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      To everyone who has ever dreamed of flying
and to all of you who have flown with me.
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      Swathed in the silken shadows of deepest night, New York was the same … and altered beyond compare. Once Elena had watched angels take flight from the light-filled column of the
         Tower as she sat in front of the distant window of her cherished apartment. Now, she was one of those angels, perched high
         atop a balcony that had no railing, nothing to prevent a deadly fall.
      

      
      Except of course, she would no longer fall.

      
      Her wings were stronger now. She was stronger.

      
      Flaring out those wings, she took a deep breath of the air of home. A fusion of scents—spice and smoke, human and vampire,
         earthy and sophisticated—hit her with the wild fever of a welcoming rainstorm. Her chest, tight for so long, relaxed, and
         she stretched her wings out to their greatest width. It was time to explore this familiar place that had become foreign, this
         home that was suddenly new again.
      

      
      Diving down from the balcony, she swept across Manhattan on air currents kissed by the cool bite of spring. The bright green
         season had thawed the snows that had kept the city in thrall this winter, and now held court, summer not even a peach-colored blush on the horizon. This was the time of
         rebirth, of blooming things and baby birds, bright and young and fragile even in the frenetic rush of a city that never slept.
      

      
      Home. I’m home.

      
      Letting the air currents sweep her where they would above the diamond-studded lights of the city, she tested her wings, tested
         her strength.
      

      
      Stronger.

      
      But still weak. An immortal barely-Made.

      
      One whose heart remained painfully mortal.

      
      So it was no surprise when she found herself trying to hover outside the plate-glass window of her apartment. She didn’t yet
         have the skill to execute the maneuver, and she kept dropping, then having to pull herself back up with fast wingbeats. Still,
         she saw enough in those fleeting glimpses to know that while the once-shattered glass had been flawlessly repaired, the rooms
         were empty.
      

      
      There wasn’t even a bloodstain on the carpet to mark the spot where she’d spilled Raphael’s blood, where she’d tried to staunch
         the crimson river until her fingers were the same murderous shade.
      

      
      Elena.

      
      The scent of the wind and the rain, fresh and wild, around her, inside her, and then strong hands on her hips as Raphael held
         her effortlessly in position so she could look her fill through the window, her hands flat on the glass.
      

      
      Emptiness.

      
      No sign remained of the home she’d created piece by precious piece.

      
      “You must teach me how to hover,” she said, forcing herself to speak past the knot of loss. It was just a place. Just things.
         “It’ll be a very good way to spy on potential targets.”
      

      
      “I intend to teach you many things.” Tugging her back against his body, her wings trapped in between, the Archangel of New
         York pressed his lips to the tip of her ear. “You are full of sorrow.”
      

      
      It was instinct to lie, to protect herself, but they’d gone beyond that, she and her archangel. “I guess I somehow expected
         my apartment to still be here. Sara didn’t say anything when she sent me my things.” And her best friend had never lied to
         her.
      

      
      “It was as you left it when Sara visited,” Raphael said, drawing back enough that she could flare out her wings and angle
         her body into the air currents once again. Come, I have something to show you.

      
      The words were in her mind, along with the wind and the rain. She didn’t order him to get out—because she knew he wasn’t in
         it. This, the way she could sense him so deeply, speak to him with such ease, was part of whatever it was that tied them to
         one another … that taut, twisting emotion that ripped away old scars and created new vulnerabilities in a whip of fire across
         the soul.
      

      
      But as she watched him fly through the lush black of the sky high over the glittering city, her archangel with his wings of
         white-gold and eyes of endless, relentless blue, she wasn’t sorry. She didn’t want to turn back the clock, didn’t want to
         return to a life in which she’d never been held in the arms of an archangel, never felt her heart tear open and reform into
         something stronger, capable of such furies of emotion that it scared her at times. Where are you taking me, Archangel?

      
      Patience, Guild Hunter.

      
      She smiled, her grief at the loss of her apartment buried under a wave of amusement. No matter how many times he decreed that
         her loyalty was now to the angels and not to the Hunters’ Guild, he kept betraying how he saw her—as a hunter, as a warrior.
         Shooting down below him, she dove then rose through the biting freshness of the air with hard, strong wingbeats. Her back
         and shoulder muscles protested the acrobatics, but she was having too much fun to worry—she’d pay for it in a few hours, no
         doubt about it, but for now, she felt free and protected in the dark.
      

      
      “Do you think anyone is watching?” she asked, breathless from the exertion, once they were side by side once more.

      
      “Perhaps. But the darkness will conceal your identity for the moment.”
      

      
      Tomorrow, she knew, when light broke, the circus would begin. An angel-Made … Even the oldest of vampires and the angels themselves
         found her a curiosity. She had no doubts about how the human population would react. “Can’t you do your scary thing and make
         them keep their distance?” However, even as she spoke, she knew it wasn’t the reaction of the general population that worried
         her.
      

      
      Her father … No. She wouldn’t think about Jeffrey. Not tonight.

      
      As she forced away thoughts of the man who had repudiated her when she’d been barely eighteen, Raphael swept out over the
         Hudson, dropping so hard and fast that she yelped before she could catch herself. The Archangel of New York was one hell of
         a flier—he skimmed along the water until he could’ve trailed his fingers in its rushing cold, before pulling himself up in
         a steep ascent. Showing off.
      

      
      For her.

      
      It made her heart lighten, her lips curve.

      
      Dipping down to join him at a lower altitude, she watched the night winds whip that sleek ebony hair across his face, as if
         they could not resist touching him.
      

      
      It will do no good.

      
      “What?” Fascinated by the almost cruel beauty of him, this male she dared call her lover, she’d forgotten what she’d asked
         him.
      

      
      For me to scare them away—you are not a woman to stay in seclusion.

      
      “Damn. You’re right.” Feeling her shoulder muscles begin to pull in ominous warning, she winced. “I think I need to set down
         soon.” Her body had been damaged in the fight against Lijuan. Not much—and the injuries had healed, but the enforced rest
         period meant she’d lost some of the muscle she’d built up prior to the battle that had turned Beijing into a crater, its voice
         the silent cry of the dead.
      

      
      We’re almost home.

