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CHAPTER ONE

A Deal
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And imperfect creatures sprouted among the angels like weeds. The wingless children were cast out, abandoned to the lands below.

But imperfection seeds imperfection, and the angels were already lost to lust and greed.

Only one will be their savior...or their reckoning.

#
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AZRAEL gazed at the child who was so perfect, so serene, she could have been an angel...if she’d still been alive.

Angels aren’t real. 

The mantra sent familiar doubt creeping across her mind. Azrael wanted to believe in angels, just as much as she wanted to believe being a hybrid wasn’t fatal. Yet, how could she deny the lifeless bi-colored eyes staring into hers? This was an omen, a promise of what awaited a soul that couldn’t pick a side of good or evil. 

Azrael swallowed and faced the souls who fancied themselves good. A sea of Windborn boys towered over her and her charge. Their glassy, blue eyes shone with judgment and righteousness. The tension of their insurmountable confidence singed the air like a foul stench. Their unflinching stares said they’d done the right thing, even as their hands dripped with the blood of their murder.

Azrael only had one blue eye with which to sympathize and she squeezed it closed. Her green eye saw the evil of what they had done and she made sure to keep it wide open. With her blue eye securely shut, she saw the truth: they had done this for their own power and greed. They couldn’t have another hybrid gaining favor with the Queen.

She opened her mouth to tell them what she saw, but hopelessness crept in with the stinging realization they could never understand. So she screamed, a guttural, primal ignition of rage. 

The fear in their eyes would have to do.

“You’re pathetic,” a young boy shouted from the edging crowd, gaining confidence once her scream had faded.

“She deserved it!” another chimed in.

Michael separated from the group, pulling at the long layers of his azure robes to keep the edges from touching the bloodied ground. “Azrael, you can’t blame them. Hybrids are unpredictable, violent. The demon had taken hold of her.”

Azrael snarled. “Stop trying to justify murder! You think just because you don’t have a demon whispering in your ear, that makes you perfect?”

The boys fidgeted for the first time, waiting to see what Michael would do. To be perfect would be to offer the other cheek, but how could he allow Azrael to speak to him that way?

Worse than a blow, Michael offered a smile and tilted his head in pity as he would to an unruly child. He truly believed what he was doing was right and Azrael couldn’t know any better.

Enraged, Azrael slit her blue eye open and faced him. Emotion swarmed, the good in her trying to strengthen Michael’s argument. The child had made a deal with a demon. The child was lost. The child—Azrael squeezed her blue eye shut again.

Michael drew closer and she flinched as he placed a cold hand on her bruised cheek. He clicked his tongue in disapproval as he angled her face. “You’re not going to win a suitor with your eye swollen shut.”

She recoiled from his touch. “To hell with suitors.”

She wanted to say who’d struck her, but she didn’t know. It could have been any of them when she’d found the child dead. She’d gone into a blind rage, but now she felt deflated, defeated.

The other Windborn boys had already begun to disperse as Michael continued to stroke her face. “Azrael...” 

She ignored him. 

The child’s mismatched eyes stared back at her, unblinking, one soft blue, and the other a dazzling green. There was no one left who could see the world in both realms anymore. Azrael was truly alone.

Azrael collapsed to her knees and took the child’s cold hand as she swallowed down a sob. She slit both eyes open, the conflicting question if this was right or wrong helped to keep her from crying.

“Azrael, listen. You’re one of the lucky ones. You weren’t born with a dark gem to tempt you. Your demon left you alone, and in two more years you’ll have a husband and life with all of this left behind.”

Her demon? Michael said the stinging words as if she’d chosen to be taken by evil. Being a hybrid innately meant she hadn’t picked a side. The fact that a demon had seen fit to tempt her to his side wasn’t her fault.

“And what of your demon?” she countered.

Michael blinked. “Only women can encounter evil and survive. I have no demon, or I’d be dead.”

She didn’t mean a literal demon. She’d meant his constant justification and remorselessness for his actions. But he’d never understand... Not with those dead, blue eyes of his.

Michael knelt at her side, pressing his hand against the small of her back and stroking his thumb across her spine. “I’m sorry for your pain.”

Azrael swayed as she digested Michael’s words. They sounded genuine. Did he mean it? He’d never been her ally. More like an admirer, or perhaps one of those people who collected weird bugs. She knew he was just waiting for her to fall dead one day so he could pin her like a moth to his booklet of freaks. 

Azrael reached over the young girl’s face and swept her eyelids closed. Her fingers left dark streaks of blood in their path and she shivered. “Slashing her throat hardly seems necessary. Why didn’t you wait for me? Maybe I could have gotten through to her.” 

“She’d used her gem and asked the demon to make her human. The price was her soul to even make the attempt. What we...disposed of...was not human—or Windborn. There was nothing you could have done.” The certainty of his words left no room for debate. 

Azrael’s eyes misted. “She asked to be human?” Azrael couldn’t think of anything more evil than a human. Surely that should have satisfied the demon that the child had picked a side. Yet, if the demon couldn’t make it come true, then Windborn were much farther from human than she’d thought. 

Michael’s brow furrowed. “She should have asked to be an angel, then perhaps the demon could have granted it.”

Azrael scoffed. “Angels aren’t real.” Her own words sounded sour and hollow. If angels were real, where were they now? 

Michael’s brow unfurled as it arched at her doubt. “Just because we don’t have wings doesn’t mean we aren’t. How can you believe in demons without believing in angels? What do you imagine your blue eye represents?”

“Freaks,” Azrael answered without hesitation, persisting in telling herself the lie. “We’re just freaks. If angels existed they would protect us from demons. They’d keep the demons away from the children drifting down from heaven only to become enslaved and murdered in this wretched place.” Azrael’s voice went shrill and she wrapped her hands around herself and trembled. “But no one protects us. No one...”

Michael sighed and rose, leaving a trail of sickening, scarlet-painted footprints in his wake. 

“You know,” he said over his shoulder, “I’m glad you don’t have a gem to tempt you. Wouldn’t want to see which side you’d pick given the choice.” He scratched the tip of his nose with his thumb before turning and leaving her alone with her failure.

While Azrael heaved with grief, the faint patter of footsteps and scent of lavender kept her from breaking down into a fit of sobs. Her only friend in the world always found her when she was about to prove Michael wrong and make use of her demon’s bond. Sometimes she wanted to pick evil’s side simply out of spite.

“Meretta,” Azrael whispered. She twisted herself to look up into Meretta’s sweet face. Her exquisite green eyes stared back, confident and calm. Had she really chosen evil as a child? Had her demon made her so strong? 

Meretta crouched and wrapped her arms around Azrael’s chest. “I came as soon as I heard. I’m so sorry...”

Azrael shivered as she stared at the child and drew strength from Meretta’s warmth. The child was nothing but a porcelain doll lying broken on the ground. 

“Are you all right?” Meretta asked.

“No.”

Meretta squeezed. “You will be.” 

It was something about Meretta’s disassociation and confidence that set Azrael on edge. How could she be so calm? How could she act like this was okay?

Azrael yanked off Meretta’s arms and jerked to her feet. “No, I won’t. You’re not a hybrid. You don’t know what it’s like,” she snapped, turning to glare into her perfectly matching green eyes. 

The hurt and sadness that covered Meretta’s face made Azrael regret her flare of anger. Meretta wasn’t to blame... She was only angry with herself. 

Azrael’s shoulders slumped and she cast her gaze to her feet. She didn’t say a word as she turned and followed the halls back to their rooms.

Meretta trailed after her. After a few quiet steps, the halls came alive with hurried whispers and clinking of metal. Servant girls rushed toward the bloodied scene with white towels and incense. A silvered bowl drifted smoke in their path as it dangled from the last girl’s hand on a chain. The sharp sting of myrrh made Azrael gag and filled her with contempt. Myrrh: an herb to ward off evil spirits. She clenched her fists as they walked. Ridiculous.

Once they reached their chambers, Meretta accompanied Azrael inside. 

A servant girl paused fluffing the pillows at their entrance. Seeing Azrael’s bloodied hands and swollen eye, she hurried to the basin. 

“That’s not necessary. We’re Windborn, not invalids. We can wash ourselves.” Meretta nodded to the door.

The servant girl curtsied before taking her leave.

Azrael thumped onto the plush bed and shivered despite the cheery sunlight sweeping in from the window. If they had been male, perhaps they would have been given a fireplace. But as females, they weren’t trusted with such volatile elements. Those touched by demons surely should never be left to their own devices around open flames.

Azrael salvaged a peach cashmere blanket from the endless supply of pillows and wrapped it around her shoulders. 

Meretta didn’t say a word as she soaked a towel in the basin and wrung it. She knelt at Azrael’s side and wiped the blood from her hands.

“I didn’t mean what I said—” Azrael began.

“I know,” Meretta said, snapping her emerald gaze to hold Azrael still. Meretta had said it all, and now the words hung between them, unspoken, but well known. It’s not your fault. Hybrids are volatile, I know. It’s difficult for you to accept logic. It’s impossible to come to conclusions when your soul rips you in two different directions. You can’t help it. 

They were true, and Meretta understood, but it hurt to hear. So both girls were silent until Meretta seemed satisfied, and she resumed her meticulous washing of each individual finger.

The previously pristine towel was now turning pink and Azrael felt queasy. “Do you believe in angels?” she asked, looking for a distraction.

Meretta peered up with a smirk. “Angels? Since when do you talk about angels?”

Azrael shrugged. “If demons are real, why aren’t angels?”

“Well, I think what we call a demon isn’t a demon at all. It’s just a creature we don’t yet understand. People like to make up stories.”

It was so like Meretta to brush aside tough questions with simple justifications. The perk of being what she was, a female Windborn, one who knew what she wanted from her very conception.

“I can’t live like this,” Azrael blurted. “I’m just a freak with mismatching eyes and a demon gem calling out to me every day.” Azrael buried her face in her damp hands. “I’ve only two years left until I’m sold to that bastard of a suitor just because the Queen can’t find an honorable place for someone like me. Is this my fate? Should I be doomed to death or servitude?” 

Meretta peeled Azrael’s fingers away. “Stop this nonsense. Don’t let Michael get to you with his talk of angels and demons, and certainly don’t despair for your future.” Her features turned sympathetic and soft. “No matter where you go, I’ll find you and be there for you.” She squeezed Azrael’s hands with assurance. “No matter what. I promise.”

Azrael wanted to draw on Meretta’s strength as she always had, but this time was different. A child was dead and there was no coming back from that. Azrael was so tired of not acting, but taking in the abuse from the Windborn, taking in Meretta’s calm acceptance of their fate to be sold like common slaves simply because of the strangeness of their birth. Hybrid or not, she wasn’t the only one in Manor Saffron who wondered what would become of their future.

The halls remained silent and a single bird’s song drifted through the window. Even its melody sounded melancholy and somber. Sitting there in utter hopelessness, with nothing but a grim future and a horrid past to call her own, Azrael broke. 

“I won’t stand for this,” she said and pulled away, glancing at the door before rushing to the oak chest at the end of the bed. She kneeled and gave Meretta a curt nod. “Help me.”

Meretta raised a brow, but didn’t protest and stepped around to the other side of the chest.

Azrael wrapped her fingers under the wooden rim and heaved. It scraped against her palms and even though the wood was polished, small cracks from age and use pricked her skin.

When the chest had been pushed from the bed frame, Azrael dove to the ground and began clawing at the floorboards.

“What on Terra are you doing?” Meretta asked.

Azrael pried the panel off and revealed a dusty, black box. “Something I should have done a long time ago.”

Meretta fell to her knees and her dress plumed around her like a cloud. “Demons are tricksters. There’ll be a catch.”

Azrael straightened. “I know.”

Meretta wrung her hands. “Are you sure—”

Azrael ripped off the lid and stared into the depths of the black gem. “I’m sure.”

Cupping her hands around the dark gem, Azrael brought it to her face. Her breath fogged against the soft glass and an ancient voice whispered in reply. Azrael thought of the child lying dead in the hall, the blood drying around her tiny frame. She couldn’t stand by and do nothing any longer. Perhaps to bring good into the world, she needed to mix a little evil in it first.

Azrael smashed her hands together, breaking the hollow gem and a shockwave cracked through the room. Meretta shrieked and shielded her eyes. For a moment, Azrael thought Meretta would bolt and leave her alone to deal with the demon. Instead, Meretta lowered her trembling hand and pressed her lips together in defiance. She wasn’t going anywhere.

The room dimmed and Meretta took Azrael’s hands into her own. No turning back now.

Dear Azrael, have you finally surrendered? A slithering voice asked. 

“I have a proposal for you,” Azrael said aloud to the demon, and even she was amazed how she kept her tone steady and confident. As long as the demon couldn’t hear her pounding heart, she might be able to strike a favorable deal. 

A cackle filled the chamber and the blood drained from Meretta’s face. I’m listening, the demon said.

“Give me an opportunity to change my fate to be sold as a slave,” said Azrael as she squeezed Meretta’s hands for strength. “One opportunity. I don’t wish for anything more or less than that.” 

Meretta offered an approving nod. To ask for anything else would risk madness, or worse, her soul.

And what do I get in return?

Azrael swallowed. “I will accept the restraint on my soul that I’ll never be able to kill you.”

The demon bellowed with laughter. Ah, what a precious gift you give me, the one thing you most desire.

It was true, and Azrael’s heart fluttered wondering if the demon could actually read it. She wouldn’t have been a hybrid had it not been for the demon tampering with her soul.

But now she could make use of him. Instead of pretending he didn’t exist, fearing what would happen if they’d strike an unfavorable deal, she’d change her life for the better. She would accept what she was, and she’d start here.

Azrael squeezed her eyes shut as she pressed the demon. “Do you agree?”

A cold breeze brushed her hair aside and goosebumps spread across her skin. 

... Agreed.
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CHAPTER TWO

A God's Choice
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THE Hallowed kneeled in pain and concentration. To be Hallowed was to be touched by the Divine, leaving behind a burning spark fissured to one’s soul. To truly commune with the Divine, one must abandon their identity, their name, and any attachment to this life. He peered into the sky, anxious and filled with awe that his sacrifice finally would give him his reward. It was time to speak with the gods.

Queen Ceres nibbled on her nail. Even though he was the most powerful Hallowed in Manor Saffron, the Queen still shifted her weight and didn’t seem to be able to hide the anxiety streaking lines across her face. “How long does it take?” she blurted. 

The Hallowed relaxed his shoulders and regarded her with trained patience. “Majesty, you have bid me to do the single most important undertaking of my existence. Commune with the Divine is not something to be rushed.” He placed his hands palm up on his thighs. “Much less when the command comes without any warning or sense at all.”

Queen Ceres glowered and slapped her hand against her leg. The turquoise blue of her dress shimmered in the dying light. “Enough. Just get on with it.” 

The Hallowed resisted the urge to roll his eyes and regarded the unused corner of the gardens that she had insisted they use for this attempt. Normally, he would have traveled with the Queen and an entourage to the capital, gathering support and well-wishes for such a monumental endeavor. Instead, he sat behind a row of shrubbery with only the Queen’s ladies for an audience. 

The girls weren’t here to appraise his long-awaited reward, nor acknowledge his sacrifice of identity to reach this point. They were here of necessity and held up a long, weighty mirror. Their thin arms strained to keep it angled at him. 

The Hallowed took in a deep breath and gathered his energy, not yet ready to look at his reflection.

As he hummed, a warm and dusty glow swirled on the ground. Queen Ceres straightened and watched him with wide eyes. Her own Acceptance reacted to the power of the Light. The long stretch of Divine Material embedded into the skin of her back enflamed, reflecting its golden spirals in the mirror.

