally high-kick in this thing if required. They’d even worked with her penchant for wearing boots by giving her ones that matched the dress … while building hidden blade sheaths in both, then adding decorative touches in a deeper silver. Not only did the boots look badass striding out of the shorter front part of the dress, they were stable, wouldn’t throw her off in a fight.


Her arm sheaths were a glittering black against the dark gold of skin that was a testament to the Moroccan part of her heritage. Not as good as her usual sheaths, but they worked fine. On her upper arm sat the jeweled dagger that Raphael had given her—jeweled but more than functional if she needed to stab a snobby angel in the eye, as she so often dreamed of doing at these events.


But tonight, the dagger wasn’t the showpiece. Because from her neck down to her cleavage lived a black “tattoo” that Aodhan had painted onto her skin before she left New York. Again, it was a thing in vogue with angelkind and she had to admit it was more her style than the rest of current angelic fashion—especially since Aodhan had designed her ink to echo the mark on Raphael’s temple.


Hers was more elongated, with lines that seemed to hint at a powerful creature in flight, but that the two markings were a pair was indisputable.


“It’ll last a month,” Aodhan had told her after the work was complete, the dragon’s neck curving around her nape so that the creature lay with its head on her collarbone.


It was the closest she’d ever been to the angel whose entire body seemed to be composed of light, his breath brushing her skin as he leaned in to work. She’d wondered if it would feel odd even though they were friends. Then he’d started the piece and she’d realized that at that instant, she was nothing but a canvas to Aodhan.


“Canvases don’t talk back,” he’d muttered when she’d dared have an opinion, but his lips had quirked up.


Now, Raphael ran one finger down the lines of the tattoo, coming to a stop at the curve of her breast where it was exposed by the dress. “I do so enjoy how this looks when you are unclothed and wrapped around me.”


His wings rose above his shoulders, hers pressed to his body so only the black arches were visible, and it was them in the mirror. Two people whose loyalty was set in stone, and whose love was a slumbering inferno, hot and languid, until they wanted it to burn.


She and her archangel, they’d weathered a psychotic archangel, then a megalomaniacal one, a Cascade of fucking Death, and oh, just for fun, a vampiric uprising in the aftermath of a war that had devastated the world.


All of it side by side.


Raphael traced the line of the tattoo in the opposite direction, then slid his finger back down with luxurious intent, his eyes heavy-lidded as he caressed her.


“I’ll stab you if you don’t stop that.” She glared. “I have to put on my stupid be-polite-to-the-grand-poobahs face. Stop distracting me with thoughts of nakedness if you’re not going to pay up.”


His grin was wicked and young and one very few people ever saw. “I’ll remind you that I am one of the grand poobahs.”


Shifting her wing out of the way, she elbowed him in that rock-hard stomach, then pressed in with a blade without breaking the skin. “Right now, Mr. Grand Poobah Raphael, you’re barely dressed. We’ll be late if you don’t get a move on—and I will absolutely stab you if we have to stay later to make up the time.”


His grin didn’t alter as he drew back, his mood making her entire body tighten. The urge to jump onto him, lock her legs around that delicious body, and put his hand properly on her breast while she kissed the life out of him made her mouth water and her pulse race.


“So bloodthirsty.” Hot blue, his eyes made her a promise dark and decadent even as he kept his words light. “Truly, a woman I adore.”


She watched him move to the wardrobe where the staff who ran their Refuge stronghold had hung up the formal leathers he planned to wear tonight. He’d already put on the black pants, now pulled on the sleeveless black top that showcased his toned biceps and those forearms that made her want to bite him.


Down, Elena, she told herself. Save that for when you have lots of time.


Collarless, his fitted top sealed to the left side with a black zip.


Clean, powerful, sexy enough to make her swallow her tongue.


Raphael’s boots were the same shade, and, as she watched, he strapped on the pair of bracers she’d given him as a gift. Made of what appeared to be a single piece of black iron each, with intricate detailing carved into the metal, the bracers covered his wrists and forearms and were designed to ward off sword blows in battle.


Turning away before she attacked him in pure lust, she decided to pull her hair back into a high ponytail.


It revealed the handcrafted amber studs in her ears—one a miniature crossbow, the other the bolt. Created for her alone, and a quiet but clear sign that she was very much entangled with the Archangel of New York.


Having already done her makeup, she was ready when Raphael slid a sword into the sheath on his back. With her dress being backless, she hadn’t needed anything to accommodate her wings, but his top had wing slits that he’d sealed using his power. The sheath was built into the top, his sword a ceremonial item given to him by his Seven approximately fifty years earlier for his one thousandth five hundredth birthday.


It bore a carved hilt embedded with seven polished black diamonds set in a vertical row to represent the seven men who called Raphael their liege and who would lay down their lives for him without hesitation.


“Consort.” Hair brushed off his face in crisp lines, and expression set in what she called his “Archangel” look, he held out his hand.


“Consort.” Grinning, she slid her hand into his.


And had to admit she felt beautiful and strong as she strode out of their suite. That their hand-holding would cause certain angels to have the vapors just made it better.


Why are you smiling that way, Elena-mine? His voice was a sword blade slicing through salt-laced water in her mind.