      
      Concentrating on keeping herself going in a straight line, she realized he’d shifted position so she was effectively riding
         his wake—meaning she no longer had to make as much effort to hold herself aloft. Pride had her scrunching her face into a
         scowl, but contrasting with that was a deep warmth that came from knowing she was important, more than important, to Raphael.
      

      
      And then she saw it, the sprawling mansion that was Raphael’s clifftop home on the other side of the river. Though the land
         backed up against the Hudson, the place was hidden from casual view by a thick verge of trees. However, they were coming at
         it from above, and from up there it looked like a jewel set in the velvet darkness, warm golden light in every window—turning
         into pulses of color where it hit the clean lines of the stained glass on one side of the building. The rose bushes weren’t
         visible from this angle, but she knew they were there, their leaves luxuriant and glossy against the elegant white of the
         house, hundreds of buds ready to bloom in a profusion of color as the weather grew warmer.
      

      
      She followed Raphael down as he landed in the yard, the light from the stained glass turning his wings into a kaleidoscope
         of wild blue, crystalline green, and ruby red. You could’ve landed on one of the balconies, she said, too focused on ensuring a good landing to speak the words aloud.
      

      
      Raphael didn’t disagree, waiting until she was on the ground beside him to say, “I could have.” Reaching out as she folded
         away her wings, he gripped her gently at the curve where her neck flowed into her shoulder, his fingers pressing into the
         sensitive inner seam of her right wing. “But then your lips would not have been so very close to mine.”
      

      
      Her toes curled as he tugged her forward, pleasure blooming in her stomach. “Not here,” she murmured, voice husky. “I don’t
         want to shock Jeeves.”
      

      
      Raphael kissed away her words with a slow thoroughness that had her forgetting all about his butler, her body warming with
         a slow, luscious sense of anticipation. Raphael.

      
      You tremble, Elena. You are tired.

      
      Never too tired for your touch. It terrified her how addicted she’d become to him. The only thing that made it bearable was that his hunger, too, was a raw,
         near-violent craving.
      

      
      A lick of storm against her senses before he drew back with a hotly sexual promise. Later. A slow, intimate stroke along the upper curve of her wing. I would take my time with you. His lips parted, his spoken words far less incendiary. “Montgomery will like having you for his mistress, Elena.”
      

      
      She licked her lips, tried to breathe—and heard the rapid tattoo of her heart against her ribs. Yeah, the archangel knew how
         to kiss. “Why?” she finally managed to say, falling into step beside him as he walked to the door.
      

      
      “You’re likely to get dirty and destroy your clothes on a regular basis.” Raphael’s humor was dry, his voice an exquisite
         caress in the night. “It is the same reason he likes it when Illium occasionally stays here. You both give him plenty to do.”
      

      
      She made a face at him, but her lips kicked up at the corners. “Is Illium coming to join us?” The blue-winged angel was part
         of Raphael’s Seven, the vampires and angels who had given their loyalty to the Archangel of New York—even to the extent of
         placing his life before their own. Illium was the only one of the Seven who saw her human heart not as a weakness, but as
         a gift. And in him, she saw a kind of innocence that had been lost in the other immortals.
      

      
      The door opened at that moment to expose the beaming face of Raphael’s butler. “Sire,” he said in a plummy English accent
         she was certain could turn cold and intimidating on command. “It is good to have you home.”
      

      
      “Montgomery.” Raphael placed a hand on the vampire’s shoulder as he passed.

      
      Elena smiled at the butler, delighted by him all over again. “Hello.”

      
      “Mistress.”

      
      She blinked. “Elena,” she said firmly. “I’m no one’s mistress but my own.” Then there was the fact that though he chose to
         work in the service of an archangel, Montgomery was a strong vampire, hundreds of years old.
      

      
      The butler’s spine went stiff as a board, his eyes shooting to Raphael—who gave a languid smile. “You must not shock Montgomery
         so, Elena.” Reaching out to take her hand, he tugged her to his side. “Perhaps you will allow him to call you Guild Hunter?”
      

      
      Elena looked up, certain the archangel was laughing. But his expression was clear, his lips set with their familiar sensual
         grace. “Um, yes, okay.” She nodded at Montgomery, then felt compelled to ask, “Will that do?”
      

      
      “Of course, Guild Hunter.” He gave a small bow. “I was not sure if you would wish a meal, Sire, but I have sent a small tray
         up to your rooms.”
      

      
      “That will be all for tonight, Montgomery.”

      
      As the butler whispered away, Elena looked with growing suspicion at a large Chinese vase in one corner of the hall, opposite
         the stained-glass wall beside the door. It was decorated with a pattern of sunflowers that seemed oddly familiar. Letting
         go of Raphael’s hand, she stepped closer … closer. Her eyes went wide. “This is mine!” Given as a gift by an angel in China
         after Elena completed a particularly dangerous hunt, one that had taken her into the bowels of the Shanghai underworld.
      

      
      Raphael touched his fingers to the small of her back, a searing brand. “All of your things are here.” He waited until she
         looked up before saying, “They were moved to this house for safekeeping until your return.
      

      
      “However,” he continued when she remained silent, her throat a knot of emotion, “it seems Montgomery could not help himself
         when it came to this vase. I’m afraid he has a weakness for beautiful things and has been known to relocate an item if he
         feels it is not being accorded the proper appreciation. Once, he ‘relocated’ an ancient sculpture from the home of another
         archangel.”
      

      
      Elena stared down the corridor where the butler had disappeared in refined silence. “I don’t believe you. He’s too prim and
         proper.” It was easier to say that, to focus on the humor, than to accept the tightness in her chest, the feelings locking
         up her throat.
      

      
      “You would be surprised.” Touching her lower back again, he nudged her down the hall and up a flight of stairs. “Come, you
         can look at your belongings in the morning.”
      

      
      She dragged her feet at the top of the staircase. “No.”

      
      Raphael measured her expression with those eyes no mortal would ever possess, a silent visual reminder that he had never been
         human, would never be anything close to mortal. “Such will.” Leading her to a room that flowed off what she knew to be the
         master bedroom, he opened the door.
      

      
      Everything from her apartment lay neatly stacked, slipcovers over the furnishings, her knickknacks in boxes.