The tension grew, and with it the winds picked up. The servant girls were well trained, and stood fast against the stinging onslaught as heat embroiled in the corner of the secluded gardens. Light emanated not from the falling sun, nor the rising moon, but from his own form which kneeled on the marbled path.

Queen Ceres dared to step closer. The Hallowed’s senses were alive and he could feel those around him. He became the maidservants as they trembled, their arms burning as they kept the mirror steady. He was the Queen as her glistening heel felt the heat that burned through the ground. The connection between Terra and the Celestial plane was thinning. It was nearly time.

The Hallowed shot open his blazing eyes, searing anything his gaze touched. His mouth slacked open and he was nearly overwhelmed by the power. But he managed to swerve his gaze to the mirror. The servant girls crouched behind it and muffled pained cries. He reached out toward the rippling surface, his portal to the other side.

The instant his hand touched the glass, his spirit detached from his flesh. His body remained motionless. His finger was outstretched and stuck against the mirrored edge. The world had frozen in time and only the Hallowed moved on, knowing full well that this was the moment he had trained his whole life to achieve and he would live and die by the sharpness of his focus.

While his body was left behind, his soul soared into the heavens. He did not pause at Celestia’s gates. No, that was not the true Celestial realm. Even as it floated among the skies and hosted its angelic ward, it was nothing more than a city. The place the Hallowed sought was beyond such petty creatures. He did not give it another passing glance as he ascended. 

The clouds gave way to deep blue, which then turned cold and dark. Through the boundary of world and space the Hallowed’s soul speared to the other side. The world around him erupted in Light. He fell to his knees, bound to a temporary ethereal body. Pain was nonexistent, and the only thing that kept him low to the burning ground was his own apprehension and fear.

Then he felt them watching him. The ancient creators of all that was and all that will be. They did not speak, but he could sense their commune with his soul. They spoke with emotions that transcended anything he’d ever known. 

He shuddered against the foreign invasion of his mind and focused on his purpose in coming here. “I come to you, oh Holy Ones, for the sanctioned quest of Manor Saffron.” 

The Divine understood his intent, and he didn’t truly need to speak his mission with words. But he clung to what he knew and could not fathom to remain silent, feeling their will roil around in his head.

They awarded him with mercy and retreated their overpowering voice of emotion. The sensation eased and he dared to look up with his golden eyes to those he had dreamed of meeting for so long. He cried unashamed as his gaze fell upon the creatures. They stood tall as the citadel, their glowing, ancient frames towering over him shedding Light and love. Not a single shadow remained in their presence. The Hallowed raised his hands in reverence, nearly forgetting why he was here.

Your time is short, our child. Speak the name and we will answer.

They did not have to reach him with words, but they seemed to know he desired to hear their voices more than anything else. He smiled and struggled to remember his mission.

“Azrael,” he whispered. He trembled, nearly swept away with reverence. “If she would become Queen, would you honor her with your Divine gifts?”

The Divine stilled and their tumbling, golden robes flared out as they considered his request. 

He froze, realizing perhaps it was a mistake to offer a hybrid. Would they be offended? Of course they would. What had he been thinking accepting the Queen’s request? The Divine would smite his soul in this very place. 

A hybrid? they asked, seeming more curious than outraged.

He bowed his face and pushed his ethereal head to the blazing floor. It did not burn him, for he did not have skin to burn. “Forgive our ignorance, oh Holy Ones. Our Lady, Queen Ceres, has prayed to your wise council and knows not how to proceed. She must know for sure. This is her command to my servitude. I must obey my purpose.” Perhaps it was childish to point his finger at the Queen for offering a hybrid, but it was true. All he wished was to bask in their presence, even if for but a moment. 

One stepped forward from the many. The Hallowed cowered as heat blazed the ground a fiery red. This was it. He was not only going to die, but cease to exist. His very soul would be given back to the grains of creation as if he’d never been born at all.

Submit the hybrid to the trial. If she can overcome the Darkness, she will receive the Light.

The voices were not many, but one. The Hallowed waved out his trembling hands as relief filled his ethereal chest.

“Thank you for your council. We forever heed the wisdom of our creators.” 

The Hallowed reached for the dwindling thread back towards his body. Yet when he found it, the thread was frayed and tiny golden wisps dwindled into the Light, threatening to disintegrate completely. He’d been here too long.

He didn’t hesitate and grabbed onto it with fierce certainty and retreated back to his body. His ethereal form unfurled and puffed out of existence. His soul scrambled back on the path to his fleshly cage, surging only a breath before the fraying thread. He blurred past Celestia and past the clouds until he was close enough to see the gardens again.

He slammed back into his body. The shockwave pulsed out and time unlatched from its lock. The mirror shattered and the glass shards sizzled into nothingness in the air.

Queen Ceres threw her hands up to protect her face. But her own Acceptance kept her safe from the heat of the Hallowed’s return. She must have expended the effort to reach out and protect her maidservants as well, for the only evidence of their near graze with death was the blackened edges of their silk dresses.

The Queen snapped her gaze to the heaving Hallowed. He clenched his hands over his throbbing head and cried unashamed. Even though his body screamed with agony of the separation, his soul ached even more to be separated from the gods. 

“And?” she urged. Her concern roiled around in his head, a mere echo compared to the Divine’s emotion. 

He looked up at her and was startled by the sight of the world tinged with grey. His normally Light-filled vision had dimmed to what must be normal, human sight. He ran an index finger over his cheekbone, not daring to touch his blistered eyes. 

“Yes.” He pushed the word out with a coarse breath. “One said yes.”
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CHAPTER THREE

Inner Sanctum
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AN entourage of petite servants flitted about the Queen like playful sprites weaving trinkets through her bronzed hair. While the servants were gorgeous with their defined cheekbones and long legs, they donned modest gowns to accent the Queen rather than draw attention to themselves. However, even if they’d been naked, nothing could have drawn Azrael’s attention from the Queen. Even the enormous golden-arched mirror did nothing but to magnify the Queen’s presence. Standing entranced in the doorway, Azrael momentarily forgot all her worries and fears as she gazed at the rarity that was the Queen’s Acceptance framed by the V-line dress. The golden tattoo glowed as if it had absorbed the sun’s rays and writhed with life up and down the Queen’s delicate spine. Only the ruler of Manor Saffron could wear such a mark. This was what it meant to survive the initiation of magic necessary to maintain a house of Windborn.

A snap of the Queen’s fingers broke the trance. The servant girls’ giggles abruptly ceased and they swept in unison in what seemed like a practiced dance, bowing with impeccable elegance before exiting the room.

“Come, my child,” Queen Ceres said while puffing the azure silk of her dress about her shoulders.

Keeping a tight grip on her courage, Azrael crossed the threshold from the rest of the Manor into the Queen’s chambers. A supernatural sense of power restricted her throat with fear. She held her breath, lest any signs of her intimidation be given away. 

Queen Ceres glided to her side and pinched Azrael’s chin. Out of habit when facing the Queen, Azrael blinked her green eye closed. “Who did this to you?” she asked as she traced a light finger over Azrael’s puffy cheekbone.

Azrael slit her green eye open. Lying required just a little evil. “A mishap during my dance lessons, Majesty.”

The Queen frowned and released her. “Sit with me. There’s much to discuss.” Queen Ceres reclined on one of the room’s fine one-armed sofas and Azrael was grateful the bruise would be overlooked. 

“Azrael, what if I told you that you didn’t have to marry Sir Percival?” the Queen asked.

Azrael’s eyes widened as she lowered herself to the velvet seat. “Am I being banished?”

The Queen smothered a laugh in her hand before arching her brow in a sympathetic gesture. “No, sweet child. Quite the opposite.” She leaned and grazed her fingers across Azrael’s arm, sending warmth and comfort through her veins. “You have been chosen to undergo the Acceptance, and should you pass the trial, become Queen.” 

The Queen’s words were so heavy they fell straight into Azrael’s heart and bolted deep in her chest. “You wish me...” Azrael drew a hand to herself, “to become your successor?”

The Queen’s smile grew. “Not only I, the Divine themselves wish it for you. And a hybrid as Queen? Imagine it.”

A multitude of possibilities unfurled in Azrael’s mind like hatched seeds sprung to life. 

This is my opportunity? Azrael swallowed. It was better than anything she could have imagined. I could certainly impose changes to how hybrids are treated should I become Queen. 

“Now, becoming Queen isn’t all luxury and romance,” the Queen said, cutting into her optimistic thoughts. “There are responsibilities, duties, and, of course, the Acceptance Trial to endure.”

Azrael numbly nodded, her eyes drawn to the Queen’s hidden tattoo.

“Do you understand what you are, sweet child?” The Queen leaned in once more and her lilac perfume drifted in the air between them.  Azrael leaned in as well, lured by the conspiratorial tone the Queen’s voice had taken. “You are of angels, my dear. All Windborn are.”

Azrael slammed back in her chair and wheezed. “Angels?”

“A Queen’s duty is to wean her children from the Light from which they’re born until they can live on their own without it,” she continued in an easy breath. “We require constant stores of Divine Material to keep the Windborn fed during their adolescence. That is why they must be sold, to pay the price of keeping them alive.” She clicked her tongue. “Such a vicious cycle.”

Azrael blinked and swallowed a dry lump in her throat. The Queen had just revealed what the Windborn truly were, and why she sold them into slavery. She would only share such things with one to take her place. Azrael began to hyperventilate.

“The Divine chose you,” the Queen said and pressed a firm hand on Azrael’s, “but you must accept out of your own free will. In this, you are in control of your own fate.” The Queen’s magic sent a wave of supernatural comfort and ease that pressed on Azrael’s shoulders.

Azrael shrugged the magic off, not wishing for synthetic comfort and the Queen smiled knowingly.

“I-I don’t know what to say,” Azrael admitted. How could she possibly accept? The only reason she was here was because she’d made a pact with a demon.

“You don’t have to make this choice blindly,” the Queen continued, seemingly oblivious to Azrael’s turmoil. “Come with me and I will show you what your decision would mean.”

Queen Ceres swept to the inner sanctum of the room with unmatched grace. Her tiny shoes clicked against the marble in gentle chimes, and with a wave of her hand a corner of the wall split into symmetrical lines, forming seams that spread until a doorway appeared. The stone’s surface became gritty and translucent. As it thinned, a long hallway emerged. Azrael mustered the courage to rise and follow.

Queen Ceres spread her arms and the dawn of a new sunrise lit the grand hall. Wide, golden arches speared into the cathedral ceilings and a layer of molten light swept away like ripples on a pond. Azrael gasped in elation as the Queen’s wild gaze caught hers. 

“Majesty?” Azrael asked breathlessly. 

The Queen’s arms dropped to her sides, causing her dress to flutter. Intricate seams in the fabric revealed tiny gems that glittered against the light. “Welcome to your new home.”

Azrael stepped into the brilliance. Her eyes darted to catch fleeting glimpses of a writing she couldn’t understand. Everywhere, there were whispers of a tome she couldn’t read, and if she listened closely, a chant she couldn’t quite make out. 

The Queen placed a warm hand on her shoulder and leaned to whisper in her ear. “You can sense the Essence.” Pride wafted from the Queen’s words.

“What is it?” Azrael asked. 

“It’s Light. In these halls, it can speak. It whispers of all that has transpired in this place.”

Queen Ceres glided through the emblazoned corridor and Azrael followed with her heart in her throat.

“Do you know of the winged Queen?”

Azrael bit her lip before responding. “Yes, but it’s just a myth.” And so were angels.

Queen Ceres chuckled. “This Sanctum was built after she perished. So many Windborn were set free before her reign ended. It was such an era of prosperity and peace. It should never be forgotten by those brave enough to remember.”

Queen Ceres halted when they reached a living door of Light. It burned Azrael’s eyes to stare at the thick oak infused with Divine Material. 

“Alexandria,” she said the name with reverence. The shimmering door before her ignored the profound moment. “Know that she was real, as are most myths you’ve been taught to disregard for your own safety.”

The Queen directed her penetrating gaze at Azrael. The power behind it pushed her back a step. 

“Here, Alexandria ruled. Here, she grew, fought, and died. And it is here that we strive to fulfill her uncompleted destiny.”

Azrael wrung her hands. “What was her destiny?”

The Queen smiled. “Should you follow in her footsteps, you will one day find out.” She opened the door and her face softened, holding onto the knob. “I cannot give you all the answers. You must learn these things on your own if you’re truly to become Queen.” She opened her eyes, yet kept her gaze lowered to the floor. “I permit you one mentor. I pray he will guide you as he has guided me.”

She waved Azrael on. Never before had Azrael seen the Queen in a state of such submission. Her shoulders sagged and her gaze did not stray from her feet. 

Curiosity drove Azrael’s feet forward and she stepped into the brilliant room. Massive glass windows shed in sunlight that dulled in comparison to the radiance of the Divine-lit walls.

Shielding her eyes from the glare, she focused her vision through slit fingers until the silhouette of a man appeared. Then, his face came into focus and Azrael drew in a ragged breath.

His was marble come to life. His stance, his body, his gaze were ultimate perfection. Stretched out behind him were great white arches; feathered adornments that moved with the rise and fall of his shoulders as he breathed. To her utter amazement, she realized they were wings. 

Unlike the jarring ice-blue eyes of a Windborn boy, this creature’s dark blue eyes enraptured her as if he held the ocean within himself—and he was anything but a boy. He held her in a bottomless, enticing gaze that demolished her world. Her entire being was snatched up in an iron web and nothing could have moved her from that spot.

“Azrael.” The trance was broken as he breathed her name. The iron web she had been caught in shattered, and with it, she lost what ability she had to stand. Azrael fell to her knees, breathless. Her instinct assured her what she saw couldn’t be real. But her wildly thumping heart told her this was no dream. The word forced its way into her head.

Angel.

He stepped forward, his perfect brow wrinkled with worry. “Please, you have nothing to fear.” He offered a hand, a legendary artist’s rendering come to life.
“My Divine, I’m not worthy to be in your presence.” She pushed her head to the floor in reverence.
His laughter startled her, bringing a flush to her face. “You’ve mistaken me. I’m no greater or lesser than you. I am Windborn, just as you are.”

Azrael peeled her forehead from the tiles. “How’s that possible? You are magnificent. You are perfect. You must be Divine.”

To Azrael’s mortification, he caught at her sleeve. “No more of this groveling. Come and sit with me.”

He waved to the inner hallway that opened up to a garden. Green puffs of bushes and yellow tufts of flowers swayed in the distance. Awed, Azrael shot a glance over her shoulder. 

The Queen smiled and nodded in approval. To Azrael’s dismay, Queen Ceres closed the door, leaving the weight of responsibility to straddle Azrael’s shoulders. 

Shouldering the weight as best she could, she followed the winged man into the gardens. A cool breeze swept relief under her sweat-dampened hairline. Circles of bushes, fruit trees, and flowers thrived all around them. Yet the natural beauty was dwarfed by a magnificent fountain that shone in the sunlight. Adorned with fine gemstones and statuettes, it thrust sparkling water up into the sky. Such contraptions were worth a small fortune, as they were crafted for royalty by Windborn engineers. Two years ago, Azrael had briefly entertained the idea of becoming an engineer, but had been laughed out of the boy’s classroom. Who’s laughing now?

Azrael jumped at a sudden fluttering sound as the angel flitted his wings. It reminded Azrael of a content bird.

He ruffled his wings once more before he sat on one of the benches that surrounded the fountain. Feeling too inferior to share a seat with this creature, Azrael knelt on the ground before him. The velvet carpet of grass grazed against her calf as she smoothed her robes over her knees.