When she told him, he shot her a laughing look. Then lifted her hand to his mouth and kissed the back. Her heart, it stuttered. Always did. Always would. Because this deadly man she’d once feared and whose violent power had now become a familiar caress was it for her.


However long their eternity lasted, they’d walk through it hand in hand.


The ground rumbled as they continued on down the hallway of the stronghold Raphael kept in the Refuge. Built of dark gray stone, it was too solid to move in a minor tremor, but the vibration was obvious.


His smile faded. “That’s the third one today.”


“How many does that make over the three days since we’ve been here? Ten?”


“Around that.” Raphael’s hair glinted in the light of the old-fashioned gas lamps that bracketed the front door, an echo of a past time left in place for its elaborate metal beauty.


“We’ve always had the odd rumble or earth shake in the Refuge,” he added, “but nothing this sustained as far as I know—but I can’t say for certain. I’m young in comparison to many others. I’m sure we’ll find out tonight.”


Because tonight, they were to mingle with the rest of the Cadre, the first time since the war that all nine archangels were to be present in one place. The reason for the gathering was a meeting of the Cadre, but of course, immortals couldn’t keep it simple.


No, there had to be a grand ball to “usher in the new post-war age.”


Elena couldn’t remember exactly who’d said that, but it had been one of the grande dames of the angelic world—and by “dames” she meant interfering old busybodies of any gender.


As if they hadn’t been living in the post-war world for over ten years at this point. Though, she supposed begrudgingly, she could see the rationale behind it—this was the first year of actual calm. Every single one of the vampiric uprisings had been dealt with, no one had found any remnants of Lijuan’s reborn or Charisemnon’s poison for over twelve months, and repairs—or reconstruction—had been completed on the last of the major structures that had been damaged or destroyed.


It felt like they could breathe at last.


Yeah, she could see why people wanted to throw a blow-off-the-roof party. So this might not be too bad once they got past the stuffy polite conversation part; she wouldn’t mind dancing the night away with Raphael and their friends. Because pretty much the entire adult population of the Refuge would be there tonight.


Of Raphael’s senior people, Galen and Naasir, as well as Trace, would be joining them for the initial entrance. Archangels couldn’t just show up to this kind of thing; they had to bring an entourage. It just so happened that Raphael’s entourage was ruthless and lethal and as amused by the pomp as him.


Galen’s mate, Jessamy, would separate from them prior to the official entrance. Elena had only yesterday learned that as the angelic Librarian and Historian, Jessamy belonged to no court—and to all of them. Of course everyone knew she was closest to Raphael, but to walk in with him would be a grave insult to the rest of the Cadre.


Junior angelic Librarian, Andromeda—Naasir’s mate—would also peel away with Jessamy. Not for the same reason, however. It was because Andi technically belonged to a different court.


All five proved to be waiting in the courtyard of the stronghold. “Are we late?” Elena glanced at her wrist before remembering she wasn’t wearing a watch. As of the past six months, something in the Refuge had changed, making the devices act wonky. Analog or digital, clocks were a bust.


The scientists were working on figuring out why, but in the interim, Elena’d had to learn to read a sundial—to the great amusement of young Sam, who’d mastered that skill when he was “only a baby!” Never had Elena thought she’d be getting sundial lessons from a grumpy scholar with a giant white mustache while angelic children fluttered around offering encouragement.


Jessamy, her chestnut-brown hair woven into a complicated crown, and her lovely eyes as kind as always, smiled. “No, we are early. It’s been many years since the Refuge hosted a major social event and we’re as excited as the children.”


“Then let us go and horrify the elders.” Raphael’s pronouncement was met with raised fists from Galen, Trace, and Naasir, and outright laughter from Jessamy and Andromeda.


Elena grinned.
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“Trace,” Raphael added, “I commend you for the pink hair.”


“Magenta. Not pink.” The suave vampire flowed into a bow as slick as the black suit he’d paired with a shirt and tie a bare shade or two lighter. “I lost a bet to Illium.” He sighed as he rose back up to his full height. “You’d think I’d have learned by now, but it was too tempting.”


Andromeda, her freckles dancing across her nose and cheeks, and her own hair a halo of glossy brown curls streaked with bronze for the night, tilted her head toward Trace. “What did he have to do if he lost?”


“Dress in monochrome outfits for a week.”


“That doesn’t sound so bad.” Elena gestured to the man with hair of true silver against skin of rich brown who stood with his hand on Andromeda’s lower back. “I mean Naasir’s rocking monochrome tonight.”


Naasir’s charcoal gray suit was the same shade as the pattern on the brocade-style bronze fabric of Andromeda’s gown. It could’ve been a disaster, that fabric, but Andi had chosen a sleek gown that made a statement bold and frankly stunning on her small and curvaceous form.


“Ah, I forgot to mention that I would’ve chosen the color palette,” Trace clarified. “Violent purple was to be the first day, putrid yellow the next. I was looking forward to screaming neon green.”


Andi’s responding giggle was infectious and they were all laughing as they began to stroll in the direction of the huge open square in the center of the Refuge that had been created by doing away with the usual border walls. For tonight, it was neutral territory akin to places such as the Medica, the Library, and the School.


“The children couldn’t stop talking about this afternoon’s event,” Jessamy told Elena as the two of them fell into step side by side, while Raphael chatted to Galen and Trace.


Naasir and Andi led the way.