      
      She froze on the doorstep, uncertain how she felt—relief and anger and joy all battled for space inside of her. She’d known
         she could never go back to the apartment that had been her haven and more, a furious rebuttal against her father’s abandonment.
         The place wasn’t built for a being with wings—but the loss had hurt. So much.
      

      
      Now … “Why?”

      
      His hand closed around her nape with no attempt to hide the possession inherent in the act. “You are mine, Elena. If you choose
         to sleep in another bed, I will simply pick you up and bring you home.”
      

      
      Arrogant words. But he was an archangel. And she’d made a claim of her own. “As long as you remember that goes both ways.”

      
      Acknowledged, Guild Hunter. A kiss pressed to the curve of her shoulder, his fingers tightening on her nape just a fraction. Come to bed.

      
      Arousal kicked her hard, her body knowing full well what pleasure awaited her at those strong, lethal hands. “So we can talk
         knives and sheaths?”
      

      
      Sensual male laughter, another kiss, the caress of teeth. But he released his hold, watching in silence as she stepped into
         the room and lifted a slipcover to run her fingers over the delicately embroidered comforter on the bed that had been her
         own, then she moved to explore the vanity with its store of pretty glass bottles and brushes set tidily inside a small box.
         She felt like a child, wanting to reassure herself that everything was here, the need visceral enough to hurt.
      

      
      As she gave in to the emotional hunger, her mind disgorged images of another homecoming, of the shock and humiliation that
         had burned her throat when she’d found her things piled up like so much garbage on the street. Nothing would ever erase that
         hurt, the pain of the knowledge that that was exactly what she was to her father, but tonight, Raphael had crushed the memory
         under the weight of a far more powerful act.
      

      
      She had no illusions about her archangel, knew he’d done it in part precisely for the reason he’d given her—so she wouldn’t
         be tempted to treat her apartment as a bolt-hole. But had that been his sole motivation, he could as easily have sent her
         stuff to the dump. Instead, every single piece had been packed with care and moved here. Some of it had been exposed to the
         elements when her window shattered that night, and yet now everything looked pristine, speaking of meticulous restoration.
      

      
      Heart aching at the wonder of being so cherished, she said, “We can go now.” She’d come back later, decide what to do with
         everything. “Raphael—thank you.”
      

      
      The brush of his wing against her own was a silent tenderness as they entered the master suite. No one else ever saw this
         part of him, she thought, eyes on her archangel as he moved closer to the bed and began to strip without flicking on the lights.
         His shirt fell off his body, revealing that magnificent chest she’d kissed her way across more than once. Suddenly, the overwhelming
         weight of her emotions was gone, buried under an avalanche of gut-wrenching need.
      

      
      Raphael looked up at that moment, his gaze glittering with an earthy hunger that said he’d sensed her arousal. Deciding to
         save the talking for later, she was raising her fingers to tug off her own top when rain—no, hail—hit the windows in staccato bullets that made her jump. She’d have ignored it, except the hard little pellets of ice kept
         smashing into the glass over and over again. “Must be a storm.” Dropping her hands, she walked to one of the windows after glancing over to ensure the French doors to the balcony were secure.
      

      
      Lighting flashed in vicious spikes in front of her as savage winds began to pound the house with unremitting fury, the hail
         turning to torrential rain between one blink and the next. “I’ve never seen it come in this hard, this fast.”
      

      
      Raphael walked to stand beside her, his naked upper body patterned with the image of the raindrops against the window. She
         looked up when he didn’t say anything, saw the shadows that had turned his gaze turbulent in an unexpected reflection of the
         storm. “What is it? What am I not seeing?” Because that look in his eyes …
      

      
      “What do you know of recent weather patterns across the world?”

      
      Elena traced a raindrop with her gaze as it tunneled across the glass. “I caught a weather update while we were at the Tower.
         The reporter said a tsunami had just hit the east coast of New Zealand, and that the floods in China are getting worse.” Sri
         Lanka and the Maldives had apparently already been evacuated, but they were starting to run out of places to put people.
      

      
      “Earthquakes have been rocking Elijah’s territory,” Raphael told her, speaking of the South American archangel, “and he fears
         that at least one major volcano is about to erupt. That is not all. Michaela tells me most of Europe is shuddering in the
         grip of an unseasonable ice storm so vicious, it threatens to kill thousands.”
      

      
      Elena’s shoulder muscles went stiff at the mention of the most beautiful—and most venomous—of archangels. “The Middle East,
         at least,” she said, forcing herself to relax, “seems to have escaped major catastrophe from what I saw on the news.”
      

      
      “Yes. Favashi is helping Neha deal with the disasters in her region.”

      
      The Archangel of Persia and the Archangel of India, Elena knew, had worked together on previous occasions. And now, when Neha
         hated almost everyone else in the Cadre, she seemed to be able to tolerate Favashi—perhaps because the other archangel was so much younger. “It means something, doesn’t
         it?” she said, turning to place her hand on the wild heat of Raphael’s chest, the shadowy raindrops whispering over her skin.
         “All this extreme weather.”
      

      
      “There is a legend,” Raphael murmured, his wings flaring out as he tugged her into the curve of his body—as if he would protect
         her. “That mountains will shake and rivers overflow, while ice creeps across the world and fields drown in rain.” He looked
         down her at, his eyes that impossible, inhuman chrome blue. “All this will come to pass … when an Ancient awakens.”
      

      
      The chill in his tone raised every hair on her body.
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      Shaking off the bone-deep cold, she said, “The ones who Sleep?” Raphael had told her about those of his race who were so old they grew weary of immortality. So they lay down and
         closed their eyes, falling into a deep slumber that would break only when something compelled them to consciousness.
      

      
      “Yes.” A single word that held a thousand unsaid things.

      
      She leaned deeper into him, sliding her arms around his waist. The backs of her hands brushed against the raw silk of his
         feathers, and it was a quiet, stunning intimacy between an archangel and a hunter. “This kind of a disruption can’t happen
         every time. There must be a few who Sleep?”
      

      
      “Yes.” His voice grew distant in a way that was the mask of an immortal who’d lived centuries beyond a millennium. “What we
         may be witnessing is the rebirth of an archangel.”
      

      
      She sucked in a breath, understanding flickering at the corners of her mind. “How many archangels Sleep?”