The angel didn’t comment on the gesture. “You, like many who have been brought before me, have great potential. Every time I meet a Princess, I have great hopes that a new Alexandria has been born.”

Azrael barely heard him. Princess? Potential? Instead, all she could hear was the scathing cackle of the demon saying she didn’t deserve any of this. Azrael swallowed the lump in her throat and watched the dazzling fountain’s display, fumbling her hands over her robes.

“You may look at me when we are having a conversation, for if you continue this path, we will be having many,” he said.

Azrael forced herself to look upon his magnificent face. She regretted it the moment she did. The iron web of his eyes snatched up her body and tightened its grip on her lungs. 

She coughed and rubbed her neck. “I’m sorry. You have to understand, I’ve never seen anything like you.”

He smiled. The gesture sent her heart flying up like the jets of water. “Then I will start there,” he said. “As I’ve already mentioned, we are both Windborn. You and I aren’t so different. We call you Aedium. In the Windborn tongue, it means ‘one of failed birth.’” 

Failed birth...

“So, there are more of you?” she asked, hoping she bypassed the insult gracefully.

“Yes. There’s an entire city of Windborn. You should know the story: the City of Angels. That much at least you have been taught in your studies.” 

Studies? More like stories. 

“Our ‘studies’ are limited,” Azrael said, unable to keep the bite out of her voice. “I could show you every step in the waltz of Count Fermian or recount every verse in Lumerian’s Ballad, but I couldn’t tell you who our neighboring countries are, much less where angels come from.” She squeezed her eyes shut, unable to bear the reality. “Five minutes ago, angels weren’t even real.”

“Your Queen has become cautious,” he said, his voice soft and kind as if talking to a frightened deer. “She only wishes for your safety, and she does it in the only way she knows how.”

Azrael opened her eyes and studied him. All she could see was sincerity. Perhaps he believed the Queen did what she thought was best. But the Queen wasn’t a hybrid. She couldn’t see both sides of the coin that was life.

He leaned and opened his palms in invitation. “Do you have any questions?”

Azrael widened both eyes, wishing to see the angel for what he was. The mixture of good and evil fought for dominance to interpret this creature. His face was the picture of perfection, and he emanated patience and kindness. Her blue eye showed him in perfect clarity, declaring that he was the embodiment of all that was good. Yet her green cast a dark halo around his face as if there was something it wanted to tell her, but it was far too deep to define what evil she sensed. She’d never seen that before.

Azrael decided to keep her question simple until she knew she could trust this angel. “Why me?” 

He smiled and her heart skipped a beat. “Queen Ceres’s reign comes to an end. According to the Divine, the next to inherit the task, the one to replace her, is you.” He paused, letting that information sink in. “I was happily surprised when I learned that one such as yourself was the new Princess. A hybrid deserves the respect of others. Nothing would achieve that better than one of your kind becoming Queen.”

“Her Majesty said that if I were to take her place, I should sell my own kind as she has done.” She matched his gaze, feeling a bit dizzy and nauseous staring into the deep sea of his eyes. “Why? Is there no other way to wean us from the Light?”

He stiffened. “Is there another way? Unfortunately, no. A Queen must wean the Aedium, and she needs Divine Material to do it. The simple answer is if a Queen does not sell her wares, then the Council will revoke their support, and the wingless Windborn will go extinct.”

“And the Council would be?”

“They are the governing force in Celestia, the place where you were born. You must understand your heritage, you are Windborn—you are of angels. The Aedium are viewed as abominations, and not meant to survive. 

“It takes a powerful creature to monitor and adjust the Light exposure to all in her domain. To become a Mistress of Manor Saffron, and Queen of Terra, is to sacrifice yourself for your kind and to lie to your own to keep them safe. It’s not a decision to be taken lightly.”

Azrael frowned and stared at her feet.

After a few moments, the angel took in a deep breath and his voice became strained. “I’m afraid I must tell you, the Hallowed was specific that your Acceptance must start today. If you deny the trial, another must be found to take your place.”

“Today?” Azrael’s body rippled in a tremor. “But isn’t the ritual potentially...fatal?”

He nodded with understanding. “Yes, it isn’t unheard of for a Princess to die under the stress of the Acceptance. It’s a risk you must be willing to take.” He locked his gaze onto hers and Azrael sucked in a breath. “You have the potential—you have been approved by the Divine. There can be no greater assurance that you’re capable of this. But you won’t be denied the choice of free will. Do you choose to follow your destiny? Or will you persevere to find your own? The decision is yours.”

The severity of the moment hung in the air. Time stilled as Azrael weighed the colossal pros and cons. To succeed meant to become powerful, respected, and live in a world with angels. What could she do with such power? Could she give Meretta a better life? Even more, could she change the lives of all Windborn? She’d made a deal with a demon for this, not that she could begin to understand how a demon got the Divine to agree to her initiation. This was an opportunity she couldn’t just throw away.

But if she failed, would it have been worth the gamble? She’d die, plain and simple. Meretta would be left alone and this would have all been for nothing. No matter how bleak her future seemed, she’d always have Meretta.

The angel waited patiently as she drew a deep breath. “I’m afraid,” she whispered. She swallowed against her dry tongue. “I’m afraid of the pain, and I’m afraid of failure. I don’t want to die.”

She caught a flicker of darkness in his eyes. Perhaps he was afraid, too. 

He nodded and leaned on his knees, lowering his voice. “It’s perfectly understandable to fear. We fear what we don’t understand, and we fear pain. But it’s through pain that we learn who we are. And it’s through learning the unknown that we become great.”

The loop of his sleeve dangled as he swept out his hand. “Consider your choice carefully. When the Hallowed asks for your decision, there will be no turning back.” 

The darkness fled his eyes, leaving only kindness. Azrael placed her palm in his. 

He led Azrael out of the garden and to her dismay their meeting was over. The Hallowed, stoic and expressionless, waited for them at the garden’s exit. Typical of a Hallowed, his eerie pupilless stare made him impossible to read.

“You will see me again, Azrael. Go with the Hallowed, and don’t fear the Acceptance. Whichever choice you make, I’m confident it will be the right one.”

Having given his final piece of advice, he turned to return to the gardens. Azrael’s heart sank and speaking with an angel seemed like a dream she would never grasp again. “Wait.” She stretched a hand to him in desperation. “Your name?”

He looked over the magnificent arch of a wing to reply. “Gabriel.”
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CHAPTER FOUR

Acceptance
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GABRIEL eased into the Queen’s chambers and was about to approach her fair form until he was grasped by the sight of a massive painting on the far wall. He went to it without hesitation. What had compelled the Queen to purchase such an offensive relic?

The rustic paint repelled the golden light from the Divine-lit walls and only added to the dark portrayal of the gory scene. Majestic angels fanned their wings and thrust lengthy, golden spears to impale their demonic foe. Dark blood smeared across a fiery ground, poorly depicting a battle he could never forget long before humans ever existed. It was hardly so glorious, and the blood was such a human way to imagine the battle. What stuck in his mind was the image of immortal angels dying by the use of their own weapons against them. Golden slashes searing into their very soul until all light left their eyes. Those who didn’t die turned into the very demonic things they’d despised. Gabriel had been forced to end their suffering before their minds were lost as well. There was no greater terror in history, and not something to be displayed on one’s wall.

“What compelled you to purchase such art?” he asked, not masking his distaste.

A chair creaked and the Queen cleared her throat. “I didn’t summon you to discuss my paintings. I want to know about Azrael. Did you convince her it’s the right thing to do?” 

“She acted as if she has no choice,” he answered after a moment. His wings vibrated and he enjoyed how she squirmed at the sound.

“I hate it when you’re restless,” she complained. “Please, sit.” 

He furrowed a brow. “I’m not restless. I’m aware that Azrael may not even survive the first needle. I may as well have sent her to her death.” He scoffed. “She’s barely sixteen.” He’d been alive for so many lifetimes he still couldn’t fathom what it would be like to have a life so utterly short. Such a blip in time. 

He tried to ignore the Queen’s scrutiny as he attempted to sit in the human-style chair. He curled his shoulders inward as far as he could, but his bulky wings twisted against the back of the chair, making him quite uncomfortable. Refusing to give her the satisfaction, he leaned his elbows on his knees and teetered on the edge. She’d probably removed all angel-friendly chairs to punish him. What was he supposed to do, force the girl?

The Queen smirked. “Sixteen. Precisely my age when I underwent my Acceptance, need I remind you. But this isn’t about me. It’s about Azrael and her future. The life for a female Aedium is hardly pleasant, much less a hybrid.” She nodded to his chair. “For example, you can sit in that human chair, but it’s not a seat meant for you.” She leaned in, her eyes widening. “There are chairs designed exactly for you and will make you comfortable. Think, now. What life awaits Azrael if she didn’t have this opportunity? Upon what kind of chair would she be forced to sit?”

Snow-white hair blocked his gaze as he lowered his chin, imagining the fruition of the Queen’s words. “One of thorns, if I were to hazard a guess.”

A clink of porcelain sounded as the Queen poured herself a cup of tea. She leaned back, letting the steaming liquid cool in the tepid air. “Precisely. Not all female Windborn inherit a bad life, but Azrael certainly would. She’d be locked away with nothing but jewels and trinkets for company. Precious stones are cold bedmates, Gabriel, supplemented by a fevered monster in the night which forces new monsters to grow in her belly. Do you understand? She’d bear countless children she’d never get to love. They’d be snatched from her the moment they were born and would be turned into evil paragons to rule this city.”

Gabriel glared, his gaze falling once again on the massive painting looming over their conversation. “What’s the point of having power, if one cannot use it? What’s the point of immortality, if one cannot truly live?”

Seeming pleased with his response, the edges of her mouth curved. “There are more than a few who share your passion for the Aedium and the humans, Gabriel. You’re a creature of patience, if I’ve learned anything about you. It’s why you’re one of the few true Windborn I respect. But let me offer you a bit of advice: Put power in those who have opportunity to use it, and you will see change spur into motion.”

Gabriel offered a wry smile. “When did you become so wise?”

The Queen leaned and picked up the dainty teacup. Her lips pursed as she blew the steam over the edge of the porcelain before taking a minuscule sip. 

She sighed, coddling the cup in her lap. “I wouldn’t say wise. I believe ‘desperate’ is the more accurate term.”

She wouldn’t meet his gaze and Gabriel pushed a sharp breath through his nose. “What do you mean?”

“When I prayed for Azrael’s fate to change, the Divine came to me in a dream. My Acceptance burned and the pain lasted long into awakening. But it left no doubt that the dream was a vision.”

“And? What was the message?” Gabriel was teetering on the edge of the seat, and not just because his wings were pressing against the frame. With all his years and ancient wisdom, he was not one who could commune with the Divine in any form.

She raised her gaze and for the first time, he saw the wrinkles that crinkled around her lashes. “A Queen must be chosen. By the time Azrael comes to maturity, I will have already reached my end. I must set her up for a life of value, something that will give her purpose.” She leaned forward, nearly spilling the contents of her tea. “She’s special, Gabriel. If anything is to happen to me, promise you’ll protect her.” Her eyes clouded as if she was having the vision all over again. “She’s surrounded by darkness and I can’t figure out why.”

Gabriel wrung his hands. He’d never seen Ceres in such a state. He remembered her when she’d first crossed the threshold of the outer wards of the Manor into the Inner Sanctum, and into his life. She’d been afraid, as any young girl risking the death of her soul should be. But her eyes were fierce, as fierce as they were to this very day. And here she was, not asking for favor for herself even when she’d had a vision of her own death, but for aid of another fledgling Queen. She had truly grown beyond his wildest dreams.

“Yes, Majesty. I promise,” he said with admiration.

Queen Ceres closed her eyes and drew in a deep breath and her shoulders relaxed. After a long moment her lashes fluttered and she matched his gaze, revealing gold sparks in her eyes. “You must go now, and protect our Princess.”

He straightened. “How close are they?”

The Queen’s knuckles turned white as she clutched the arms of her chair and her golden gaze grew intense and distant. “They’ve passed the shore.”

Gabriel steeled himself. How did they always seem to know? “I’ll summon the others. And I make you another promise: No demon will breach Manor Saffron.”

#
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AZRAEL tried to keep track of their path as she followed the Hallowed through the secret inner workings of the Manor. What was she doing? This was all happening too fast.

After a great deal of scuffling through halls and bolted doors, they passed a final doorway and the golden shimmer of the walls vanished, leaving Azrael’s vision dancing with dark specks. When her sight adjusted, the only glimmer that remained was in the eyes of the Hallowed. Silently, he arranged the room, which had the constrictive aura of a prison chamber and the overly sanitary stench of a medical ward.

Azrael approached a plain table piled with far too many bleached cloths looking for something to cover her nose. She ran her fingers over the soft towelettes and bumped her toe on what she’d mistaken for a chest. It was actually a skinny bed raised on a single wooden block. The crackled leather padding may have once been comfortable, but now it looked worn and tired. Thick, weighty straps hung from its sides and Azrael eyed them warily as she stole a cloth and pressed it over her nostrils.

Azrael flicked her gaze at the Hallowed. Methodically, he picked out long, wooden sticks from collections hidden in drawers and laid them out in perfect order. He held one up, his bright eyes illuminating the indecipherable metallic spikes on the ends. For some, he frowned, putting them aside in a short tin box, others he gave an approving grunt before setting it inline with the others.

When Azrael coughed, the Hallowed shot her a sharp glance, his gaze sending a blinding beam of light through the darkened room.

Azrael let the cloth slide from her face and dangled it from her fingertips. The Hallowed humphed before opening a cabinet and plucking out glass jars sloshing with colored inks, followed by metallic jars with a rim so thick, there was only one treasure such a jar could contain. Even from this distance, their warmth spread through the room. Divine Material, the remnants of creation, and the conduit for her access to royal magic.

Finally, he seemed to reach an end to the ritual. Her heart leapt as his blank eyes locked onto hers, sending spots blinking through her vision. 

“Azrael. Do you agree to the terms of the Acceptance?” His voice boomed, deep and ancient. 

Azrael stiffened. “What are the terms, exactly?” 

As if she had asked about the weather, he continued on in an easy breath. “Once the Acceptance has begun, you must finish it to the end. Multiple sessions will take place, the number of which depends on your rate of healing. Every Princess goes at her own pace. Only a few have been unable or unwilling to finish the rite. The result was a slow death. Your body cannot survive with an incomplete Acceptance. To these terms, you must agree and understand.”

The weight of decision crushed her thoughts. Had she more time to consider, she might have run screaming from the room. How could he talk about her possible agonizing death so calmly? Instinctually, no matter the Hallowed’s indifference, she knew there was no other choice. She’d made a deal with a demon to get this far. She couldn’t just throw it away.

Azrael drew herself up and stilled the fresh tremble of fear running through her body. “I agree to the terms.”

The Hallowed gestured for Azrael to take her place upon the padded bed. “Disrobe and lay on the platform face down.”

A blush rose to Azrael’s cheeks. But she obeyed and began to peel off the layers of her robes. She had no doubt there wasn’t a shred of sexuality in the man. Whatever humanity he’d been born with had long ago been drilled out of him. 

She folded her clothes and huddled them on the floor. With no other tasks to delay her, she climbed onto the bed. She expected it to creak, or feel unstable, but it was neither. The cold leather pressed against her breasts and stomach as she swallowed and rested her cheek down on the pillowless headrest. 