In contrast to Andi’s figure-hugging gown and Elena’s liquid fall, tall and slender Jessamy wore a dress that was an airiness of dusty rose. Cinched at the waist with a golden rope, it was also gathered at the high neck and rippled around her ankles like living fog.


Her wings, those gorgeous wings of vivid magenta that flowed into blush and rich cream, couldn’t take her to the air … yet. Because in the years since Raphael had used his Cascade-fueled ability to heal her, her malformed left wing had straightened out to the extent that it appeared near-identical to the right.


Only her closest family and friends knew the pain Jessamy had suffered to reach this stage. The physiotherapy had been brutal enough to leave Galen white-lipped—and Raphael’s weapons-master was nicknamed the Barbarian for a reason. But Jessamy was determined to reach the sky on the wing, and Galen was determined to support her every wish. Right now, even though she couldn’t sustain true flight, she could maintain a controlled glide if she took off from a high point.


Her joy in being in the sky … incandescent might be the right word.


“Thank you for coming by,” the other woman added. “The children adore you.”


“As if I’d miss the event of the year.” Elena bumped her shoulder to Jessamy’s, the two of them both on the tall end for women. “I’d have been insulted not to be invited to their party.” It had been a joyous extravaganza of games and food and music. Now, as the adults partied, the older children would babysit the younger, with adults on rotation to keep an eye on them throughout the night.


The youths on the verge of adulthood, however, had been given dispensation to attend the first hour of the ball. “I can’t imagine attending something like this when I was a teenager,” she said to Jessamy as they stepped onto a stone bridge lit up by colorful hanging lanterns.


Further lanterns glowed in the trees and along the pathways that wove through the gardens of the Refuge, while large enclosed torches created both warmth and light this cold spring night. The pathways were filled with angels and senior vampires dressed with immortal grandeur.


The sumptuous beauty of it was undeniable.


More than one person shot a glance their way, but no one approached them. “Naasir, are you glaring at people?”


A silver-eyed look over his shoulder, his expression so austere you’d never know that beneath his skin lurked a playfulness feral and unique. “I’m just looking extremely serious.”


Andi, her arm tucked into his, glanced back at them. “He’s being his most grim-faced self.” A whisper. “I am terrified.”


Leaning down, Naasir nipped at the tip of her ear with sharp tiger-creature teeth. Andi yelped, then hit him on the chest with no force at all before leaning into him, her hand curled around his biceps. The two were ridiculously adorable, even if Naasir still refused to tell Elena his exact species. Oh, and everyone else thought it was just hilarious that she didn’t know. Ha!


“Ellie! Ellie! Up here!” The hail came from one of the houses that lined the edge of the gorge, the voice small and bright. “Teacher Jessamy! You look pretty!”


When Elena glanced up to the second floor, she saw a boy with wings of brown tipped with black and hair that was all tumbled black curls beaming down at her from an open window. His small body was leaning so far out of it that only his older cousin’s grip on his jerkin kept him from falling.


Elena waved back as Jessamy did the same by her side. “Behave tonight and I’ll take you flying tomorrow!” Sam remained one of her most favorite people in the Refuge.


Even after all this time, her brain had trouble processing the slow rate of angelic growth, and she was still sometimes surprised that Sam remained such a small boy, but one thing she knew: she’d love him all her life. Kid just had that kind of heart and sweetness.


“Promise?” Sam yelled out.


“Promise!” She blew him a kiss, then waved at his cousin. “And you as well, Tarielle!”


The gangly girl, who was about fifteen in human terms, beamed. “I can’t wait!”


“Rafa! Rafa!” Sam waved at Raphael, a tiny metronome on speed. “I’m gonna go flying with Ellie tomorrow! Tari’s gonna fly, too!”


Raphael’s childhood nickname had had a resurgence among the children after one of them heard an older adult mention it. And since her archangel had always had a soft spot for children, they had free reign to address him thus.


“Perhaps I will join you. If, of course, I’m invited,” he said to the children.


Who all but exploded with excitement.


Leaving their small friends, they’d just turned the corner onto another gentle bridge when the ground shook.


No tremor this, no mere tremble. The quake was a vicious jerk that lifted up the path and sent Elena crashing down hard on one knee. Pain shot through her. Ignoring it, she grabbed Jessamy before the other woman could be thrown off the path and into the pond beside it. Ahead of them, Naasir did one of those quicksilver movements Elena couldn’t follow with the naked eye and lifted both himself and Andi off the ground as it bucked under them. He landed on feet as sure as a cat’s.


Sam! Elena yelled at Raphael, even though she couldn’t see him. He was hanging out the window. And Tari was holding on to him!


I caught both, Raphael assured her, and she knew he was talking about his archangelic power, not his arms. That power was no longer fueled by the Cascade, but it was power nonetheless.


I’m holding them until the movement stops. Can you get airborne?


No, I can’t even get to my feet.


The shaking didn’t stop for what felt like an hour. A house collapsed next to them, dust exploding outward in a gray burst that lined her tongue with grit; Elena hoped to hell the angels inside had managed to dive out into the gorge.


When she looked up, she saw flights of angels in the sky, many with children in their arms. Good. Down here, the air was turning to dust-choked mist, and the fucking water in the pond was boiling. “Jess?”