      
      “No one knows, but there have been disappearances throughout our history. Antonicus, Qin, Zanaya. And …”

      
      “Caliane,” she completed for him, shifting so that she could see his face without craning her neck. He was so good at hiding his emotions, her archangel, but she was learning to
         read the minute shifts in those eyes that had seen more dawns than she could ever imagine, witnessed the birth and fall of
         civilizations.
      

      
      Now, her back against the glassy cold of the window, she didn’t protest as he leaned in to place one hand palm-down beside
         her head. Instead, she ran her fingers down the muscled planes of his chest to rest at his hips, anchoring him to the present,
         to her as she asked him about a nightmare. “Will you know if your mother wakes?”
      

      
      “When I was a child”—skin touched with heat, but his eyes, they remained that inhuman metallic shade—“we had a mental bond.
         But it burned away as I grew, and as she fell into madness.” His gaze looked past her, to the pitch-black of the night.
      

      
      Elena was used to fighting for what she needed, what she wanted. She’d had to become that way to survive. It had toughened
         her. But what she felt for this male, this archangel, it was a stronger, more powerful need, one that gave her an insight
         the hunter alone would’ve never had. “Stop it.”
      

      
      A silent glance rimmed with a thin frost made up of the myriad dark echoes that lingered in an archangel’s memories.

      
      “If you let the memory of her spoil this,” she said, refusing to back down, “spoil us, then it doesn’t matter if she is the Sleeper. The damage will have been done—by you.”
      

      
      A long, still instant, but his attention was very much on her now. “You,” he said, his wings spreading out to block the rest
         of the room from her view, “manipulate me.”
      

      
      “I take care of you,” she corrected. “Just like you took care of me by not letting me answer my father’s call earlier today.”
         At the time, she’d gotten snippy—because she’d been afraid. And she hated being afraid. Especially of the hurt that Jeffrey
         Deveraux meted out with such cruel ease. “That’s the deal, so learn to handle it.”
      

      
      Raphael brushed his thumb across her cheekbone. “If I do not?” A cool question.

      
      “Stop trying to pick a fight with me.” She knew what haunted him—that his parents’ madnesses would one day manifest in his
         own mind, turning him monstrous. Except Elena would never allow that to happen. “We fall, we fall together.” A soft reminder,
         a solemn promise.
      

      
      Elena. One hand going down to curve around her ribs, just below her breasts, as he moved his other thumb over her lips, shaping
         and stroking her.
      

      
      “If your mother does wake,” she murmured, her top suddenly abrasive against her nipples, “what will happen to her?”

      
      “Some say a long Sleep cures the madness of age, so she could once more become Cadre.” Yet Raphael’s voice said that he didn’t
         believe such a thing possible.
      

      
      “Will the others on the Cadre try to locate her, kill her beforehand?”

      
      “Those who Sleep are sacrosanct,” Raphael told her. “To harm a Sleeper is to break a law so ancient, it is part of our racial
         memory. But there is no law that bars a search.”
      

      
      She knew without asking that he’d be undertaking such a search, could only hope what he discovered wasn’t a nightmare made
         flesh.
      

      
      “I’ll speak to Jason,” he added, “see if he has heard any rumblings on this subject that I have not.”

      
      “Is he healed?” Raphael’s spymaster had been injured in the same violent explosion of power that had leveled a city and smashed
         Elena to the earth. “Is Aodhan?” Both angels had refused to leave her and fly to safety, though they were far stronger and
         faster. Even as they fell to the unforgiving earth, the two males had attempted to shield her body with their own.
      

      
      “If you are,” Raphael said, stroking his hand down to rest at her waist, “then of course they walk without injury.”

      
      Because she was an immortal new-Made, while Jason was hundreds of years old. Aodhan, she wasn’t sure about—he was so very
         other, it was hard to judge—but the fact that he was one of Raphael’s Seven spoke for itself. “Beijing … are there any signs of
         recovery?” The city had ceased to exist in anything but memory after the events of that bloody night, so many dead that Elena couldn’t think about it without a sense
         of crushing weight on her chest, heavy and black and flavored with the taste of old death.
      

      
      “No.” An absolute statement. “It may take centuries for life to take root there once more.”

      
      The punishing might of power implied by that observation was staggering. It made her viscerally aware of the strength of the
         man who held her in an embrace she’d never be able to break if he decided to keep her prisoner. It should’ve scared her. But
         if there was one thing she knew, it was that with Raphael, any fight would be no-holds-barred. There would be no stilettos
         in the dark, no hurtful blades hidden behind a civilized facade … unlike the cutting words of another man who’d once claimed
         to love her.
      

      
      Her soul pinched in hurt. “I can’t avoid my father forever,” she said, leaning back against the window again, the cold of
         the glass almost painful against her wings. “What do you think he’ll say when he sees me?” As far as Jeffrey knew, Raphael
         had saved her broken and dying body by Making her a vampire.
      

      
      Raphael gripped his hunter’s jaw with one hand, placing the other beside her head. “He will see you as an opportunity.” Honest
         words, for he would not lie to her. “A way to gain entry into the corridors of angelic power.” If Raphael had his way, Jeffrey
         Deveraux would even now be rotting in a forgotten grave, but Elena loved her father in spite of his cruelty.
      

      
      Now, she wrapped her arms around herself, and her words, when they came, were jagged pieces of pain. “I knew that before I
         asked … but part of me can’t help hoping that maybe this time, he’ll love me.”
      

      
      “As I can’t help hoping that my mother will rise, and will once again be the woman who sang me such lullabies that the world
         stood still.” Pulling her into a crushing embrace, he pressed his lips to her temple. “We are both fools.”
      

      
      Thunder crashed at that moment, lightning flashing brilliant in the dark gloom of the world beyond the windowpane. It turned Elena’s hair to glittering silver, her eyes to mercury. Those eyes, he thought as he lowered his head, as he took
         her lips, would change over the centuries, until they might very well become what they appeared under storm-light. Come, Guild Hunter. It is late.

      
      “Raphael.” An intimate murmur against his lips. “I’m so cold.”

      
      He kissed her again, moving one hand down to close over her breast. Then he took them into the heart of a tempest far more
         demanding in its wrenching hunger than the winds that raged outside.
      