The Hallowed bound her wrists and ankles to the makeshift bed. “The pain will be intense. I cannot have you moving during my work,” he explained. “The first etching will be with simple ink. When I move onto embedding Divine Material to your skin, I will use it as a guide.”

Jars popped open and a cold, wet cloth ran up her back. The smell of alcohol burned her nostrils.

The shock of the first needle prick jolted Azrael with its unexpected bite. She bit her lip and willed herself to be strong. He tapped the sticks together, slowly sinking the ink deep into her skin. He started low on her back and the burning sensation grew as he wiped and struck her skin. She gritted her teeth in annoyance that he would continually go over the same tender spot, but she didn’t speak a word of complaint. Sweat trickled down her brow as the smoldering fires slowly crept up the length of her back. 

The minutes dragged on endlessly as he continued his work. Minutes turned into hours, endless hours. Her heart raced as she panted through the pain. Needles stabbed her ribs, across her shoulder blades, across her neck. When she lost count of the endless bites, she began to question how much more she could bear. But even as the fires curled around her ribs and nicked at her neck, she clutched her fists with determination. If this is what it would take to change how Windborn were treated, then she would do it.

Finally, the Hallowed ran a warm towel across Azrael’s burning back. She groaned at the pain. She forced herself to relax, but still her muscles ached with a tingling weakness. 

“Is this session completed?” she asked wearily. 

If Azrael didn’t know better, she would have guessed the Hallowed scoffed. “Hardly, Princess.” 

The new title gave her a sense of pride in spite of the bad news. 

“I have only completed the outline. Your first dose of Divine Material must start today if you are to be prepared as the future Queen.”

Azrael ignored the shrill protest that shouted in her skull. How could there be more?

“Please remain still. I shall apply the blindfold. In addition, I recommend that you keep your eyes closed as much as possible to assist the protection of your vision. Cloth deters the Light only so much.”

A sob caught in her throat. It wasn’t out of sorrow for herself, or regret at her decision. She simply was a normal girl who feared pain. She knew what was coming. She knew the stories, and it took every shred of her willpower not to beg him to release her right there. 

Instead, she calmed her fluttering heart and reminded herself of her brief encounter with Gabriel, a real angel. Miracles did exist, he was proof of it. And if she became Queen, she would be able to have freedom to make miracles happen. She could make a difference not only in her own life, and those of future hybrids, but Meretta’s too.

The thought strengthened her just enough not to bite the hand of the Hallowed as he wrapped the thick blindfold around her head. 

There was a hiss of released pressure as one of the metal jars was opened. A sense of warmth filled the room, and the red tint of closed eyes against the sun seared her vision. Her jaw clenched to prepare herself for more torture as a finger traced the sore outline on her lower back.

Without warning, he shoved a block of wood in her mouth and secured it by thin straps behind her head. Panic rose in her throat. She murmured nervously and bit down onto it. Her tongue ran across soft grooves in the bit. 

The first graze of Divine Material to Azrael’s skin enflamed her body with such agony that she’d never have agreed to the Acceptance had she’d known its touch. 

She tested the strength of the bonds holding her wrists and ankles as she reeled forward, a scream erupting from her throat. If the Hallowed said anything, she didn’t hear it. She struggled with everything she had to set herself free, but the bonds holding her down were securely fastened. 

A second flame radiated down her back and pierced straight to her center. It wasn’t just her physical body that erupted in agony, the raw Material sank its vicious teeth deep into her and grazed her very soul. Firsthand, she experienced its true nature scorching a hole deep in her chest. The Material was nothing of legend. It wasn’t the remnants of goodness and all that was holy. No. It was a flame that seared away any evil. The Hallowed was a silversmith, and Azrael was raw ore simply to be purified. 

She tried to protest through the wooden mouthpiece, but her muffled demands for freedom were cut short by a third spear of agony that surged through her body. Her screams offered no absolution from the purification.

Azrael incoherently sobbed for mercy, her body growing weak as she continued to fight against the restraints. She lurched in every direction to find some sense of relief. No matter which way she twisted, she could not find a posture that diluted the red-hot scars. She lost count of the flames that scorched across her skin. They strung together into a raging inferno that left no room for any thought but desperate prayers for release. 

Azrael was enlightened how little she truly knew pain. What its effects are on time and space. It obscured reality and tested the limits of sanity. 

Slowly, Azrael felt herself being lifted away. She had to find a place where the pain could be subsided. A soul couldn’t handle this test of endurance, this scourge of purification. If she were to survive, she had to remove herself from it all.

Azrael’s breath was taken from her and a heartbeat that was not her own thundered through the room. Her eyes shot open and she witnessed a new world that was the result of her insanity. She stood in an ethereal chamber surrounded by Light. Before her was a wall which went on as far as the eye could see. Had she gone mad? Or was she dead?

The endless wall held life and spoke to her without words. The grey skies churned in turmoil. The ground was solid and lifeless and the radiating heat warmed her skin. It felt far too real to be a hallucination.

Somehow, the pain was elsewhere. Azrael could feel it in its diminished capacity. She could feel her body, but it was someplace far away. She decided that if she hadn’t died, this was someplace very close to it. 

Instead of blind agony, her attention was drawn to the wall of Light. It enticed her with an undeniable emotion of want. Azrael couldn’t resist. 

As her fingers grazed the surface a fracture appeared, so small and seemingly so insignificant. Azrael’s fingers curled as she hesitated.

Her uncertainty transformed to delight as a trickle of liquid Light seeped through the wall. It was so very tiny as it escaped its prison, but it was hers. That was all she had to know, that this somehow belonged to her now. Azrael inhaled and closed her eyes as the liquid gold seeped into her body and claimed a new home. Perhaps she belonged to it, and not the other way around. But it didn’t matter. She’d found what she’d been looking for. Her freedom had only just begun.
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CHAPTER FIVE

Protector
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SHARP jabs of pain shot through Gabriel’s side as he coughed up poisoned, dark blood and spat it on the ground. He shuddered and stilled, waiting for his body to heal while he watched the tiny bloodstream glint in the silver moonlight on the grass. He hoped that was the last of the vile infection.

“No matter how many times you get sliced up, it never gets easier, eh?” Uriel, the leader of the angelic legion, asked with a sly grin. 

Gabriel growled and breathed in for a retort. But instead of words, he lurched and coughed up more of the poison onto the ground. 

Gabriel fell to one knee and gritted his teeth. He groaned and looked past Uriel’s cynic grin to the Manor. It towered in the darkness, its outline barely visible in the retreating dusk. Even though Gabriel couldn’t see the Divine Light, he knew somewhere in the Inner Sanctum Azrael was undergoing her first trial. Even though the gods had long ago stopped listening, he said a silent prayer for her survival.

A second jolt of sharp pain reminded him that he should perhaps pray for himself and he hissed in a breath.

“What’s wrong, brother?” Uriel asked and used his pinky to pick at his teeth.

Gabriel gripped his ribcage. “I think there’s a Dark shard still inside.” Gabriel staggered to his feet and with a grunt and undid the warrior strap belted around his chest. The weapon pack filled with gold-glowing daggers fell to the ground. He tried to take in a deep breath, but only managed small, short gasps.

“This is only Azrael’s first session,” Uriel said. “We’ve never had a raid this large for the first one. Do they think the demons have a better chance to invade with a hybrid weakening the Manor’s walls?”

Gabriel huffed. “She’s not weakening the walls. And Azrael’s not the first hybrid to undergo the trial.”

“She’d be the first to survive.” 

Gabriel frowned and turned away from Uriel and the Manor. That was only partly true. Alexandria had survived the Acceptance trial, just not what came next. 

Among the piles of disintegrating black corpses lay two of his angelic brethren. Their sprawled and bloodied white wings contrasted sharply against the black, webbed bodies fanned out like enormous bats. He hoped that Azrael survived not just for her sake, but so such precious life had not been lost in vain.

The demons rarely were able to take an angel’s life. It took powerful constructions of Light to kill his brothers. But now, here lay two well-seasoned warriors, dead. Where were the demons getting the Divine Material to craft such weapons?

His shoulders sagged as he watched the three remaining angel warriors pick through the bodies, stabbing golden spears down into dark flesh at any hint of movement. The tallest angel cried out in victory when his spear was met with a gurgle of protest.

A distant demonic shriek made the angels jerk their heads to the horizon. The warriors looked to their leader and Uriel nodded in unspoken approval. The angels thrust their wings and launched into the sky, sending a plume of dust in their wake. Within a heartbeat they were halfway across the grassy plain towards the very thing that had just killed their brothers.

Gabriel couldn’t let more die, not on his watch. He sucked in a breath and clenched his jaw as he thrust his forefinger and thumb into his wound. Uriel didn’t offer any assistance as guttural sounds rolled in Gabriel’s throat.

Gabriel hadn’t felt physical pain in at least two centuries, and digging out the Dark fragment nearly made him lose consciousness. But he persisted until he found the sharp edge, latched onto it, and tore it out. 

Uriel didn’t hide his grimace as Gabriel tossed the smoking shard to the ground and it bubbled in the tiny creek of his blood. “At least it wasn’t a Light shard,” Uriel offered. 

Gabriel knew that a Dark shard would hurt, but it couldn’t kill him. It only infected, decayed, and oozed evil into the bloodstream. But a Light shard was the wrath of the Divine. It never failed to end the life of its target.

“No,” Gabriel sneered. “You let two of your angels die by a Light shard while I was overrun with opponents.”

In spite of the accusation, Uriel clapped Gabriel on the back with mock camaraderie. “You’re just sour you had to fight ten of them. Relax. You didn’t have to fight them alone. I brought five of my elite warriors.” He crossed his muscular arms and sighed. “Well, I guess I should say I brought three elite warriors, and two novices.”

“Do you not care that your own brothers are dead?” Gabriel snapped. The pain receded and Gabriel stretched his wings to their full length. Unlike Uriel, he didn’t wear the taloned weapons strapped to the arches of his wings and had full mobility. 

Before Uriel could respond, Gabriel thrust himself into the sky. Uriel wouldn’t be able to follow with all his ornate battle-gear weighing him down.

Gabriel gained altitude, heading toward the sounds of snarls and clashing metal. The angels had found the last of the raid. Gabriel wasn’t going to lose another brother, not tonight.

Once within eyesight of the demonic raiding party, Gabriel clasped both wings tightly to his back. He was sent into a spiraling dive like a falcon and held his breath, gripping his last Divine dagger. He dared to whisper one last prayer, that one dagger would be enough.

Gabriel assessed the battle within a millisecond. Two angels had a small horde of demons cornered between them and were picking them off with skilled thrusts of their lances. But the third was dangerously overwhelmed, a mass of demons falling over themselves to overtake him.

Gabriel lifted the arch of one wing and was sent into a wide arc straight into the mass of demons. The angel warrior cried in surprise as the blur of Gabriel’s attack sent the demons scattering like grains of sand.

When they doubled back, stunned but blindly enraged to attack, Gabriel curled his shoulders downward, sending the arch of his wings pummeling straight into demons’ heads. The satisfying cracks told him two skulls had been instantly smashed.

Skidding to a halt, Gabriel lashed out the dagger. The blade left a molten, gold streak across black flesh. Demons cried out and grasped onto their sides, unable to stop the spread of Light infection that would slowly expel their rotten souls.

However, one demon stood out from the rest. Lips wrapped around fangs enough to make a sneer as he watched the demons die in agony. He shifted to Gabriel, towering three times the angel’s height. Unlike other demons with leathery skin, this one had grown a sheet of greenish scales. It wasn’t the demon’s unusual appearance that struck apprehension through Gabriel. It was the gold glowing scythe which he stabbed into the ground. 

“Who are you, blue-eyed angel who kills so many?” the demon slurred using the old Windborn tongue.

Gabriel stiffened, not expecting a demon who would rather talk than fight, especially with such a weapon at hand. Was he here not to invade, but to gather intel? Gabriel squinted, looking for the telltale golden spiral tattoo of an archdemon’s pet, but only saw the jagged edge of scales. Even though Gabriel was relieved, he knew an archdemon was behind all this. Only an archdemon could create a monstrosity like this. The sheer size of the giant demon’s webbed wings screamed mutation. 

Gabriel clicked his tongue at the remaining angels to support him. The others had killed their remaining foes and backed away, shaking their heads as they denied his request.

Gabriel’s lip twitched. Had Uriel filled them with lies? Even if he was an outcast among outcasts, why would they leave him alone against an augmented demon?

Stepping onto a squirming comrade, the demon offered a toothy grin as he slowly pushed his weight onto the withering body. “Who...are you?”

“I’m your death,” Gabriel spat.

A low laugh rumbled in the demon’s throat. “We shall see.”

The demon blurred and Gabriel launched to get out of the way of the terrifying blade coming straight as his throat. Gabriel was one of the most ancient and agile creatures to exist, but even he was forced to admit he’d met his match as the wind pushed by the blade grazed his cheek. The demon’s form altered, shimmering like milky oil before adjusting his swing for Gabriel’s movement. How could have an archdemon created such a beast?

Gabriel didn’t have time to ponder such blasphemy. The demon had put himself at an awkward angle to come at him a second time, likely hoping to finish him off. Knowing he’d be at Gabriel’s mercy if he failed, the demon put every ounce of power into the swing. 

With his feet firmly planted on the ground and his knees slightly bent, Gabriel drew the strength up his calves and thighs to spin himself in a dizzying turn. Most angels didn’t take the time to train their legs, but Gabriel wasn’t like most angels.

The blade grazed past a second time. The demon had anticipated a quick win, for it only took a scratch to implant the fatal overdose of Light. But he had put all his hopes on that final swing...and missed.

Gabriel kept his momentum and thrust his wings to get himself inside the demon’s swing. In such close proximity, the wind vibrated with low drones and the air tasted metallic, a telltale sign of the dark magic powering this creature. 

Gabriel slashed low, grazing the demon across the belly. 

The demon cried out, eyes going white and wide in surprise. He staggered backward, foam bubbling at his mouth before he collapsed with Light spearing out in spidery veins and overtaking his mutated body. 

Gabriel expelled the breath he’d been holding as the demon quivered into death, his soul expelled and his body disintegrating in powdery, dark flakes. 

Gabriel turned to exclaim his victory to the angels who had not helped him. But there was only a sea of trampled grass to witness his efforts.

Gabriel took three steps toward the Manor, but knew the angels had already returned to Celestia. Their contract demanded the Manor’s protection only for the duration of Azrael’s session. Even he could feel the air had thinned. Whether she had survived or not, her session was over. He was the only one left to protect her now.
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CHAPTER SIX

Meretta's Key
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MADAME, the headmistress of the female Windborn ward, stomped her foot and the sound hit Meretta like a shockwave. Instead of curling into herself, Meretta straightened and set her jaw with utter defiance.

“I don’t care where that brat has gone. She had business with her Majesty. That’s all you need to know,” Madame roared.

“It’s been three days!” Meretta persisted. “I demand an audience!”

Madame scoffed with outrage. “I will not have you speak to me like that, young Windborn.”

Meretta flinched when Madame abruptly turned to leave and her arm flung wide, dangerously close to Meretta’s head. 

Meretta gulped down further retort, digging her nails into her palms as tears stung her eyes. Madame wasn’t going to be any help. The bracelets about her chubby wrists strained as Madame clenched the door and slammed it behind her. There was a moment of silence that amplified the small, but terrifying click as Madame locked the door.

“You think that’s going to stop me from finding Azrael?” Meretta shouted and her voice broke.