“I see it, Ellie.” Jessamy gripped Elena’s thigh with her hand, while Elena continued to keep a death grip on her arm. “I can feel the heat. It’s not just motion. It’s actual heat.”


“Fuck.” Elena transmitted the information to Raphael, who was now in the air, from which high vantage point he could help those who needed it. Galen was with him, an indication of trust in Elena that he wouldn’t have shown in the first years after she’d become Raphael’s consort—because Jessamy was Galen’s heart.


“Trace!” she called out, unable to spot the final member of their group.


“Behind you!” the vampire called back. “I’m on the path off the bridge! If this doesn’t stop soon, start crawling back toward me!”


Then it did stop. With a massive jerk and resounding crack that made Elena’s eyes widen. Hauling Jessamy to her, she rose into the air with a tearing of muscle, just as the bridge collapsed into the boiling water.


Elena wasn’t strong enough to carry another angel, but it helped that her friend was so thin and light.


She still barely made it to the area near Trace.


He caught Jessamy as Elena fell more than landed. Once upright, the three of them looked at the steaming water hot enough to scald even from a distance. Just because immortals could heal from what would be a killing injury for a mortal didn’t mean that it didn’t hurt.


The cauldron would’ve melted off Jessamy’s wings had she fallen into it.


A single second of shock was all they allowed themselves before they began to move. Jessamy broke into a run to take charge of Sam and Tarielle and any other children in the vicinity, while Trace entered a collapsed building to see if anyone was trapped inside.


Elena did the same.


Her left wing dragged and she knew she’d torn a tendon or ligament. Nothing to complain about in the aftermath of a catastrophic quake. She got on with the job.


It wasn’t until an hour later that they had a true idea of the overall damage. Three angels were dead, their bodies crushed so badly even their healing abilities couldn’t repair the damage. Five vampires had suffered a similar fate. Elena hadn’t known that severe crush injuries could kill both, and wished she didn’t know now. Because the crushing had to be severe.


People smeared into paste.


Others an inch away from that had survived—but their recovery would be horrific. Thankfully, no children numbered among the dead or badly wounded. The little ones had been saved by the curiosity and excitement that had seen them near windows or on balconies. Easy places from which to take flight or be rescued.


The fatal crush injuries weren’t the only ones. Broken bones, less severe compression damage, collapsed wings, the list was long—and included several residents who’d been burned by eruptions of heated natural gas or boiling water.


“What about the mortal villages closest to the Refuge?” she asked when she stopped for a breath. “Has anyone checked on them?”


Raphael, his face streaked with dirt from assisting the trapped—including rescuing a vampire who’d ended up gripping a rock partially down the gorge after he was thrown off the edge by the quake—nodded. “I sent a wing.”


Because she, his consort, had once been mortal and still had a mortal heart; where other archangels might disregard mortal lives as not worth saving, Raphael wouldn’t.


“No damage,” he told her. “No sign of a quake at all. It appears to have been localized to the Refuge.”


Shit. “That can’t be good.”


Raphael’s expression mirrored her worry. Because the last time the world had started blowing up, they’d ended up in a devastating Cascade. One from which they had only now recovered.


The world was too fragile to take another pounding. They needed this to be a natural event, not one linked to the power that ran through the veins of the archangels—a power so brutal that it could shatter the earth into a million pieces.
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Interlude
Fall of an Archangel


Laric was going to be in trouble.


Again.


It wasn’t as if he tried to be late. It just happened. Like today, he’d been distracted by the honey cakes his mother had made and now he was going to be late to his lessons at the Medica. But oh, those honey cakes had been pure decadence on the tongue.


Smiling, he angled left and caught a glint in the sky.


He assumed it was another angel, probably one of the warriors wearing gauntlets or other armor … until he got closer. The glint had been no armor, but a bolt of angelic power.


Laric rolled his eyes. “Typical.”


Every time one of the recent crop of newly strong angels got into a temper, they started to throw around bolts. It was aggravating; if he wasn’t a trainee healer who’d taken certain oaths, he’d be tempted to drop a little “calm-balm” into their mead. Put the whole annoying lot of muscle-bound bumbles to sleep.


Another bolt, this one thunderous enough that his bones vibrated even though he was still some distance out from them.


His flesh chilled.


Squinting, he looked more carefully. And gulped. Those weren’t two angels acting tough. No, what he was looking at was a serious battle between two archangels.


He couldn’t see their faces from this distance.


White wings, long black hair, a woman.


Wings of pale gold, dark hair, a man.


Caliane and Nadiel.


Battling with a lethal ferocity that was no lovers’ quarrel.


Panic stabbing into him, he dropped. He didn’t care how late it made him—he did not want to be in the sky while two archangels fought.


He was so intent on getting to the ground that he didn’t see the fatal strike, just felt the flames sear his feathers, melt his skin as the sky turned molten—a cataclysmic burn born of the inferno of an archangel’s violent death.


Laric screamed and fell.
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The Cadre met in the empty square at dawn the next morning, after they’d done all they could to assist the injured and stabilize damaged areas. Aside from the Cadre, the only other people in the square were Elena, Hannah, and Lady Sharine.


Consorts didn’t usually attend meetings of the Cadre, but with all three of them in the Refuge, it had seemed the natural choice. That Lady Sharine wasn’t officially Titus’s consort wasn’t something anyone cared about, either; she’d earned her voice at this meeting on her own.