      
      The nightmare came again that night. She should’ve expected it, but it pulled her into the bloody ruins of what had once been her family home with such speed that she had no
         chance to fight.
      

      
      “No, no, no.” She closed her eyes in childlike defiance.

      
      But the dream forced them open. What she saw made her freeze, her pulse pounding beat after panicked beat at the back of her
         throat.
      

      
      There were no broken bodies on the floor slicked by a dark, dark red. Blood. Everywhere she looked, there was blood. More blood than she’d ever seen.
      

      
      That was when she realized she wasn’t in the kitchen where Ari and Belle had been murdered after all. She was in the kitchen
         of the Big House, the house her father had bought after her sisters … After. Gleaming pots hung on hooks above a long stone bench, while a massive fridge stood humming quietly in the corner. The stove
         was a shiny steel edifice that had always terrified her into keeping her distance.
      

      
      Tonight, however, that steel was dulled with a rust-red coating that made her gorge rise, made her stumble to look away. At
         the knives. They lay everywhere. On the floor, on the counters, in the walls. All dripping thick, heavy gobs of deepest red
         … and other, fleshier things. “No, no, no.” Clutching her arms around herself, her thin, fragile body that of a child, she skittered her gaze across the nightmare room in search of a safe harbor.
      

      
      The blood, the knives had vanished.

      
      The kitchen lay pristine once more. And cold. So cold. Always so cold in the Big House, no matter how much she cranked up
         the heat.
      

      
      A shift in the dream—she’d been wrong, she thought. This cold place wasn’t pristine after all. There was a single high-heeled
         shoe on the dazzling white of the tile.
      

      
      Then she saw the shadow on the wall, swinging to and fro.

      
      “No!”

      
      “Elena.” Hands gripping her upper arms tight, the clean bright scent of the sea in her mind. “Guild Hunter.”

      
      The snapped words cut through the remnants of the dream, wrenching her back into the present. “I’m okay. I’m okay.” The words
         came out jerky, disconnected. “I’m okay.”
      

      
      He pulled her into his arms when she would’ve jumped out of bed. To do what, she didn’t know, but sleep never came easy after
         the memories hit her with such brutal force. “I need to—”
      

      
      He shifted until she was half under him, his wings rising to encase them in lush, dark privacy. “Hush, hbeebti.” His body, heavy on her own, formed a hard shield against the softly swinging shadow that had chased her across time.
      

      
      When he dropped his head and murmured more quiet, passionate words in the language that was part of her mother’s legacy, she
         lifted her arms and wrapped them around his neck, trying to pull him down. Trying to drown herself in him. But he squeezed
         her thigh and raised himself up on one arm so he could look down at her. “Tell me.”
      

      
      Elena had always made sure to hug Beth after the day their family shattered, to ensure her younger sister didn’t ever feel
         the chill, but she’d never had anyone to hold her in turn, never had anyone to smash apart the block of ice that encased her
         organs for hours after a nightmare. So, the words took time to come, but he was an immortal. Patience was a lesson he’d learned
         long ago.
      

      
      “It didn’t make sense,” she said at last, her voice raw—as if she’d been screaming. “None of it made sense.” Her mother hadn’t
         done what she had in the kitchen. No, Marguerite Deveraux had very carefully tied the rope to the strong railing that went
         around the mezzanine. Her pretty, shiny high heel had dropped onto the gleaming checkerboard tile of the hallway that was
         the grand entrance to the Big House.
      

      
      A glossy cherry red, that shoe had made Elena’s heart fill with hope for a fractured second. She’d thought her mother had
         finally come back to them, finally stopped crying … finally stopped screaming. Then she’d looked up. Seen something that could
         never be erased from the wall of her mind. “It was all just a big jumble.”
      

      
      Raphael said nothing, but she had not a single doubt that she was the complete and total center of his attention.

      
      “I thought,” she said, clenching her hands on his shoulders, “that the nightmares would stop after I killed Slater. He’ll
         never again hurt anyone I love. Why won’t they stop?” It came out shaky, not with fear, but with a tight, helpless rage.
      

      
      “Our memories make us, Elena,” Raphael answered, in an echo of something she’d once said to him. “Even the darkest of them
         all.”
      

      
      Hand splayed out on his chest, she listened to the beat of his heart, strong, steady, always. “I won’t ever forget,” she whispered.
         “But I wish they’d stop haunting me.” It made her feel like a traitor to say those words, to dare to wish for such a thing
         when Ari and Belle had lived the nightmare. When her mother had been unable to escape it.
      

      
      “They will.” Knowledge in his tone. “I promise you.”

      
      And because he’d never broken a promise to her, she let him hold her through what remained of the night. Dawn was pushing
         its way into the room on slender fingers of gold and pink when the sweet nothingness of sleep took her under.
      

      
      But the peace only lasted for what felt like a mere blink of time.

      
      Elena. A wave crashing into her head, a fresh bite of storm.
      

      
      Groggy with sleep, she blinked open her eyes to see that she was alone in the sun-kissed bed, the rain having cleared away to leave the sky beyond the windows a startling azure. “Raphael.”
         A glance at the bedside clock showed her it was midmorning. Rubbing at her eyes, she sat up. “What is it?”
      

      
      Something has occurred that requires your skill.

      
      Her senses stretched awake in anticipation, her mental muscles seeming to pop with the same pleasure-pain as her physical
         ones when she lifted her arms and arched her body. Where do you need me?

      
      A school upstate. It is named the Eleanor Vand—

      
      She dropped her arms, abdomen heavy with dread. I know what it’s called. My sisters go there.
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      Ten-year-old Evelyn saw Elena first. Evelyn’s eyes went wide as Elena said good-bye to the angel who’d escorted her to the location via the quickest route, and flared out her wings
         to come to a steady landing in the front yard of the tony prep school, the velvet green perfection marred only by a number
         of errant leaves. Miniature twisters of spring green and crisp brown, small dervishes full of irritation, rose up in the wind
         created by her descent.
      

      
      Folding away her wings, Elena gave her youngest half sister a nod of acknowledgment. Evelyn went to raise a hand in a tentative
         hello, but Amethyst, three years older than her sister, grabbed that hand to pull Evelyn to her side. Her dark blue eyes,
         so like her mother, Gwendolyn’s, warned Elena to keep her distance.
      