When only silence was her response, she swirled toward the small chest next to her bed. She opened it and carelessly dumped the contents on the ground. Jewels and trinkets clattered to the floor, all gifts from suitors. She’d hidden them from Azrael as they’d accumulated. Azrael had no such treasures to her name, nothing save a smashed Dark gem.

Meretta ripped out the velvet lining to reveal the secret compartment. A suitor would never would have gifted her the item she’d hidden inside. She’d dealt with Michael for this. 

Meretta still felt guilty for stealing Azrael’s undergarments as the payment, but every horror story she’d heard from whispering servants, or visiting mistrals, aroused a growing awareness that Azrael was in danger. Hybrids were rumored to contain evil powers, and some even bartered in the trade of their blood. She cringed and gripped the box. Did Azrael know that?

She turned the knob and opened the secret latch, revealing the silvered lock pick. A smile crept across her lips. She’d hoped to never require this key, but now that the moment was here, her heart thrummed in her chest like an excited child.

Key in hand, Meretta ran to the door and pressed her ear against it. Silence. She shoved the pick into the slot and the lock gave way with a sharp tick. Sighing with relief, she tucked the pick into her robes. Even though she’d practiced a hundred times on any lock she could find, she’d never once tried to pick the Queen’s door. Only a fool would try such a thing. But if worrying for Azrael made her a fool, then so be it.

Creaking the door open, Meretta peered into the dark halls of the female Windborn ward. Madame had stomped off to only-the-Divine-knew-where, and likely would make rounds to return. Meretta closed the door, making sure to lock it before breaking into a run.

The threading of her soft moccasins strained against her tiny feet as she silently sped through the halls. It was one of the few suitors’ gifts she truly appreciated.

Her breath came in deep gasps as she raced through the male Windborn ward. Silent forms tossed and turned on their bed sheets and she didn’t dare stop to find out if she’d been seen. She pushed herself onwards and bent her head down like a galloping horse. The faster she found the Queen, the faster she would find answers. No matter the cost, she had to find out what happened to Azrael!

She slowed when the Queen’s dark, ancient doors loomed like beacons in the shadows. She scanned the runes and felt their fear and hesitation at her approach, or maybe they only reflected her own? She shook her head, not having time to ponder the mystical nature of the Queen’s chambers.

The doors would be locked this time of night. Meretta wrapped her fingers around the pick and held her breath as she slipped it into the keyhole. It turned, but resisted. 

“Come on!” she quietly urged.

She angled the pick and it pushed in a little farther. Meretta placed her ear against the wood hoping to hear the lock’s inner workings. To her relief, there was a slight click and the lock shifted. With that small sense of victory, she pushed the door open.

Meretta poked her head inside and her elation turned to shock. Servant girls jumped to their feet and pulled at blades strapped to their thighs. Before she had time to draw breath to scream, a cold blade was already grazing her throat.

Even if they looked like angels with their blonde curls and blazing green eyes, the Queen’s handmaidens were not to be underestimated. They turned to the Queen and waited for her command.

“M-Majesty,” Meretta stammered. “I’m sorry to disturb you.” She hadn’t been sure how the Queen would react, but she hadn’t considered she’d be mistaken for an assassin.

“Why have you come, child?” the Queen asked, barely allowing her gaze to rise from the array of letters strewn across her bedsheets. 

At a short nod from the Queen, the handmaidens released her and Meretta drew in a short gasp of air. She waited for the black dots in her vision to clear before approaching the Queen. “Please forgive my intrusion. I have come seeking Azrael’s whereabouts. I have not seen nor heard from her for three days.” Against her better judgment, Meretta lifted her gaze from her feet and took in the full force of the Queen’s intense stare. “Not since she was sent to see you, Majesty.”

The Queen’s features softened. “I will tell you what has befallen Azrael, if you tell me how it is you’ve come to my chambers.”

Meretta blushed. “Majesty?”

The Queen scooted to the edge of the bed and swung her legs over the side and a few letters with a red-waxen royal seal drifted to the ground. “My chambers were locked.”

Meretta swallowed as an invisible force pressed against her chest. Azrael had warned her of the Queen’s magic. Meretta had never believed it, but the compulsion to tell the truth now made her question that doubt. “One of the Windborn boys has a connection to some of the older engineer graduates. I bartered for a lock pick...”

The Queen laughed and Meretta shot her gaze back to the ground. “Michael, no doubt,” the Queen observed. “He will make a fine politician one day. He has the black-market skills for it.”

Meretta nodded and wound her trembling fingers around one another. “Yes, Majesty.”

The Queen rose and glided to Meretta. Whether it was magic or nerves, Meretta’s knees had gone weak. The Queen’s fingers pulled Meretta’s chin so that she had no choice but to look at her. Nausea set in as she searched the Queen’s eyes, unable to make sense of the golden specks that glimmered in the backs of her pupils. 

“Azrael has undergone the first trial of the Acceptance,” the Queen said as the golden storm in her gaze eased into darkness.

Her nausea was replaced by a spike of adrenaline. “Azrael’s to become Queen?” Meretta breathed. “But, she’s a hybrid.”

The Queen’s magic released her like a vice being unlocked and Meretta fell to her knees. 

“The Divine choose who they deem fit.” The Queen shifted her weight onto her hip. “You wish to know where she is? I assure you, she’s well. Unconscious while she heals.”

Meretta blinked up at Queen Ceres. “Is she in pain?” 

The Queen frowned. “We’re not sure. Her healing isn’t progressing as we’d expected.” The Queen tilted her head, raising one brow. “Do you wish to ease her into health?”

Meretta burst into a wide smile. “Oh, yes! Please, let me be with her. I will watch her day and night. I promise, I’ll do everything I can to help her get better!” 

The Queen hummed. She stroked a silver painted nail across her chin. “Perhaps.”

Meretta smiled. As the days had gone by, her fears had escalated. She’d imagined a suitor had come to claim Azrael with an offer the Queen couldn’t refuse. Or perhaps she’d offended some high lord, or the Queen herself, and was in secluded punishment. But that she would be healing from the first trial of the Acceptance? Never in her wildest dreams could she have imagined that as a possibility. 

Meretta bowed her head to the cool floor with poise and reverence. “I am but your humble servant, Majesty. I’d do anything for Azrael. You won’t regret it.”

The Queen chuckled. “You have caught me in a time of change. Any other day, I would balk at such an offer. The Inner Sanctum is for only the chosen few. But today...I believe in miracles, and I believe Azrael needs you. You shall tend to her. But first, there’s someone I wish you to meet.”

Meretta raised her face with elation. “Of course. Who?”

The Queen offered a wry grin. “I’ll let him introduce himself.”
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CHAPTER SEVEN

Empty Lessons
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AZRAEL’S dreams were surprisingly pleasant for one who’d had her soul purged. She might have thought she’d died and found paradise, had she not finally awoken to parched, cracked lips and a dull ache running down her spine.

Manor Saffron’s cheery luminescence greeted her with its warm kiss. Azrael blinked and was surprised at the calmness of the room, the stillness of the air as if nothing terrible had ever happened.

But, what had happened? Azrael’s mind shot back to the last moments she could recall. There’d been pain, so much pain, and then an ethereal vision in a place of Light. If it was real, and Azrael had no doubt that it was, what had it done to her?

A creak broke the peaceful silence and Azrael shot a glance at the door. Her shoulders eased when she saw familiar bobbing curls. “Meretta,” Azrael said with a broken sigh.

Meretta’s brows had been tightly knit in a permanent crease of worry, but now light spread across her features and she rushed into the room. “Azrael!” she cried and threw herself to the floor at the bedside. “You have no idea how worried I’ve been!”

Her smile, as always, was extremely contagious, and momentarily drove hardship from Azrael’s mind. “What are you doing here—” Azrael began but choked on the words. She rubbed her throat and tried again. “Are you allowed to be here?” 

Meretta winced. “Yes, well, that’s a long story. Let’s just say even Madame herself couldn’t keep me from your side.”

Azrael didn’t dare lift herself up, but allowed her hand to ease across the bed until it gripped Meretta’s firmly. “Thank you, my dearest friend.” 

Meretta’s warmth fed Azrael through their wrapped fingers. It felt so good, so right. 

“You’ll be Queen,” Meretta said breathlessly. “I still can’t believe it.”

Azrael flushed. “Queen, indeed,” she murmured. “And what of our fair Queen Ceres?” Azrael asked. “How on Terra did you convince her to allow you into the Inner Sanctum?” 

Meretta puffed out her chest. “You weren’t going to get better without me. Here I am and here you are. I was right, and she knew it!” 

Azrael smiled and rewarded Meretta with a weak laugh.

“I never would have believed the stories of Alexandria were true,” Meretta went on, “This place is remarkable. And you! You’ll get to live here and be able to do whatever you want.” She perked up excitedly. “You could appoint me as a Madame! We could be together, you and me. It’ll be more perfect than our wildest dreams.”

It was all too good to be true. As if to spear reality into the room, her Acceptance violently twinged and the stinging ache finally couldn’t be ignored. 

Meretta’s enthusiasm transformed into concern. “I’m so sorry. Here I am babbling on and you must be miserable. I’ll get the Healers right away.”

Just as Meretta jerked to her feet, the Queen stepped into the room. Her orange dress and cascading ringlets of braided hair made her look like a radiant piece of fruit. She paused to consider the girls as she twirled a beaded braid around a ringed finger and eased into a pleased smile. Azrael wondered what kind of royalty she had met with today to call for such attire.

“Ah, my dear Meretta, your bond with Azrael must be close indeed. How could you know she’d awaken?”

Meretta smiled with her typical, undiluted joy. “Sister sense, I suppose. I was just going to get a Healer now that she’s awake.” Her voice lowered as if Azrael wouldn’t hear. “She’s in pain.”

The Queen wafted her hand as if the sentiment was distasteful. “Pain is progress, my dear.”

Azrael made the effort to rise, ignoring the stinging tugs as her gown scraped down her back. “Then I am to make much progress,” Azrael said through gritted teeth.

The Queen nodded in approval. “You have indeed. Divine Material embedment is nothing to be slight about. Your awakening attests to your strength, especially after your first time.” Azrael groaned and stiffened. The Queen continued, “It’s been roughly a week since your session.”

Azrael’s eyelashes fluttered in surprise. “A week?”

“Considering such trauma, it’s completely natural.” The Queen’s scrunched eyebrow suggested that she remembered the pain all too well. “How do you feel about getting some fresh air?”

The skin on Azrael’s back felt jagged and rough, but the way the Queen’s eyes were both demanding and hopeful suggested languishing in bed was not an option. “Yes, I would like to get out of bed for a while. It will do me some good.”

The Queen inclined her head once more in approval. “All right, Meretta, I fear it’s time for you to attend to your own duties. You have permission to visit Azrael tomorrow.”

Meretta stifled a small pout before leaning in and squeezing Azrael’s shoulders. Azrael was grateful she avoided her injuries. 

Meretta pressed her lips against her ear. “You know where I’ll be if you need me.” With that, she pulled away, offered a wink, and swept out of the room.

Azrael stared at the doorway for a long while, and her fingers curled to her ear where Meretta had kissed it. She may have made a deal with a demon to get to where she was now, but Azrael had no idea what deal had been struck to bless her with a friend like that.

The Queen continued to stare as well, but not at the doorway. Her gaze was clouded and distant to a place only she could see.

“Majesty, are you feeling all right?”

The Queen jolted in her seat. “Apologies. My mind was elsewhere.”

Azrael pressed her lips together. She knew what weighed on the Queen’s heart. Azrael wasn’t the only one concerned that death had come to call the Queen away. 

Thankfully, a knock at the door swept away the dreary moment. The Queen’s posture softened. “That must be Gabriel. He’s so timely.”

In a twirl of various shades of orange flying up past her knees, the Queen answered the door. To Azrael’s horror, she immediately became aware of the thinness of her gown and pulled the silken sheets up to her chin.

Gabriel stepped in and the room seemed to shrink around him. His wings were so enormous, so perfect and the purest of white. The way he held himself was as a god who commanded the very air to stay still. When his gaze landed on Azrael, a hot wave swept over her face and she cursed her pale skin revealing her emotions like a candle.

Gabriel acted as if hadn’t noticed she’d turned as red as a beet under his scrutiny. “You’ve awakened. This is cause for celebration.” In three long strides he was at her bedside. He beamed at Azrael with pride as if she had achieved some great feat. “How do you feel?”

Azrael didn’t want him to know that her back felt like a herd of cats had been using it as a scratching post. “I feel fine,” she said, somehow keeping her voice steady, “and I slept well. I even had some lovely dreams.”

There was a moment of hesitation. He glanced at the Queen inquisitively. There seemed to be a period of unspoken understanding, and the Queen tilted her head as if Azrael had said something interesting. 

“Well,” Gabriel said, “I’ll consider that a good omen. When you’re up to it, you should access the Divine Material in your body. Practicing your new abilities will help quicken your healing.”

“My new what?”

Gabriel grimaced. “I’m sorry. It’s been quite a long time since I’ve trained a new Princess.” He drew in a deep breath and beckoned to Queen Ceres, who was stoic in her approach, save for a teasing smirk. 

“Majesty, I leave this task in your hands. You are far more deft than I in delicate matters.” He bowed and held a fist to his chest. “I’ll see you soon, my lady.”

Azrael studied his gait as he left the room. The drifting shadow of his elegance held her full attention long after he was gone. Queen Ceres cleared her throat expectantly as Azrael’s eyes lingered on the closed door.

“What Gabriel meant to say, is that Divine Material gives a Queen special abilities. But you knew that already, didn’t you?”

Azrael didn’t take her gaze from the door. “You influence those around you. You have magic, but I don’t, not yet.”

The Queen nodded. “Your Acceptance is incomplete. However, you have gained some of the aptitude to perform true magic. Divine Material is a conduit between one’s soul and the Divine’s power. If you can control the Light, then the possibilities are endless.”

A lengthy breath escaped through Azrael’s nose. Am I fooling myself into believing that I can do this?

The Queen knelt at Azrael’s bedside and caressed her hand. Her touch was gentle and comforting and Azrael met her gaze. There wasn’t intimidation or games dancing in her eyes, just fondness. Never before had Azrael felt more like her daughter. 

“Azrael, I can sense your distress. I understand. I remember this very moment when I was you just as if it were yesterday. The doubt and fear are overwhelming, I know. But you must keep your eyes looking ahead and step forward in faith. Your future is waiting for you. All you need do is embrace it.”

A nervous chuckle was Azrael’s only response. Queen Ceres was right about one thing. There was no turning back now. 

Carefully, Azrael pulled her legs to the side of the bed. She let her feet dangle until they were met by the cool stone. 

The bed shifted as the Queen’s weight was lifted. She took a summer dress that matched her own’s orange shades from the rack. Azrael hadn’t even noticed that the dress was there, but now it held her full attention as the Queen offered the prize. The stitching was so intricate that Azrael couldn’t see the seams even if she squinted. The material rolling over her fingers felt exquisite, the fabric plush and soft. She immediately recognized it as Charmeuse silk, a Manor Saffron specialty. 

Neither of them said a word while the Queen dabbed a washcloth in a basin and sponged the dried sweat from Azrael’s skin. It was Healer’s work, and they’d done the best they could while she’d been unconscious. But awake, she could peel off the layers of her crusted robe and not risk further damage.

The water, scented with lavender, gave calm and healing to her weak body. Azrael indulged in the feeling that she was truly the Queen’s daughter, born to ascend her throne, even if she’d hadn’t known it until now. She was almost sad when the Queen was finished and it was time to don her new summer dress.