Unexpectedly, however, the quake wasn’t the top item on the agenda.


“Where is Qin?” Caliane hadn’t bothered to change out of the sophisticated white leathers she’d chosen to wear for the ball, and they were now blood-smeared and dusty, the knees black from where she’d knelt in the dirt to lift literal houses off people. The crisp white of her feathers hadn’t fared any better.


“I noticed he wasn’t here yesterday morning.” Zanaya scowled, the violet-tinged silver of her hair pulled severely off her face and her body clad in a simple linen tunic that ended midthigh.


White plaster dust coated her thighs and streaked her shoulders, dulling the vibrant ebony of her skin. “I wasn’t surprised in the least. We all know how much our Qin loves parties.”


Elena had come to appreciate the dry humor of the Queen of the Nile, but snark aside, Zanaya wasn’t wrong. Elena had spotted Qin’s absence, even joked about it with Raphael. “Ten bucks says he arrives at exactly eleven a.m. on the dot tomorrow.” The Ancient might’ve stuck around after being forced awake by the Cascade, but a man who less wanted to be present in the world, Elena couldn’t imagine.


“He insults us!” Aegaeon thumped a fisted mallet of a hand on the dark brown leather of his pants, his upper half bare but for a top of metallic mesh that overlay the silver swirl on his chest.


The latter was no temporary tattoo or artwork but as much a part of him as Raphael’s Legion mark was his.


“This is a declaration of war!”


“Calm down, Aggie,” Zanaya muttered, adding fuel to the fire as only she could.


Elena battled the urge to snort out a laugh; she knew the Queen of the Nile wasn’t helping matters, but she loved how much Zanaya couldn’t stand Illium’s asswipe of a sperm donor and how she made zero effort to hide it.


“I agree with Zanaya.” Caliane rubbed at her forehead as Aegaeon’s face turned a mottled red and white, his wings starting to glow. “Qin was likely just avoiding the social aspect of things and is still in the air, unaware of the disaster. Questions only arise if he is absent at eleven.”


“This quake is the worst in my memory. Worse even than the shakes that turned what was once a mere crack in the landscape into what is now the gorge.” Alexander’s words wrenched them back to the right topic. “Those shakes were concentrated along the line of the gorge and did not cause major damage to the Refuge.”


“My memory aligns with yours,” Caliane added, then turned to Sharine. “My friend? Do you remember a time I have forgotten?”


But Illium’s mother shook her head, the pale champagne gold of her eyes a delicate brilliance in the dawnlight. “I have no remembrance of such a shake—or of art I created to memorialize those lost in the tragedy. I don’t believe we have ever suffered this type of a loss in the Refuge, but we should consult with our Historian.”


“Jessamy was able to check on that an hour ago,” Raphael said, his once-pristine black leathers now torn and scratched and his hair full of grit and tiny flecks of debris. “The Library and the Archives are mostly standing.”


“And what does she say?” Titus boomed in what Elena knew was his inside voice.


“No written record of a quake of this strength in the Refuge. She’s also been keeping track of the recent swarm of minor shakes and says that, so far, she’s found no earlier reports of similar swarms, either. She did state that she and Andromeda haven’t searched everything.”


“But she is diligent in her duties and would’ve already been aware of an event so significant if it was part of our known history,” Elijah said, to a round of nods.


“The problem,” Suyin murmured, as quiet as Titus was loud, “is that it doesn’t appear to be over.” She rubbed at her face, grazing the small beauty mark at the corner of her left eye. “We cannot say that it was a buildup of pressure that has now been released.”


“Suyin’s right.” Elijah’s golden hair was sweat-damp, dirt streaking the pale brown of his tunic. “The waters that began to boil during the destruction show no signs of cooling, and the toxic heated gasses continue to pump out of the earth.”


“My mother could’ve given us answers did she not Sleep,” Alexander said, his voice gentle in a way Elena had never before heard it. “She was an expert scholar in matters to do with the earth.”


“Yes.” Caliane’s smile was soft, a thing of memory and time. “Gzrel was brilliant in her field.”


“Do we have a current expert?” Zanaya brushed her wing over Alexander’s as she spoke, a silent caress of comfort between lovers and consorts.


There was some discussion before two names were put forward—one a senior vampiric scholar based in Japan, the other an angelic researcher in Elijah’s territory. No mortals could be considered. Not for the Refuge, the most secret—and sacred—heart of angelic territory, the place that cradled their children and hid their vulnerable bodies and hearts from the world.


It was also the place that protected every single mortal in the world by never putting temptation in their path. Because if a mortal killed an angelic child? It would be game over for every single mortal in the world, all rational thought wiped out in the face of blinding angelic fury.


Innocent or guilty, it would not matter.


Raphael’s ability to see mortals as more than disposable fireflies wouldn’t matter.


Not in the face of the keening grief of the child’s parents.


Not when angelic births were so rare that centuries could pass between each.


Her archangel would do what he could, and he had friends who’d stand with him … but over time, archangels fell in battle or went into Sleep, new archangels rose or ascended … and immortals had long memories.


Eventually, the extremists among angelkind—the ones who saw humans as cattle to be farmed—would win. A single match to light the kindling laid of arrogance and eons of unchecked power.