      
      Elena understood the reaction.

      
      Jeffrey and Elena hadn’t spoken for a decade after he threw her out—until just before the violent events that had led to her
         waking with wings of midnight and dawn. And prior to being disowned, Elena had been banished to boarding school for some time. As a result, she’d had no real contact with either of her half siblings. She knew of them, as they knew of her,
         but beyond that, they might as well have been strangers.
      

      
      There wasn’t even a surface resemblance to compel the recognition of familial ties—unlike Elena’s pale, near-white hair and
         skin touched with the sunset of Morocco, not to mention her height, the girls had their mother’s exquisite raven hair and
         petite build, their skin a rich cream that wouldn’t have looked out of place on an English rose. Evelyn still carried a layer
         of baby fat, but her bones were Gwendolyn’s, delicate and aristocratic.
      

      
      Both of Jeffrey’s wives had left their marks on his children.

      
      Looking away from the two small faces that watched her with a combination of wariness and a tight, cool accusation, she took
         in the rest of the people on the porch. Several other girls clustered together just beyond Evelyn and Amethyst, all dressed
         in the maroon and white of the school, along with a number of adults who had to be teachers. Nowhere did Elena see any sign
         of Raphael, which meant he was either inside the heavy building of cream-colored brick or behind its ivy-covered walls in
         the large inner courtyard where the girls ate lunch, sat on the grass, played games.
      

      
      Elena knew that because she’d made it a point to find out. It didn’t matter that the three of them were only connected by
         the frigid ties of Jeffrey’s blood—Evelyn and Amethyst were still her sisters, still hers to watch over. If they ever needed
         her, she would be there … as she hadn’t been able to be there for Ari and Belle.
      

      
      Heart encircled by a thousand shards of metal, each a stabbing blade, she began to head for the entrance. That was when she
         saw Evelyn shake off her older sister’s hold and run down the front steps toward her. “You’re not a vampire.”
      

      
      Rocking back on her heels at the challenge in that small, rebellious face, in those bunched fists, Elena said, “No.”

      
      An instant of searing eye contact, gray to gray, and Elena had the feeling she was being sized up. “Do you want to know what
         happened?” Evelyn asked at last.
      

      
      Elena frowned, glanced at the porch—to see no one else making a move to come forward, the adults appearing as shell-shocked
         as the majority of the girls. Returning her attention to her sister, she fought the urge to touch her, hold her close. “Is
         there something you want to tell me?”
      

      
      “It was awful.” A whisper, nothing but horror on that soft face that was of a child’s yet, not of the woman she would one
         day become. “I went into the dorm and there was blood everywhere and Celia wasn’t there even though we were supposed to meet.
         And I can’t find Bets—”
      

      
      “You discovered this?” Feral protectiveness bared its teeth. No, she thought, no. The monsters wouldn’t steal another one of her sisters from her. “What did you see?” Her gut knotted, bile rising in her
         throat.
      

      
      “Nothing after that,” Evelyn confessed, and the relief threatened to send Elena to her knees. “Mrs. Hill heard me scream,
         and she dragged me out the door almost straightaway. Then they made us all stand out here, and I heard wings … but I didn’t
         see your archangel.”
      

      
      At that instant, Elena glimpsed a shrewdness in those gray eyes that reminded her of Jeffrey’s. It caused a painful twisting
         in her chest—because she, too, was her father’s daughter, at least in some part of her soul. “I’ll take care of things,” she
         promised. “But I need you to go back up and stay with Amethyst until I figure out what’s going on.” It could only be a vampire
         gone rogue if Raphael had called for her.
      

      
      Evelyn turned and ran back up to the porch, sidling up to her older sister’s stiff form.

      
      Raphael.

      
      For an instant, the only thing she heard was infinite silence. No deep voice laced with the arrogance of more than a thousand
         years of living. No rush of the wind, the rain in her head. Then it thundered, until she almost staggered under the unleashed
         power of it. Of him.
      

      
      Fly over the first building and—

      
      I can’t. I landed already. She wasn’t yet strong enough to achieve a vertical takeoff, something that required not only considerable muscle strength, but a great deal of skill.
      

      
      Come in through the front door. You will find your way.

      
      His certainty—knowing the only thing that could’ve caused it—made her stomach clench, her spine go stiff. It took conscious
         effort to sweep aside the sensations and narrow her focus to the upcoming hunt. Contracting her wings as close to her back
         as possible so they wouldn’t inadvertently brush against those huddled on the porch, she walked up the stairs and across aged
         but solid brick identical to that of the building itself.
      

      
      Whispers surrounded her on every side.

      
      “Thought she was dead—”

      
      “—vampire—

      
      ” “I didn’t know they Made angels!”

      
      Then came the secretive clicks that announced cell phone cameras in operation. Those pictures would hit the Web in minutes
         if not seconds, and the news media wouldn’t hesitate to pounce the instant after that. “Well,” she muttered under her breath,
         “at least that takes care of announcing my presence.” Now all she’d have to deal with was the media scrum that was sure to
         hit like a freaking tornado.
      

      
      Whispers of iron in the air.

      
      She jerked up her head, her senses honing in on that thread that spoke of blood and violence. Following it, she made her way
         down the deserted hallway carpeted in burgundy, its walls lined with class photographs spanning decades past, the students
         starched and pressed, and to a staircase that curved sinuously up from her left.
      

      
      In spite of the fact that the building was old, its bones heavy, the corridor was filled with light. She saw the reason why
         when she stopped on the first step, glanced up—a magnificent glass skylight, domed and gilded with gold, and caressed by a
         few errant strands of ivy. The leaves looked like emeralds scattered against the glass. But that wasn’t what caught her attention.
      

      
      Iron again, so rich and potent and thick that it sighed of only one thing.

      
      Death.

      
      “Upstairs.”

      
      Startled, Elena turned to find herself facing a skeletal-thin woman garbed in an elegant suit that straddled the border between
         pale olive and deep gray. The color appeared almost harsh against skin of a pale, papery white. “I’m Adrienne Liscombe, the
         principal,” the stranger said at Elena’s questioning look. “I was checking to make sure all the girls got out.”
      