Azrael’s body was already complaining and tired. Her back ached and her skin felt ragged, drying from the light bath in a way that made it itch. But the moment the Charmeuse silk folded over her skin, she felt relief, a perfect layer of protection from the harsh, humid air. 

She could have lain back down and slept for a week again, but the Queen had instilled a new perseverance in Azrael. It wasn’t magic, or any overpowering extension of the Queen’s presence, it was merely the feeling of pride in her charge, as close to a mother and daughter relationship Azrael would ever get.

Dressed and clean, the Queen and Azrael slowly made their way to the gardens and Azrael still couldn’t put aside her fascination with the Inner Sanctum. Azrael had always known there were areas off-limits in the Manor. She’d never understood how it was possible none of the rambunctious and unruly Windborn had never even considered exploring them. But then, it was probably the Queen’s influence that had kept them all at bay. A sense of giddiness washed over her as they traveled onward through the halls.

Grand glass doors separated them from an immaculate garden. They swept inside and Azrael could hardly contain her excitement. The fountains were full of fish that darted and shimmered under silver lily pads. Bent trees boasted sleeping finches that ignored her presence. Azrael was engulfed by the scent of lavender and alyssum as she made her way through the secret paradise. She couldn’t help but miss Meretta, for she dearly loved flowers.

Past a line of apple trees and across from the largest fountain that marked the center of the garden, Gabriel was awaiting their arrival. Now, in the sunlight, she could see the way his white eyelashes framed his crystal eyes. He watched the skies, seemingly looking for something. Distracted.

When he noticed their entrance, his features lit up in a way that made Azrael’s heart skip a beat. How could he express so much joy in one single smile? And more still, how could that joy possibly be connected to her? 

“That dress suits you well,” Gabriel said. He motioned to a beautifully crafted set of benches past the peaceful fountain. “Sit with me.”

She shot a glance to the Queen for guidance, not sure of herself when she was around the angel. The Queen only smiled, again with that knowing smile, and guided her to the stone bench. 

“Azrael,” he began once she had settled, “you have Divine Material within you now. The power of Light has been infused with your body, opening the gates between your soul and the very power that sustains creation.”

Azrael nodded nervously, and noticed that the Queen was taking her leave. Guilt rose in her chest as she remembered that she was not the Queen’s only concern.

Gabriel continued, “First, you need to open a pathway in your mind.” He waited for Azrael’s acknowledgment to continue. She nodded once to comply, even though she wasn’t sure what he meant.

“Close your eyes, concentrate. Feel the connection. Ignite the flame that lies dormant in your soul and open the pathway.”

She sighed and focused as instructed. She reached deep within herself, searching for this so-called connection. Long moments passed where she felt nothing. She opened her eyes.

“I’m sorry. I don’t think I can,” she whispered.

He patted her shoulder. Azrael shivered at the warmth of his touch that immediately seeped through the thin Charmeuse silk. “You were raised on this mortal plane. Even though you are Windborn, these abilities will not come easily to you.”

Azrael shifted her weight, struck with an intense desire to impress him. “Shall I try again?” 

He nodded. “The sooner you are able to establish a connection, the sooner you will heal and the sooner you will be able to complete the Acceptance.”

Azrael didn’t have to be wise to read between those lines. The Acceptance was dangerous. Any obstacles she could eliminate, such as lengthy recovery time, would give her a much better chance to survive.

Azrael closed her eyes and tried again. She reached deep within herself, deeper than before. Desperately, she tried to focus. She filled her lungs with air and held it. She commanded with all her strength to find a connection that she knew must exist somewhere inside herself. Instead, she was met with only cold loneliness as she was forced to push the air back out.

For the better part of the day, she struggled on. She needed to survive, for Meretta, for herself, for Queen Ceres...for Gabriel.

As the sun crawled high overhead, servants brought them drink and nourishment. Azrael’s lack of success barely allowed the thought of food settling in her stomach. But after Gabriel’s stern insistence, she took short breaks to nibble on the delicacies: fruit cut into shapes, tiny pastries with frosting, and bits of salted meat on a stick, all washed down with iced water flavored with strawberries. Any other day in her life she would have enjoyed the treat. But today the morsels crumbled in her mouth, dry and without taste. The water tasted too sweet, and she longed for something simple.

Azrael found herself distracted under Gabriel’s haunting stare. She even said as much, and with a blush he wandered the gardens to leave her alone to try again. Even without his scrutiny, her incomplete Acceptance remained pained, cold, and empty. The air was thick with dusk when she felt Gabriel’s hand rest once again on her shoulder. 

“Don’t be disappointed,” he offered. “It’ll be easier when you have more Divine Material at your disposal. It may be that you don’t have enough to spark the flame within you.”

She hung her head low. “What if I never can do what Queen Ceres can do?” Fear had already begun to constrict her chest and cast fresh black spots across her vision. What if she failed?

“That’s possible,” Gabriel confirmed after a moment. “Not every Princess gains access to the powers of the Light, even with a completed Acceptance.”

Her lungs struggled to draw in air. “How many fail to gain true magic?” 

He didn’t look at her, but stared at the grass. The curve of his nose was so perfect, the way the ridge lined up with his eyebrow. When his deep blue eyes looked into hers, she knew she wouldn’t like the answer.

“That is a question for another day.” He brushed his fingers through his hair and the motion sent the white strands sparkling in the dying light. “You’ve only gone through one session. Don’t be too hard on yourself.” He stretched his wings, the full length of them spanning three times as long as Azrael could reach, fingertip-to-fingertip. “I believe I have tormented you enough today. Surely, you long to rest?”

Azrael was exhausted. And even though she didn’t want to depart from the angel’s presence, she welcomed the thought of a warm bath and smooth sheets. The very idea set herself into a yawn and she jerked her hand to cover her mouth. Gabriel smirked, satisfied with her answer.

“Will we continue again tomorrow?” she asked.

“Unfortunately, I must depart the Manor. And while I’m gone, you must prepare yourself for your next session. The Acceptance must begin again before the next moon’s phase changes.”

She winced, not relishing the thought of the Hallowed’s needles. She wanted to plead for him to stay with her, to postpone such terrible agony. Instead, she said, “I understand.”

Gabriel rose to leave, but then paused to give her a warning glance as his wings curled into his back. “If you should feel the need to visit the public ward, I warn you to keep your new status to yourself.” He leaned in. “While I am pleased a hybrid will be Queen, most would not.”

Azrael swallowed and was glad when Gabriel leaned back and smiled, causing the gloom in the air to vanish. Before she could think of a reply, he unfurled his majestic wings and thrust them toward the ground. He launched and a cloud of dust fanned around them. And then she was alone, peering into the sky as an angel took flight from Manor Saffron’s gardens. She hoped she could revisit this scene in her dreams.

Her eyes lingered on the skies long after he’d disappeared. Alone, she hugged herself against the cold. The world felt less beautiful, less safe. 

She made herself shrug off the disappointment. She attempted to rise gracefully, to at least pretend to match the beauty she’d just seen. But she felt like a toad croaking up from a mud patty rather than the trained Windborn that she was. 

With conflicting emotions, she made her way out of the gardens, feeling defeated and a bit lost. The rest of the evening’s hopes seemed empty and cold.

Despite Gabriel’s warning, Azrael found that at the bend back to her chambers, her feet took a sharp left, and hustled her toward a place with far too many enemies...but one, single friend. And just now, a friend was exactly what she needed.
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CHAPTER EIGHT

Invitation
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AZRAEL paused when she reached her old chambers. Only a short time had passed since her life had turned upside down, but the narrow hall was just as she remembered it. One deep scratch ran down its length and Azrael trailed her finger across it with a smile. That was the only time Michael had tried to show off a new fencing sword inside the Manor. Madame ordered it broken in half and while it was indeed a loss of a fine sword, the look on Michael’s face was well worth the gouge in her wall.

Azrael peered around the corner, expecting to see the room empty, but found Meretta inside twirling a piece of paper across her fingers at the oak desk. 

She smiled, running a light scratch down the door with her fingernails. Meretta spun around with her brows arched high and her mouth in a round “O.” 

Holding her belly, Azrael doubled over in a hearty laugh. “Good Divine. That’s a guilty face if I’ve ever seen one!”

Meretta clamped her mouth shut and shot to her feet. “What on Terra are you doing here?”

Azrael slipped inside and shut the door. “Aren’t you happy to see me?”

Meretta eased her hands behind her back, hiding something from sight. “Of course I am. It’s just—”

Sweeping to her side, Azrael leaned around Meretta’s plumed dress and snatched the paper from her grasp.

“Hey!” Meretta said.

Azrael wrinkled her nose. “Don’t hide things from me. It’s not polite.” And with that she tore the letter open and immediately regretted her decision. The first three lines told her she shouldn’t have shoved her nose in Meretta’s business.

Azrael thrust the letter back into Meretta’s face as her cheeks heated in a blush. “I have no interest in reading how one of your suitors fancies your... hum...”

Meretta huffed and seized the letter. “It’s not from a suitor. It’s from a Windborn.”

Azrael’s eyes widened. “Excuse me?”

Meretta tossed the paper atop a stack of unopened correspondence. She leaned both hands on the edge of the desk and glared at the letter as if she could burn a hole straight through and make it disappear. “I’m not sure what to do. I’d report it, but—”

“He’s one of Michael’s.”

Meretta pressed her lips in a tight line and nodded.

Azrael sighed and eased into a curved velvet chair, careful to avoid her fresh Acceptance marks. “We can’t just keep letting Michael run this place. Not anymore, at least.”

Meretta offered Azrael a wry smile. “Is someone already feeling like a Princess?”

Azrael barked a laugh. “Hardly.” She fell silent and tugged at a frayed edge of the chair. She couldn’t call herself a princess when she couldn’t even access the royal magic.

Meretta shuffled through the unopened letters, tossing aside ones with gold and silver seals until she found one at the bottom. “Ah! Here we are. This should cheer you up.” 

Azrael leaned to get a better look. It was hardly extravagant, not even a proper metallic seal to keep it closed until the letter had arrived to its intended recipient. “What is it?”

Meretta handed it over. “It’s tonight’s fest in your honor. You should go.”

Azrael licked her lips and accepted the dull prize. Unfurling the letter with care, she was met with impeccable font inviting her to attend a Windborn-exclusive celebration for the long-anticipated and much-needed replacement... A new Queen.

“We shouldn’t celebrate the Queen’s...retirement,” Azrael said, choosing her words carefully. She resisted the urge to tear the invite into pieces and instead let it drift to her lap. “Why would you suggest we even attend?”

Meretta scoffed and scooped the paper up, smoothing out the edges. “You’re far too dramatic. It’s no secret her Majesty has upheld the longstanding tradition of selling off Windborn as slaves. A new Queen is a fresh start, a renewed hope that times will finally change.”

Azrael swallowed, unsure it would be that easy. “As Queen, I’ll be expected to uphold the tradition of Windborn sales. Of course, I would do my best to change the way things are, but I wouldn’t even know where to begin.”

Meretta matched Azrael’s gaze, crossed her arms and shifted her weight to her hip in a way that said she meant business. “This is why you made a deal with your demon, is it not? You’re going to change things.”

A lump seemed lodged in Azrael’s throat and she swallowed. Her motivations had been far more selfish. She’d asked for an opportunity to change her own fate, not that of her entire race. And aside from Meretta, who had ever shown her kindness? Who deserved to be saved? 

Azrael opened her mouth to explain, but instead said, “It’s not that simple.”

Ever patient, Meretta didn’t retort. She offered a sympathetic smile and placed a hand on Azrael’s shoulder. “It’s never simple.”

Azrael breathed out a sigh of relief. “And I assume I can thank you for letting the world know I’m the new Princess?”

Meretta rolled her eyes. “Of course not. Her Majesty announced it herself just the other day. She didn’t say who it was, but I wouldn’t worry. No one would believe the new Princess would be a hybrid.”

Azrael stiffened and folded her lower lip under her teeth. 

Meretta sat on the armrest, finding a perfect balance to teeter like a finch on a branch. “It’s a good thing. They’ll find out when you’re ready, and not a moment before.”

Gabriel’s warning crossed Azrael’s mind. If anyone did find out, would it really matter? What was he so afraid of?

Seeming refreshed, Meretta bounced to her feet and slapped her hands together. “It’s decided then.” She spun to the wardrobe. “Now, what to wear?”

Meretta swung the door open and Azrael wearily considered the brightly colored rows of fabric. “Anything that won’t show my back.”
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AZRAEL had only been to the ballroom twice in her life. The first she couldn’t remember, because it was when she’d been an infant. Her fall from the heavens was an event she was glad not to recall, just as much as those who must have ogled her presence in Manor Saffron as one of the few hybrids to have survived. 

The second time she’d been to the ballroom, however, she remembered vividly. That was when she was twelve and another child had been introduced with bi-colored eyes. And just like that day, Azrael swelled with foreboding and contempt, and just a sparkle of hope.

“Look!” Meretta shouted and pointed at the row of Windborn boys up on stage. Typically, the upper tier was reserved for Terraborn observers for the new Saffron Wares. But now it boasted condescending faces of another kind. 

Azrael dragged her gaze away from the upper tier and to the dance floor. A swirling crowd of blue and silver gowns filled her vision, all colors in favor of her Majesty’s prized shades. Blue for the sky, from which they were born, and silver to remind them of what they were: raw ore to be purified.

There was one who wore a blue so dark it would have looked black in a duller light. Michael stood apart from the rest, a silver flute in hand and his eyes closed as the melody drifted across the bobbing crowd. To Azrael, he seemed like a dark songbird pouring out his soul to each drifting passerby. Azrael closed her eyes as she listened, and it was easier to read Michael’s heart without her blue eye and green eye battling for supremacy. 

While Michael’s melody was soft and gentle, one of Lumerian’s ballads intended for celebration, the tone drifted into a minor key. She could feel his conflicted heart, the sadness born of the hybrid’s murder. In another life, he could have been proud of what he’d done. But in this life, he knew Azrael, and she could feel how he questioned his own certainty, his own goodness. When Azrael opened her eyes and their gazes locked, she reeled with the power of the connection. He’d never be able to understand the morality of what he’d done, but she could.

Meretta hooked Azrael’s arm and swept her out of Michael’s line of sight. Instead of pondering Michael’s ethics, she was reminded of the grandiose of Manor Saffron. Velvet drapes spanned the two-story ceiling and drooped to graze the floor, their length a hundred of her bedsheets put together. Each white pillar of the upper balcony was lined with strings of rose petals. It would have taken years to assemble such trimmings, but the birthplace of Windborn filled it with all the magic it needed. Even as she watched, the petals twisted and multiplied, twining upon themselves to cover any hint of the marble underneath.

Azrael scanned the faces, each so joyous and uplifted. She found herself wistful, wondering if they’d be so jovial if they knew their Princess mingled in the waltz among them, boasting the blood of a demon in her veins.

A waft of buttery bread made Azrael’s mouth fill with saliva and she veered for the bobbing plate, grateful for the distraction. Azrael ripped off a white glove so as not to dull it with grease and snatched a flakey treat from the disapproving servant, not wasting any time and shoving it into her mouth. 

Meretta burst out in a delightful laugh. “See? You’re already having a good time.”

Azrael grinned, as well as she could with the pastry crammed against her teeth, and had to admit she was right. How often could the Windborn enter the birthing chamber? Only when there was a new arrival, which was a depressing sight indeed, or when there was something to celebrate—which wasn’t often. And Azrael had something to celebrate, did she not? Perhaps Meretta was right. She would soon be Queen, and change how all Windborn were treated. New arrivals would no longer be pitied. They would be celebrated as well.