Humanity would never again be permitted a voice.


A shiver rippled up Elena’s spine.


No, the Refuge could not be permitted to fall.


By the time the Cadre had worked out the next steps, Elena was exhausted, but she didn’t even think of sleep. Having, after the first emergency response, taken a couple of minutes to change into clothing more suitable for the work to be done, she got stuck back in.


Raphael did the same, the two of them touching base when they could. In general there were no more major discoveries, just the backbreaking labor of clearing debris and—for those skilled at it—undertaking emergency repairs or putting up barriers against the water that continued to boil at lethal temperatures.


As Elena was no builder, she helped with cleanup, and by hauling material for anyone who needed it. Her injured wing meant she was grounded, but she hadn’t bothered to see a healer. She’d torn that same tendon multiple times when she was first learning to fly and knew the only remedy was time—and the healers were dealing with injuries of infinitely worse magnitudes.


She was grabbing food for those healers when she saw Suyin rise up out of the gorge, a creature beautiful and inhuman with her flowing white hair, her face without flaw but for the single beauty mark below the far edge of her left eye that was no flaw at all, her wings as white as snow but for the bronze primaries.


Across her arms lay the limp body of an angel whose back was broken, her wings sheared off and her pretty yellow gown smeared with blood and dirt. But her head was still attached to her neck.


Then Suyin met Elena’s eyes, silent tears streaking her cheeks.


The angel hadn’t made it. Either her spinal cord had been severed at the neck despite the appearance of connection … or she’d been crushed until even her angelic cells couldn’t keep up.


Elena swallowed the thickness in her throat, and made herself continue with her task, even as Suyin continued with hers.


Time rolled on.


An hour. Two.


Still no sign of Qin.


The clock ticked over to eleven a.m.


Raphael had always had sympathy for Qin. He understood what it was to love until the idea of being without the woman who was his heart tore him to pieces. That Qin loved an angel who couldn’t stay in the world because her terrible gift drove her to madness was a hell he wouldn’t wish on anyone.


But the other man was still an archangel. That level of power came with a burden of responsibility. And while Raphael disliked Aegaeon for many reasons, the other man was right: not turning up to this prearranged meeting of the Cadre was a declaration of war.


That, however, wasn’t the worst of it.


“After our earlier discussion,” Titus said, his expression murderous, “I made contact with my spymaster. Ozias has been in Qin’s territory this past week.”


No one blinked at that. They all spied on each other.


“She was in the midst of preparing a missive for me. Qin hasn’t been sighted for a week, his absence pointed enough that she is certain of the intelligence.”


Curses turned the air blue.


Even Suyin, quiet by nature, muttered under her breath, a tic in the fine line of her jaw.


Zanaya’s next words were far louder, her rounded cheek-bones smudged by a layer of grime; the Queen of the Nile had helped Suyin rescue multiple people from collapsed homes on the inner surface of the gorge.


Beneath the grime, however, her skin was aglow with anger. “He has gone into Sleep, leaving us with only eight archangels in a world that has only just recovered from a calamitous war followed by a vampiric uprising?”


Aegaeon threw back his head in a roar that shook what little glass remained in the windows of the houses closest to the square.


Elijah was calmer, but his shoulders bunched hard with muscle as he shoved a hand through the dust-coated golden strands of his hair. “Have you spoken to his second?” A question directed at Titus.


“No. I only managed to speak with Ozias shortly before this meeting. But I think Zanaya has it right—the bastard has gone into Sleep.”


“Agreed.” Caliane’s cold, clear voice. “So, now we are eight.”


Raphael clenched his jaw, fighting the urge to yell into the void.


Ten was the optimum number of archangels to have in the world—it allowed enough space between territories that their overlapping powers didn’t breed aggression, while also having the right number of apex predators to control the vampires.


The post-war uprising had led to a carpet of blood.


His consort still dreamed about it at times, the nightmares streamers of red across her vision.


Eight archangels …


In this time?


Fuck.


He forced his fist to unclench. Quite aside from the logistics, it also meant that every single archangel in this square was now locked in time. They could not Sleep no matter what. Neither could they go into anshara to recover from even injuries so horrific no one would wish for them to suffer the agony. They had to stay conscious and available.


No room for exhaustion. No time to breathe at last.


“What are the chances we’ll get a replacement soon?” Suyin asked even as the thought passed through Raphael’s mind. “It hasn’t been so very long after the end of the Cascade. We could yet be in a period of flux.”


“There’s no way to know.” Caliane shook her head. “Alexander and I have seen that through the ages. At one time, we ruled with seven for two hundred years, and, in the end, had to compress the world and herd the populations into tighter areas. The only other option would’ve been a mass slaughter of vampires to ensure no bloodlust.”


Which would, Raphael realized, have led to a forced Sleep for a large percentage of angels. Because angels needed vampires, a secret symbiotic relationship that had been born in the aftermath of another war so far back in time that it had been erased from their history. He only knew because his Legion had told him so.


Our people, infected with the deadly toxin … made the decision to Sleep eons in the hope the poison would fade. When they woke, it was to find a new people had been born from the ashes of the old, and the toxin had bonded permanently to the blood of the survivors.


Madness and death reigned, until the desperation of a single individual made angelkind understand the fragile new people were their salvation, a gift from their healed world.