      
      Having noticed the signs on the doors that opened off the right side of the corridor, Elena said, “This is the office building?”

      
      “This floor,” Ms. Liscombe said, her words crisp, correct. “The second floor houses the library and work spaces for the girls.
         Above that are a number of dorm rooms, with further facilities on the fourth floor. We function as a home to many of our students—and
         the staff offices are set up as studies since a significant proportion of us also live in. A girl can come down from her room
         at any stage to talk to a member of the staff.”
      

      
      Elena realized that notwithstanding her clear-cut enunciation, her immaculate suit, and her precise gold jewelry, the principal
         was rambling. Gut-wrenchingly conscious of what might have reduced a woman who gave every indication of having an almost austere
         toughness of spirit to such a state, she said, “Thank you, Ms. Liscombe.” Drowning as she was in the acrid scent of blood—and
         of thicker, more viscous fluids—it took conscious effort to make her voice gentle. “I think the girls could use your guidance
         outside.”
      

      
      A sharp nod, light glinting off the sleek silver of her hair. “Yes, yes, I should go.”

      
      “Wait.” The question had to be asked. “How many of your pupils are unaccounted for?”

      
      “A full roll call hasn’t yet been taken. I’ll do it now.” Shoulders being squared, professional calm reasserting itself in
         response to the concrete task. “Some of the girls are away on a field trip, and we have the usual number of absences, so I’ll have to cross-check the list.”
      

      
      “Please get it to us as soon as you’re able.”

      
      “Of course.” A pause. “Celia … she should be here.”

      
      “I understand.” Walking up the varnished wooden stairs that spoke of another time to the muted sounds of the principal’s retreating
         footsteps, Elena reminded herself to keep her wings raised. It wasn’t quite second nature yet, but she was far more adept
         at it than when she’d first awakened. Her original motivation had come from not wanting to have them dragging through the
         dust and dirt of Manhattan’s streets.
      

      
      Today, she needed the reminder for a far more sinister reason.

      
      Entering the third-floor hallway, she ignored the exquisite oil paintings that spoke of money and class to follow the stench
         of iron and fear to the room at the very end, a room that held an archangel with eyes of pitiless blue. “Raphael.”
      

      
      She halted, tried to breathe. The cloying richness of the smell threatened to choke her as she took in the blood-drenched
         sheets, the pool of dark liquid edged with red on the floor, splattered on the walls, the most unspeakable graffiti. “Where’s
         the body?” Because there would be a body. A human being couldn’t lose this much blood and survive.
      

      
      “In the woods,” he said in a tone that made the hairs on the back of her neck rise, it was so very, very, very calm. “He dragged her there to feast on her, though he spilled most of her blood here.”
      

      
      Elena stiffened her spine against the flood of pity. It would do no good to Celia now—and would get in the way of what Elena
         could do, the justice she could help attain. “Why did you ask me to come inside?” If she was to track the vampire, her best bet
         would be to begin at his last known position.
      

      
      “The body was discovered floating in a small pond. It’s likely he bathed in it before he left.”

      
      Elena jerked up her head. “You’re telling me he’s thinking?” Because water was the sole factor that could confuse the bloodhound senses of the hunter-born. Vampires caught in the grip of bloodlust—the only thing that could explain the savagery of this attack—did not think. They rampaged with unstoppable
         violence, were most often caught while they gorged on the blood of their victims. “Is it”—another Uram? she finished, conscious that the darkest of angelic secrets could not be spoken aloud, not here.
      

      
      “No.” Raphael’s voice was, if possible, even more gentle.

      
      Cruelty wrapped in velvet, she thought. He was riding the razor’s edge of rage.

      
      “Find his scent, Elena. This is the place where it will be strongest.”

      
      He was right. Anything she got near the pond would be diluted. Here, he’d killed, perhaps shed some of his own blood if the
         victim had been able to claw at him as she fought for her life. Taking a deep breath, Elena shut out everything—including
         the icy knowledge that this could have been one of her sisters—and focused on the rich strokes of scent that saturated the
         room.
      

      
      The easiest to identify was Raphael, her anchor.

      
      Then the metallic kiss of blood. And … a stormy scent licked with fire.

      
      Her eyes snapped open. “Jason was here?” Her ability to track angels continued to be wildly erratic, more often off than on,
         but she knew that combination of notes, knew also that it was rare for the black-winged angel to make a daylight appearance.
      

      
      Yes.

      
      Chilled by the way Raphael stared unblinking at the pool of blood, she pushed aside the question of why Raphael’s spymaster
         had passed through here—why, indeed, the Archangel of New York was on a scene that should’ve been filled with cops and hunters—and
         focused her senses once more. It was startling, what little effort it took to isolate the vampiric thread. Unlike most places
         in the state, this school was apparently free of vampiric employees, a humans-only zone.
      

      
      No wonder Jeffrey had chosen it for his daughters.

      
      But one vampire had invaded this sanctum, a vampire with a sickly sweet edge to his smell.

      
      Burnt treacle … and slivers of glass, heavier notes of oak underneath.

      
      Tugging on that thread, she angled her head toward the window. “That’s how he got out.” But she left the room through the
         door, knowing she’d never be able to squeeze out the same way, given her wings. She was aware of Raphael at her back as she
         found an exit and stepped outside, rounding ivy-covered walls until she stood below the window.
      

      
      That particular section of wall was clear of the dark green vine. “Place has high ceilings.” Which, since the room was on
         the third floor, equaled the window being a considerable distance off the ground. “How did he get up?” Most vamps wouldn’t
         have been able to jump that high. However … She pressed her nose to the wall, drew in a breath.
      

      
      Crushed glass, oak leaves.

      
      Then she saw the streak of red by where she’d placed her right hand, palm-down.

      
      Dropping it, she looked around her feet as she spoke. “He climbed up and down like a fucking spider.” There was only a subset
         of vampires who could pull off that particular trick. “Should help narrow down his identity.”
      

      
      “His name is Ignatius,” Raphael said to her surprise—just as she glimpsed droplets of dark liquid on the grass. “I felt his
         mind turn bloodred when I touched it.”
      