Meretta’s eyes sparkled with delight and she shifted her weight, flowing into the swirl of the crowd, unable to contain her legs and arms any longer from joining in the dance.

Azrael nibbled on the remainder of her pastry as she watched Meretta swirl. The sight of her undiluted joy was all Azrael needed to feel like there was light and hope left in the world. And it wasn’t just their dance master’s teachings that gave Meretta such grace—she was Windborn. Grace was in her nature.

A young Windborn male caught Meretta by the waist and shot Azrael a mischievous smile. 

As fast as she’d been uplifted, her spirits fell and her face hardened. No doubt, this was Meretta’s Windborn admirer.

Michael’s flute fell into silence and his gaze found her once again. Azrael couldn’t read his expression from this distance, but an ominous wave swept out and latched onto her throat like a vice.

Azrael’s breath hitched. Is this my magic?

Meretta stumbled and the handsome Windborn pulled her to his side. Azrael couldn’t hear his words, but his lips moved with a slimy grin plastered across his face. 

Azrael pushed through the crowd, determined to save Meretta or die trying. But as she grew closer, her lungs tightened and Michael’s unmistakable presence loomed over her like a dark cloud. His emotions raged with such power that Azrael swam in them dizzy and disoriented. 

“Michael,” Azrael whispered at the revelation.

She’d never known such sorrow. He held no doubt about his righteousness, not until he’d met Azrael. His obsession with her went deeper than she’d realized. He envied that she could judge the world with both sides, and he was half-blind. He hated her for it. 

“Azrael.” Her name was on his lips and the room snapped back into reality. 

The waltz continued and Meretta was swept away by the crowd. She shot Azrael a firm look paired with a nod, one that said, “I can take care of myself.”

Azrael gazed up at Michael and blinked furtively.

He tilted his head. “Would you mind coming with me?”

Dazed, Azrael had no choice but to follow as Michael took her wrist and whisked her out of the room.

“Where have you been?” he asked when they’d left the celebratory clamor and replaced it with muted song in the halls of Manor Saffron.

“I was in isolation,” Azrael said truthfully. “After the hybrid...the Mistress—”

He took a threatening step forward. “Don’t lie to me.” 

Azrael blinked, confused. “I’m not.”

He clenched his fists. “I need your orb.”

“W-what?”

“Your orb,” he articulated. “Where is it? Have you already used it? It’s important.”

Azrael shook her head slowly from side-to-side. “Why would you think I had an orb at all?”

“You’re a hybrid, Azrael. You have an orb, even if you wanted others to think you didn’t. Don’t play dumb.” He took another step forward, his breath puffing hot against her face. “Where is it?”

Azrael stepped back but was met with the cool wall. Her heel thumped painfully against it and she winced. “And if I gave it to you?” 

He slammed his fist against the wall, just inches from her head. “I’d save you. Let me take the demon off your hands. Let me take his attention.”

Azrael glowered. “An orb doesn’t work like that. If the demon wanted you, you’d have an orb of your own to torment your nights.”

He leaned, his lips just inches from hers. “You already torment my nights.”

Azrael pressed her hands against his chest and pushed. With it, a warmth swelled in her lower back and burned through her limbs, sparking out a wave that sent Michael flying.

He landed across the hall and thumped hard against the piling. 

Azrael stomped her way to him and enjoyed the moment to tower over him as he’d done to her a hundred times before. 

He gasped for breath and held his stomach. “I’ll venture that...you’ve already used it.”

Azrael scoffed. “Yes. Okay. I used my orb. But it’s not what you think. I asked for an opportunity to change my fate. How’d I know that opportunity would be to become Queen?”

He peered up at her. “Queen.” He breathed it as if he already knew, but hearing it was still a shock. He blinked a few times, his eyes looking tired and rimmed with red. “What was the price?”

Azrael crossed her arms over her chest. “I can’t kill the demon.” No sense lying to Michael. He was a driven person. Best tell him the truth and let him do what he would with it.

He laughed and sputtered. “And the demon took that deal? You must have a dumb demon father.”

Azrael narrowed her eyes. “He’s not my father. We don’t have fathers.”

Michael grinned. “He made you what you are. What’s a father, other than that?”

She glowered. “And if I hadn’t used my orb? What were your intentions with it?”

He sobered and looked down at his hands, and Azrael wondered if he were imagining blood on them. “I would have asked to be like you.”
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AZRAEL LEFT MICHAEL with his blue eyes and disappointment. He could never be like her. He’d always be stuck in his ways, unable to see the world as she did. He had no place in her life. And now that she had access to her royal magic, she could do something about it. The deal with her demon was paying off.

Azrael scanned the crowd and found Meretta sipping from a fluted glass filled with sparkling golden liquid, no slimy Windborn male in sight.

Azrael made her way to Meretta’s side and gave her a curious smile. “Where’d you hide the body?”

She giggled. “After you left with Michael, I told him that you two had gotten close. The last thing Michael needed was an errant subordinate hitting on Azrael’s best friend.”

Azrael nodded with approval. “Good. Hope that scared him off.”

Meretta turned the glass in her palm, seeming smug. “Sure did.” She took another sip and then flicked her gaze to Azrael. “So, what’d Michael want?”

“It doesn’t matter. He can’t get it.”

Meretta hummed. “Who can get what they want these days?”

Azrael scratched her burning back and winced as the dress stuck to the sores. “Hopefully, I can. For all our sakes.”

Meretta gave her an approving smile before setting her glass down and swirling her onto the dance floor.
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CHAPTER NINE

Queenly Duties
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AZRAEL had made it back to her chambers just as the illuminated motes danced across the slit in the curtains in promise of a new day.

She sat on the overly plush bedding and the air felt cold and lonely, despite the warm glow of Manor Saffron’s Inner Sanctum. Rubbing her face, she groaned and peered at the statue of a woman that seemed to be watching her. The figure’s white marble eyes showed pity and disappointment. She was the embodiment of all Azrael’s fears. She wasn’t strong enough to be Queen. She couldn’t possibly change anything if she were. She— Azrael looked away. 

Her back burned and her mind buzzed with the fleeting thoughts that came with lack of sleep. Just as she was about to resign herself to lying awake, she spotted an ornate door she hadn’t noticed before. Perhaps the statue’s disappointment guarded it, or perhaps this was magic. The Queen hadn’t wished her to find it, until now.

Azrael cautiously tiptoed to the golden door, carefully stepping around the stone guardian. She turned the knob and the door eased open without a sound. She slipped inside and adjusted to the dim glow of the room. There were no windows, but as she waited for her eyes to adjust, the Divine-lit walls illuminated until she could see the entire room clearly. She gasped as a massive library was revealed, wall-to-wall shelves spanning a room almost as large as the celebratory chamber she’d danced her cares away. But here, there wouldn’t be prying stares. Here, scrolls and books and inks would be much more valued company. 

Azrael dazedly wandered to the far end of the room, running her fingers across blood-red velvet couches. The couches surrounded a table that boasted three books, and the plush furniture begged her to test their comfort. She pondered lying on it and falling asleep among the unspoken knowledge of this room, but an extravagant study desk drew her attention. Framed by silver shelves stuffed with books and bottles of ink, the allure of knowledge called to her like the moon calls the sea. Azrael drifted to the shelves first, examining the titles and furrowing her brow when she realized the language was foreign. 

On this side of the room, the marble floor was cool and the Divine heat was absent. She squeezed her arm through the shelves and books, and found the wall cool, painted over with metallic paint. Would these books be weakened by the Light? What did that mean?

Azrael returned to the velvet chairs and reexamined the three books laid out on the table. Their titles read: “The History of Hallowed,” “The Forbidden Records: Volume One,” and the last was written in swirling foreign letters that she could not read. 

The door slammed. 

Panicked, Azrael jumped from the couch and stared at the blocked exit. Decorated with countless jewels and bangles, the Queen eyed her with a mischievous smile. 

“Eager to begin our studies, I see.” Her voice rang through the room as she stepped forward. Embroidered cloth shoes had replaced her usual heels, and she did not make a sound in her approach. Her garb constantly morphed to match that of her latest visitor.

Azrael rubbed her shoulders with discomfort. “I didn’t mean to pry. I was only looking for...” Her voice faltered to find a good excuse. She squirmed in the uncomfortable silence. 

The Queen waved strands of bronze hair from her face as she crossed into the study. “Don’t fret yourself so, Azrael. This room, is in fact, your personal study. And I,” she placed a silky hand on Azrael’s cheek, “am to be your teacher.” The Queen’s rings were cold on her face. But Azrael welcomed it and smiled back.

“I have many duties, Azrael, but you are my most important one. If you are to be Queen, it is imperative that you learn all I know.” The Queen motioned to the books laid on the table, and Azrael realized they’d been intended for her. “You must strive to learn all the basics before your Acceptance is completed. However unlikely, there is always the possibility you are the next Alexandria. In which case, you will have many other pressing matters to attend to, far greater than that of becoming Queen of Terra. While a Queen is always needed to bring our children home, and raise them, a true Queen must live in Celestia, as she will have an entire race to lead.”

Azrael bit her lip. An entire race? Were there more Windborn? Did they have no Queen?

“Learning cannot take place without answers,” the Queen said. “I cannot answer unspoken questions.”

Azrael wanted to retort that she could, but took in a breath and held it a moment before breathing it out. “Aren’t you Queen?”

The Queen nodded. “Yes, though only recognized by the Terraborn, the humans. The angels are still waiting for their Queen. The Council has ruled in the void, and I can tell you, it’s a poor system.”

Azrael’s eyes widened. “Oh.”

The Queen tucked a lock of hair behind Azrael’s ear. “What else troubles you?”

Could she read every emotion so easily?

“Majesty, please forgive my forwardness, but I must know. I cannot fathom why our entire society has been lied to for so many years. Why have the angels remained a secret? Why is your magic kept to a tolerable rumor? The only spark of truth in our halls is the myths of legends that are told by traveling minstrels.” Azrael watched the Queen closely for any hint of a lie. 

Queen Ceres adjusted one of the bangles on her arm. “That is a difficult answer to give. However, I can assure you the truth has been kept silent at no small price.” Her gaze grew distant. “Many have died at the hands of angels. I don’t fully know, nor understand, the logic of their ways. But it is Angelic Law that their presence remains hidden. I have sought all my life since my Acceptance for the answer to why their secrecy is so holy that it justifies eons of murder.” 

“Murder?” Azrael ventured. 

Azrael wasn’t sure, but the Queen’s skin seemed to pale just a shade. 

When the Queen didn’t answer, Azrael glanced at the book written in the strange language. The Queen followed her gaze and picked it up, her fingers tracing the engraved letters.  “This is a sacred book from the Windborn city. Even Gabriel doesn’t know it’s here. Though, he surely must suspect it.”

Azrael looked again at the strange symbols. 

“The man I loved died to retrieve this book for me.” 

Azrael jolted at the Queen’s revelation and clenched her jaw to prevent it from falling open. 

“After he gave it to me, I never saw him again.” The Queen’s eyes misted, then control rippled through her body, leaving her stoic. She placed the book on Azrael’s lap. “I learned of his death after years of hoping he had found sanctuary. Yet, I was wrong, and he paid the ultimate price for my folly to understand Celestia.” She shook her head and her turquoise earrings glinted in the dim Divine-light filtering through layers of shelved books. “Hopefully, you will find answers where I have failed.”

Failing to keep her jaw clasped, Azrael gawked at her. In such few words she had spurred untold questions.

“Who was he?” Azrael asked, knowing full well she was pushing her authority with the Queen.

The Queen closed her eyes. “It doesn’t matter anymore.”

Azrael knew she couldn’t go any further. The pain that strained the Queen’s face made it clear that now was not the time to press her. Instead, Azrael considered the book still in her lap. It was leathery and faded, and when she ran a hand over the cover, it felt as if it were an object that didn’t belong. Physically, it seemed like an ordinary book. But an otherworldly and ancient aura emanated from it. The moment her finger traced the engraved symbols, a burning radiated from her healing Acceptance. Azrael gasped, not in pain, but in surprise.

The Queen softened her gaze, and grinned. “Yes, it has that effect on royalty.” 

Azrael gave her a wary laugh, but when the feeling receded, she said nothing more.
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THE book from Celestia was a forbidden treasure, one that Azrael hoped to decipher. She would have to learn the Windborn tongue, and it was all the motivation she needed to dive head-first into her studies.

For the next two weeks Azrael delved into ancient knowledge. Her days blurred, lonely studies in the dim library broken by the highlight of Gabriel’s teachings.

Today’s lesson was with the Queen instead of Gabriel, since he had gone to Celestia. Instead of being disappointed, Azrael seized the opportunity to get the truth out of Queen Ceres, once and for all.

As they sat in silence, the Queen took a rare moment to appreciate the beauty of the gardens. Azrael watched her, wondering how her approaching retirement made her feel. The Queen’s face was calm, almost serene as she watched the fountain’s display with folded hands. Her left shoulder sunk slightly lower than her right, giving her a semblance to a flawless statue. It wasn’t like the statue in her room, full of foreboding. The Queen seamlessly exuded sensuality and power. It was a skill taught at the Manor, one Azrael had never mastered. She marveled and envied the Queen’s beauty and poise.

The Queen must have sensed Azrael watching her, for her crystal green eyes snatched onto hers. The wave of emotion that swept through Azrael’s chest was questioning and searching. 

“Majesty?” Azrael breathed. She was not accustomed to the magical push of emotion.

Queen Ceres smiled and her white teeth sparkled in the midday sun. “It is much easier to sense you now. You’re growing into your gifts. I can’t imagine what it’ll be like when you’ve completed the rite.”

Azrael pulled her legs under herself as she settled atop the soft, velvety grass. It had become her favorite spot. She felt closer to nature, more steadied and grounded. “Majesty,” Azrael began, “I have been through only one session of my Acceptance. Yet, I can see it has changed me. The world feels larger. The air feels heavier. I can more easily feel your magic as it pulls me when you reach out to me like that. Is this what you mean?”

A soft blush rose to the Queen’s cheeks and she lowered her eyelashes back to the fountain. “Few truly understand what it means to be Queen. Even fewer appreciate the sacrifice. My power encases this Manor and all those within it. It is my duty to keep every child healthy and alive until they have parted from this place.”

“Is that why there is never a Windborn above the age of eighteen?”

The Queen hummed in acknowledgment. “My power has its limits. I can hardly keep up with all those who reside here. Especially...” she trailed off and a wave of sadness tugged at Azrael’s heart.

“The hybrids,” Azrael offered.

The Queen looked to Azrael with a small chuckle. “You’re learning.”

It was all falling into place for Azrael now. Why the hybrids went mad. Why they were so feared and misunderstood. The Queen kept such fate from all Aedium. But there was something about a hybrid that hindered her ability. 

“Why are hybrids different, Majesty? Is it our demon’s influence?”

The Queen frowned and soft lines crinkled at her eyes. It was the first time Azrael had ever noticed a deviation from perfection from Queen Ceres. 

“Partly, yes. When Celestia sends the children down, they are unprotected, unloved. There’s nothing to prevent a demon from feeding on a drifting infant. They suck the Divine Material out like a hummingbird feeding on a flower. I’m not powerful enough to shroud the child in secrecy, like some Queens would do. That is why there is a surplus of female Windborn at Manor Saffron. It’s a testament to my weakness as Queen.”

Azrael’s breath caught in her throat. “Females?”

The Queen nodded. “Yes. Even you, my child, were born as a man. Only after exposure to a demon does the child molt into the female gender. It’s a natural reflex. Only a female can survive the infection of evil. We’re the stronger sex, but we’re not natural. Not when it comes to Windborn.”