Angels were only sane because they could purge the toxin into mortals—thus creating vampires. Remove one element or make it a limited resource and the entire system would collapse. In murdering vampires, angelkind would murder itself—for what mortal would wish to become a vampire once they realized the promise of near-immortal life was a false one that could be wiped out in a single angelic rampage?


Yes, angelkind could force the conversions, but as a whole, they weren’t an evil people. Corrupt with power at times, and arrogant far too often, but they loved and protected children immortal and mortal, and—but for the odd extremist—they did not seek to crush mortal innovations, did not stamp out their glories.


Each Making done without consent would be a bead of poison dropped into the blood of all angelkind, until their entire civilization rotted under the weight of it.
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“Caliane’s right.” Alexander pinched the top of his nose between thumb and forefinger, squeezing his eyes shut for a second before opening them to reveal irises of the same piercing silver as Naasir’s. “There’s no guarantee we’ll get a replacement.” The pragmatic grit of a man who had been a general long before he’d ever become an archangel.


“As for the numbers,” he continued, “seven is far beyond brutal. Long-term, it can be terminal. Eight … eight can be done. It’ll wear us to the bone, but it can be done even with a battered and bruised world.” The Archangel of Persia looked around at the rest of them. “We must be as of one mind on this. We cannot Sleep. No matter what the wound, or how tired we get.”


Each and every archangel in the circle agreed without hesitation.


That was the thing about the Cadre that many didn’t understand. Raphael’s kind could be capricious and cruel, and often started petty fights with one another—but when it came to the reason for their existence, they did their job. Checked-out archangels like Qin—and power-crazed megalomaniacs like Lijuan—were outliers when placed against the eternity of angelic history.


“At least two of us need to go to Qin’s territory to confirm the situation.” Alexander placed both hands on his hips. “Then we need to carve up the territories again.” For a man who loved land, he didn’t seem the least bit enthusiastic about having more to watch over.


Because they were done. All of them.


The war might’ve ended some eleven years ago, but it had left them with a destroyed world. Not to mention sporadic clusters of reborn that crawled out of the woodwork without warning. Lijuan had scattered droplets of her venom like confetti across the various territories, one last bitter laugh at their expense.


The entire reason the Refuge ball had come together with seamless ease—and why many people had been talking about further parties—was that everyone just wanted a fucking break. Elena had spoken those words not long ago when they’d been standing on their Tower, looking out over their city.


Manhattan sparkled again, but it carried a scar. A dead patch scorched by Raphael’s angelfire where nothing would grow and no life thrived. He’d been forced to wound his own city to protect it against the infestation of Lijuan’s diseased insects, harbingers of a plague of putrefaction and death.


The land itself was no longer poisonous, but mortals, angels, and vampires all avoided it, as did the animals. Raphael had once stood on the edge of the scorch zone and seen a ground spider reverse its course just as it was about to put one of its eight feet on the devouring blackness.


Their city was far from the only one that carried such scars. Not all were visible, either, many lingering as murky shadows in minds and souls in damage that would echo down through the generations.


How’s the meeting going?


His consort’s voice was a shining blade in his mind, the clarity of it an indication of her growing strength. We are in agreement that Qin has gone into Sleep.


Elena cursed.


Exactly so, Elena-mine. How goes the cleanup?


Steady, she said. Reason I interrupted is that Galen and several of the other commanders from around the various strongholds want to move the vulnerable to what seems the most stable part of the Refuge. It’s in Suyin’s territory.


Wait, Raphael said, and though he was certain of Suyin’s answer, he interrupted the discussion of the Cadre with the request.


The Archangel of China agreed at once. “Of course. Our vulnerable come first. We must also consider whether we want people in the clifftop homes at all.”


“I would say the same for the aeries on the inside of the gorge walls.” Zanaya rubbed at her face. “The intensity of the damage there makes me believe the gorge may exist because it lies directly above an area where the foundations of the world crash against each other.”


“A fault line?” Titus said, startling Raphael with his knowledge of the modern term. “Yes, perhaps you are right.”


As Elijah weighed in on that point, Raphael passed on Suyin’s acquiescence to Elena.


Thanks, Archangel. A kiss sent to him through their minds. Also, FYI—people are muttering that the Ancestors are waking—they’re saying that’s the reason for the shakes. I love that even angels have their bogeymen.


Let us hope they remain imagined beings, Raphael said in response. Because the so-called Ancestors said to Sleep below the Refuge were reportedly from the dawn of angelkind. Beings so old that even the oldest of the angels—their very Ancients—had not even an inkling of who or what they might be.


As Elena’s presence slipped from his mind with the fluid ease of a consort against whom he had no walls and never would, Raphael considered the discussion at hand—which had moved on to who was best placed to confirm Qin’s dereliction of his duties.


Aegaeon was right that it must be at least two. Not a rule, but a good tradition, one that was intended to safeguard against any jealousies or accusations of lying when it came to confirmation of the details in this type of a situation.


That the entire Cadre couldn’t go wasn’t about the damage to the Refuge—there was nothing they could do here now that others couldn’t handle as well. It was about a continuous archangelic presence in the world. A fact even more important now that they knew Qin had been absent from his lands for at least a week—the vampires there would’ve noticed.