      
      Elena wasn’t sure of Raphael’s range, but if he’d touched Ignatius’s mind, then there was something wrong here. “You weren’t
         able to execute him.” She followed the trail across the manicured green of the inner lawn, through the heavy archway carved
         out in the middle of the long school building at the other end, and into the woods that normally provided a serene backdrop—but
         today seemed an ominous mass, the leaves dull beneath a sky that had shifted from azure to dirty gray in the minutes she’d
         been inside.
      

      
      Not answering her implied question, Raphael rose into the air as she tracked Ignatius through the woods, her wings catching
         on branches and thorny bushes. Wincing at the uncomfortable sensations, she tucked them even tighter to her body but didn’t slow her progress through the trees. She hesitated at one point, certain she felt the tug of something to
         her right, but the trail of oak and glass was vivid straight ahead.
      

      
      Shaking off the impulse to turn, explore, she continued the track. Jason’s black-winged form appeared out of the looming dark
         of the woods less than five minutes later—he stood unmoving as stone, guarding a body that lay beside the placid waters of
         a small pond.
      

      
      The girl was still wearing her school uniform, her entire frame soaked. Her blouse should’ve been white. It was a nauseating
         salmon pink, and shredded as Elena knew her flesh would’ve been shredded. Strangling the pity that threatened to derail her,
         Elena didn’t move toward the body—her priority was to track the killer, to make certain no other girl would end up a broken
         doll beside a pond that should’ve been a place of play, not a macabre bath flavored with death and horror.
      

      
      You were right, she sent to Raphael, he washed in the pond, cut off the scent trail. But he would have had to get out at some point. So, leaving Jason to continue his silent vigil, she began walking across
         the moss-laden stones that rimmed the water gone murky with churned up silt … and other, darker things.
      

      
      It only took a minute to find him again. The scent trail was weaker, drenched in water until the oak alone remained, but that
         was all she needed. Drawing the crisp forest air into her lungs, she began to run, determined to hunt the vampire to ground.
         He was fast, she realized almost at once, glimpsing the tracks he’d left behind in the damp patches of earth caused by last
         night’s storm. In contrast, she was no longer as quick and agile as she’d once been, unused to running with wings.
      

      
      But it wasn’t a disadvantage, not today. The vampire had slowed down maybe five hundred yards into his escape, probably figuring
         the water had erased his scent. It would have if he’d taken a bit more care. Then again, Raphael had said the girl’s body
         had been in the water, too. Her murderer had likely dragged her in there with him because he couldn’t stop feeding.
      

      
      The end result was that given the small size of the pond, the blood and death had polluted it, destroying its ability to wash the vampire clean of his sickening acts of violence. Good girl, she thought, speaking to the child who lay so motionless under wings of midnight black. You marked the bastard even in death. Elena would hunt him down using that mark.
      

      
      Half an hour into the run—through twisting paths that tried to muddy the trail and confirmed the vampire was rational—the
         sun weak and sluggish overhead, she began to feel a stitch in her side. “Damn it.” She didn’t need Raphael’s sadist of a weapons-master,
         Galen, to pound at her to know she wasn’t in full hunting shape.
      

      
      Breathing past the stabbing pain, she snapped up her head as the shadow of wings swept along the ground in front of her—to
         see Raphael flying to a location just beyond the rise, his speed breathtaking.
      

      
      Archangel, what do you see?
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      There was no answer, only the painful bite of ice in her veins.
      

      
      Rage.

      
      Pure and violent and cold, so cold.

      
      “Shit.” She pushed up her pace, cursing the fact that she couldn’t do a vertical takeoff for the billionth time. It could
         take years to master, she’d been told—perhaps longer seeing as she hadn’t had wings since childhood. Well, fuck it, she thought.
         If she had to ask Galen to come to New York to torture her again every single day for the next year, she was going to learn.
      

      
      Raphael dived in front of her and by the time she crested the rise, her chest heaving, he had his hand clamped around the
         neck of a vampire whose clothing remained damp enough to stick to his skin. The Archangel of New York was holding the panicked
         creature at least two feet off the ground with no visible effort. The vampire’s eyes bulged, blood vessels popping as he scrabbled
         at the hand around his throat, his legs kicking at the air in a futile attempt to escape.
      

      
      “You are not in bloodlust,” she heard Raphael say in a voice so clear, it was a blade, slicing and brutalizing without mercy.
      

      
      Instinct, paired with what she’d learned of Raphael in the time they’d been together, had a very bad feeling forming in the
         pit of her stomach. Scrambling down the rise without caring about the mud that streaked her jeans and wings both, she looked
         into the vampire’s face. The male’s reddened eyes were lucid … but for the terror in their depths. His mouth was another matter.
         Rimmed with dried blood that had survived his impromptu bath, it turned his face into a grotesque mask.
      

      
      “Why?” Elena asked, knives in hand though she had no memory of drawing them from the sheaths strapped to her forearms. “Why
         did you do it?” The image of the girl’s ravaged body played over and over on the screen of her mind. That could’ve been Evelyn,
         could’ve been Amethyst. Her sisters. Again. The thought echoed until it was almost all she could hear.
      

      
      Raphael began to squeeze the vampire’s throat. “It matters little why.” Blood trickled from one of the vampire’s eyes, a macabre
         tear.
      

      
      “Wait.” She put her hand on the corded strength of Raphael’s forearm. “Your vampires don’t disobey you. Not like this.” They
         were too aware of the brutal justice of his punishments. The fact that this Ignatius had done what he had in spite of that
         …
      

      
      The vampire began to claw at Raphael’s hand with the last of his strength, as if conscious that after crushing his throat,
         the Archangel of New York would almost certainly rip off his head and have his entire body burned. Raphael shook off the clawing
         hands as if they were less than flies, his expression so calm it was terrifying.
      

      
      Raphael, she tried again, using their mental connection in the hope it would penetrate the ice that was his rage. We need to know why.

      
      Raphael glanced at her. “All right.” And before her horrified eyes, the vampire began to bleed … everywhere, his very pores
         seeming to erupt under extreme pressure. She knew what Raphael had done, knew he’d shredded the killer’s mind like so much confetti. That task complete, he tore off the
         vampire’s head with a single efficient wrench and burned both pieces to ash with the vivid blue of angelfire. The pulse of
         raw power could kill an archangel—the vampire’s body didn’t even survive a full second.
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