Soon, so would vampires outside Qin’s territory.


The Cadre couldn’t afford to appear distracted.


“I can go,” Raphael said. “My territory is stable for the moment.” More than that, Dmitri, Aodhan, Illium, Jason, and Venom were all either in the area or nearby. As were Janvier, Ashwini, and Vivek, the senior members of Elena’s fledgling Guard.


Young as they were, the latter three weren’t well-known to the Cadre, but together, they were a cunning and intelligent team, with a way of ferreting out information that sometimes surprised even Jason.


“I’ll join you,” Aegaeon muttered, his earlier anger now focused on the absent Archangel of the Pacific Isles. “So I can curse Qin’s name and insult his forebears where he most likely Sleeps.”


Decision made, Raphael took a bare quarter of an hour to shower and dress in leathers more suitable for a long flight. His consort met him on the very edge of the gorge—where a squadron of scholars with furrowed brows and weary eyes were taking readings using modern equipment; for now, the inner aeries would stay vacant as Zanaya had suggested, the risk too high.


“Fly safe, Archangel.” Elena, her eyelashes flecked with dust and her leathers gone a muddy shade from the same, slid her hand around to his nape. “And don’t kill Aegaeon.”


“I can’t,” Raphael said, spreading out his wings in a show of white gold that glittered in the mountain sunshine. “Unfortunately, we need all eight of us.” He made a face. “At least we do not fly together. He didn’t make that suggestion and neither did I. We simply agreed to leave at this time. If we see each other during the journey, no doubt we’ll pretend we didn’t and continue on.”


He kissed her and it was fire in her blood and an eternity of need and passion and love.


“Knhebek, hbeebti,” he said when their lips parted, her warrior archangel with eyes as blue as crushed sapphires and determination stamped onto his bones.


Stepping back, a sudden devil-may-care grin on his face … he dropped backward off the cliff into the gorge. Sleep soon, Guild Hunter. You are tired. His voice was the sea crashing into her mind, a familiar wildness, before he turned and began to rise high into the sky in readiness for his long flight.


Elena didn’t like the thinner air on the edge of the sky, but Raphael’s lungs weren’t like hers. She might be immortal, but she was no archangel. I will, she promised, but it was a promise she was destined to break because ten minutes after Raphael vanished over the horizon, a breathless angelic youth landed next to her with a message.


The fair-haired boy with red cheeks was around sixteen in human terms, which made him old enough to have been permitted to help in the aftermath of the quake. “Consort.” His chest heaved as he gulped in air, but the boy somehow managed to keep his wings from drooping. “There is a message from your home. The sire’s second has marked it as urgent.”


Face chilling, Elena took the folded piece of paper he held out. The message must’ve come through the network used only for the Refuge. It had taken Elena time to work out that the Refuge network was a “ghost” system that lay below the interconnected one used by the vast majority of people around the world.


Any wires or other devices were buried underground or placed in locations angelkind alone could reach. The system was also constantly monitored by a small and dedicated team to ensure any accidental incursions were nudged away or otherwise dealt with in ways that roused no suspicions.


“Incursions are rare,” Illium had told her when he’d explained the system he’d helped put in place when the technology first became viable, and which he still helped upgrade as needed. “The technical stuff will bore you, but think of our network as a shadow so deep and dark that it becomes invisible.”


There was talk of upgrading the system to a satellite-based one, but obviously people could see satellites, so it’d need to be attached to some other more obvious purpose. And none of that mattered as Elena undid the seal that told her the message had been taken by their senior steward, Yana, then handed to the young courier.


It was short and to the point: Elena, your father has suffered a serious heart attack. He’s in critical condition in the ICU. Your stepmother has requested you return home. The jet will be ready for you as soon as you can make it to the airfield.


Elena’s mind buzzed with silence, an echoing void that gave her the distance to make rapid-fire decisions. “Thank you,” she said to the boy who’d brought the message. “No return message yet.” She’d send it directly herself.


The boy nodded and stepped back to take off. Even so young, vertical flight was effortless for him; it was a wonder she’d never take for granted. But even as her panicked mind wanted to snag on the sight of an angel in flight, she was moving, her own throbbing wing thrust to the back of her awareness.


The first thing she did was find one of their senior people—it happened to be Naasir. His shaggy silver hair tied back, he was shirtless, his skin slick with sweat as he helped cart dangerous debris off to an area where it wouldn’t be a threat to the residents of the Refuge.


When she told him what had happened, he said, “Go. I’ll tell the others.”


Numb, she looked around at the devastation. “There’s so much to do here.”


“He is your father, Ellie. I would do the same if it were Dmitri or Honor hurt.” He tilted his chin at the sky. “We’re awash in strong angels who came for the ball. The physical work will be done in a matter of days and you’re puny anyway.”


She knew from the way he cupped her face with one big hand on that last that he was attempting to lighten her guilt. It worked. Because he was right. In the overall scheme of things, she was puny. “Will you say goodbye to Sam and the other children? I won’t have time.” She knew the children adored Naasir—even if he did growl at them when he caught them doing mischief.


They saw and loved the primal creature inside him in a way many adults didn’t.


“Yes,” he promised before wrapping her in his arms and rubbing the side of his face against hers. “You are your father’s cub. Go. He will want you by his side.”
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