Crystal tears glinted in the Queen’s eyes and Azrael steeled herself against the Queen’s sorrow. The waves of pain and guilt that emanated from the Queen were weighty and powerful. Azrael found herself wishing she could access the Light that should have been unlocked within her. The single session had been enough to open Azrael to the Queen’s power, but not enough to give her power of her own, rendering Azrael helpless against the onslaught. 

“Majesty, please,” Azrael begged and clenched a fist to her chest. “Control your magic.”

“Apologies,” the Queen whispered. The sadness ebbed as her magic retreated.

Azrael relaxed and bit her lip before deciding to press on. I need answers.

“Majesty, what of the hybrids? I thought that to be a hybrid meant to have encountered a demon? But you say, every female has encountered one. So... What does that make me?”

The Queen wouldn’t match her gaze. Azrael had never before seen the Queen so uncertain of herself as she took a deep breath and flashed her tongue across her lip.

“A hybrid is living proof that Celestia does not keep their promise. They’re supposed to keep demons on their side of the border. Lesser, rogue demons aren’t a surprise. But when a hybrid shows up, we know an archdemon took hold of the child. Even demons have organization and leaders. Mehmet is their King. Archdemons are his generals.”

“An archdemon...” Azrael repeated the words. She hoped saying it aloud would reveal what that truly meant. But it only brought a chill to her heart. “And what of Meretta? She didn’t encounter the same type of demon as myself?”

The Queen nodded. “That’s correct. A lesser demon is easy for a child’s soul to accept. But an archdemon, such power and evil cannot be ignored. A hybrid is the result. Your soul couldn’t fully convert, you couldn’t accept servitude to such a creature. And so you were torn, given an orb to eventually choose the demon’s side when you were old enough to think on a higher level.”

“And why would you allow hybrids to keep their orbs?” Azrael couldn’t hide the accusation in her voice. The only other hybrid child in Manor Saffron had made a deal with her demon, and paid her life as the price.

“Only the soul to whom it is bound may touch the orb. It’s a magical object. Even if I found a way to toss it into the sea, it would return to the child it belonged to.” The Queen sighed and patted the empty spot on the bench. “Stop sitting on the ground like that. Let’s speak as equals, Azrael.”

Azrael, slighted by the conversation, smoothed the folds of her gown before rising and sitting next to her. But to be offered to be treated as equal by the Queen did more than enough to smooth her ruffled feathers. Even though she preferred the grass, Azrael straightened her back proudly as she sat one-on-one with one of the most powerful figures in Terra.

The Queen’s gaze bored into Azrael’s. There was such desperation and urgency that Azrael leaned in and took her hand in her own.

“Hybrids are blotted out of my gaze, don’t you see?” the Queen said as unfurling sorrow hit Azrael’s chest. “I can hardly control the Light in your soul when something dark and sinister shrouds it like a fog. My power is strained. I have to choose between the rest of my domain, or the hybrids. When you first came to me, I steadied you with all of my strength. But the other hybrids who came after? I had nothing left. You’re like a dark spot in my vision, an eclipse that won’t end. It’s my fault they died, not yours.”

Azrael’s throat constricted as the memory of the dead hybrid child resurfaced in her mind. “But if you used your strength to save me, then it is my fault,” Azrael whispered.

Azrael was surprised at the surge of anger that jolted through the Queen’s grasp. Azrael shrank back and the Queen released her.

“No, Azrael. Never blame yourself for things you cannot control. Do you understand me?”

Azrael looked down at the ground and shivered. “Yes, Majesty.”

Yet, feeling the Queen’s anger had sparked her own. Maybe we can’t control the demons above...but what of the demons below? What of those who purchase the Windborn as if they are trinkets to collect? Why do we just sit back and let this happen? Why do we do nothing about it? 

“And the Windborn who pass the age of eighteen, Majesty?” Azrael found herself asking.

The Queen breathed out a sigh. “This is a tradition even a Queen cannot undo. Only through tributes from Windborn sales can we sustain the generation that comes next. It’s a vicious cycle, but the alternative is death.”

Azrael took a firm hold of a sliver of bravery as she raised her chin to the Queen. “You say then, that life is more valuable than freedom. If this is the case, I want to meet those you have sold, Majesty. I want to hear from their own lips that this was the right choice.”

In that statement, the Queen’s anger vanished. The Queen let her hands hang limp over her knees. “What?”

“I want to meet those the Manor has sold. I want to see what kind of life they live once they leave this place. If I’m to become Queen, and uphold this twisted duty, then I need to know this is what my charges want.”

Uncertainty clouded her features. But in her eyes Azrael saw a spark of respect. “Very well.”

Azrael hadn’t expected her to accept, at least, not so readily. “Really?”

The Queen laughed. “Don’t act so surprised. You are the Princess. Second to me, your will is law in Manor Saffron. But don’t let it go to your head, you still have to answer to me until your rite is complete,” she said with a pointed index finger.

Azrael smiled. “Understood.”
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Propriety


[image: image]


––––––––
[image: image]


IT was difficult to arrange for the series of interviews of the sold female Windborn. They couldn’t simply say, “We want to know how poorly our female Windborn are treated. Would they prefer death to their current situation?” But Queen Ceres wasn’t born yesterday, and had a few tricks up her sleeve.

The Queen made the announcement as an improvement effort of Manor Saffron’s wares. They would interview female Windborn and understand what training may have been lacking. Male Windborn were always an easy sale, as they’d never been tainted by a demon’s touch. Females, on the other hand, were more of a challenge. The Queen herself wrote a letter which was transcribed and sent out to every merchant or politician who had made a purchase in the last ten years from Manor Saffron.

Dissatisfied buyers leapt at the chance for their slaves to be “taught some manners.” The Queen handed Azrael a long list of names as they sat in the study with Gabriel who reclined in his Windborn-style chair. 

“Here is the first wave of interviewees setup later this afternoon,” the Queen said proudly. 

Azrael took the expensive vellum and rubbed the edges with her fingers. She glanced over the list as the scroll unfurled down to her elbows. “That’s quite a lot of names.” 

“Do you wish to lower the count? A more personalized interview would be understandable. I could—”

“No,” Azrael quickly countered. “I don’t want to leave anyone out.”

Gabriel shifted in his chair. Even though the back had been filed down to a small, center arch to avoid the span of his wings, it didn’t seem to offer much support as he leaned back and the wood creaked. “I still don’t think this is a good idea,” he said with a frown.

Queen Ceres shot him a shameless glare. “Azrael is taking initiative in her role as Princess. Who are we to deny her request to understand those she will be bound to serve?”

Gabriel crossed his arms and looked away. “I think the truth will overshadow the reality.”

“And what reality is that?” 

He snapped his dark blue eyes onto her. “Windborn aren’t always treated as they should be when they leave this place. But whatever treatment they may endure, it doesn’t change the fact that without the Council’s support, they would have died long ago. Who are we to choose for them if they should live as slaves, or die as angels? This whole exercise is a waste of time. Azrael should be focusing on her training, not these other Windborn.”

“Enough.” The firmness and authority in Azrael’s voice startled everyone in the room, herself included. She blushed, realizing she had just snapped at the all-powerful Queen who could order her death, and a creature of legend with wings. Maybe I am letting this all go to my head.

But it was too late. Azrael had taken the first step in staking her claim as future Mistress of Manor Saffron, and Queen of Terra, and with it the power and authority that came with such titles.

The shock on the Queen’s face dissolved and morphed into beaming pride. “Yes, Princess. Let us continue useful conversation. When would you like to meet our first Windborn?”

Azrael smiled as Gabriel swiveled his gaze between them. “Immediately,” she said.

Gabriel sighed and stood, stretching his wings as if they ached. “I won’t be a part of this.”

The Queen narrowed her eyes. “You couldn’t be a part of it if you wanted to. They don’t know angels actually exist, and it would be a violation of the Council’s rule if they did. Off with you.”

Her casual dismissal of an angel seemed more like a friendly jest than an order. Gabriel gave her a sidelong smile as he swept out the room. 

When he was gone, the Queen clapped her hands. The motion clanked her heavy bracelets against one another. “Well, let’s get you fixed up. You can’t be introduced as the Princess without looking the part. Come.”

Azrael suppressed a groan. She was on a mission to understand the world outside the Manor and figure out a way to make it better. But first, she must go primp her hair and don a king’s ransom in bangles? If Gabriel wanted to hear a good waste of time, this was it.

Azrael didn’t voice any complaints as they stepped into the Queen’s chamber. Before long, this would be hers. 

There was only one opening to the outside world in the grand chamber: a large, circular disc in the center of the upraised ceiling. Azrael was entranced by the frosted glass that let the sunlight pour through. Windborn symbols were etched into the surface and the glass bent with wide arcs, making it look like a massive, glittering diamond that hung above their heads.

“Leanne will take care of you,” the Queen said.

Azrael blushed as she stopped gawking up at the ceiling like a crane and regarded the petit servant girl who stood at the Queen’s side. Azrael recognized her by her pink tassels as the same servant who had brought her to these chambers from, what seemed like, so long ago. 

Leanne bowed with both hands clasped in front of her dress. When she rose, she offered a shy smile.

“Come,” the Queen said as she opened the door to the private section of the room. “The servants will setup this chamber for audience while you prepare.”

Azrael stepped through and let her eyes adjust to the dim surroundings. It wasn’t particularly large, but what it lacked in space, it made up for in treasures. A vanity desk was flanked by two tall pillars, which she quickly realized were elaborate shelves. Glittering vials and heavy, silver boxes scrunched up together as much as space allowed. A row of candles pushed into grooves lit the room, scattering dancing shadows across the walls.

“It’s so dark. Why isn’t this chamber built with Divine Material?” Azrael asked.

The Queen hummed regretfully. “While I love these chambers, they’re still part of the public domain. It wouldn’t be unheard of for a patron to meet me in here...” she trailed off, and Azrael realized the Queen had given more information than she had intended.

The Queen cleared her throat. “The first girl is already here, and the rest are on their way. I will make arrangements for the audience chamber immediately.” She waved to the servant girl who had made herself invisible against the dim wall lined with angelic tapestries. 

“Leanne’s the best. She—” 

“What about Meretta?” Azrael interrupted. “She’s always helped me get ready for important events.” At the look of hurt on Leanne’s face, Azrael pinched her lips together before correcting herself. “I just think she should be here too.”

The Queen tapped her fingers across the vanity desk as she considered the layers of powders and brushes. They all stood up in a neat row, like a miniature garden of white trees. “Meretta has been of great help, but she is a Windborn, not your maidservant.” She turned and strapped Azrael in with her magic. The effect constricted the breath from her lungs. “Meretta will have no part in this.”

Her command was absolute. Any disagreement Azrael had with the Queen was suppressed under her magic. For the first time, Azrael realized that the Queen wished her to accept the way things were. Meretta would ensure more questions, not compliance.

The Queen pressed Azrael just enough to see her shoulders curl. Azrael bent over and exaggerated the effect the Queen had on her. While the magic was powerful, Azrael only had completed one session of the Acceptance. 

Azrael closed her eyes and evened her breaths. The cold pit in her soul frightened her, but the Queen couldn’t touch her here. 

Leanne’s delicate touch on her shoulder startled Azrael from her trance. Leanne’s brows were knotted in concern.

“I’m fine,” Azrael said.

The Queen turned and the beads of her dress beat together like a wooden wind chime. “Guests are waiting for you in the audience chamber once Leanne has made you presentable. Remember, you represent Manor Saffron now.” 

Azrael murmured with understanding. 

The Queen gave a curt nod before departing. When she turned, Azrael spotted the illuminated blue and orange spirals sparking across her tattooed back. It’d cost the Queen to subdue Azrael.

But the Queen hadn’t subdued Azrael, not completely. Azrael’s senses returned and she shook off the oppression that wafted over her like a fog.

Azrael frowned at the closed door. Why press me like that? Why not let me make my own decisions?

Leanne wasted no time and led Azrael to a red velvet stool. She laid out a set of brushes, thin, silver chains, and glittering jewels. Leanne cast one doubtful look at Azrael before selecting her first instrument, and Azrael wondered if it was exasperation or dread she saw in the maidservant’s upturned brow.

Leanne took the largest brush first, a wooden stick with coarse bristles that spiked out on the ends. With practiced skill she began to untangle Azrael’s unruly hair. Accustomed to her own servant’s hurried yanks, Azrael cringed as Leanne pulled the brush through the first snarl. But the Queen was right; she was good at what she did and Azrael hardly felt the tug.

Impatience made Azrael bounce her knees as Leanne went through her hair, layer by layer, taking out every tangle and snag. Azrael marveled as she folded her hair like layers of paper, pinning it atop her head so she could work on each section. The maidservant took a crystal vial, shoving her way through the treasure trove without hesitation, and dotted the purple liquid on her palms. She rubbed her hands together before running it through her hair.

The scent was faint, but unmistakably expensive. The mix of lilac, pine, and jasmine clung to her dark strands, glinting across the tiny silver chains that Leanne braided through with ease.

When Leanne turned Azrael to the mirror, she hardly recognized the black-haired beauty that stared back. A slight turn of her head offered a fanciful display of glints and sparkles as the chains caught the light in her hair, which was already primped to a fine sheen. 

When Leanne tried to press a brush of powder in Azrael’s face, Azrael coughed and waved her hands. “No, none of that nonsense. They’re waiting on me. Isn’t this enough?”

Leanne frowned and jerked her left fist, no. 

Azrael didn’t have the energy to argue with her as Leanne applied the powder, then put her thumb against Azrael’s temple and stretched her eye closed. A cold swipe left a sticky streak across one eyelid, and then the other. Leanne held Azrael’s head still as she blew on Azrael’s face to dry the liquid charcoal. 

It was itchy and uncomfortable as Azrael struggled not to furtively blink her eyes. But when she looked at her reflection again, she had to admit it did give a “royal” air. 

Leanne smiled at Azrael for the first time before she twirled to the silvered closet. Leanne grasped the curled handle and swung it open, hardly glancing at the row of gowns before selecting one. She clicked her tongue as she pulled it out, as if to say, perfect.

She held it up for Azrael to see. The deep turquoise dress boasted a gold band that wove through the collar. Azrael hardly saw gold outside of the Inner Sanctum, as silver was the metal of choice. Gold was reserved for royalty. Its yellow, metallic color was considered a symbol of Light, touting a kinship with the Divine themselves. 

Azrael slipped off her simple Windborn gown and allowed Leanne to replace it with a silk dress. The softness that encased her felt light and all too revealing.

Azrael turned to the mirror, unsure of what she would see. The dress was exquisite, there was no doubt about that, but she was accustomed to wearing more layers. To make matters worse, her blossoming breasts perked as Leanne tied the golden sash tight under her chest. Azrael’s pink-powdered cheeks deepened in a natural blush.

“This hardly feels appropriate for audience with other, older, Windborn women. Don’t you think?” 

Of course, Leanne couldn’t answer and simply smiled as she creased the folds of the sash. 

The young woman in the reflection was not anyone Azrael knew. Her shoulders were bare and alluring. Her dress was exquisite as turquoise lined with gold and silver dazzled every which way she turned. Even her eyes pierced through with dark intensity, one blue and one green.

Leanne forced a set of bangles on Azrael’s wrists, and then worked with her hair, winding the loose strands into long braids. She pinned a jewel in the center, and offered a silver hand mirror for Azrael to admire the work. The jewel was breathtaking, a dazzling red gem surrounded by black lace. A fine touch, and Azrael had no doubt the maidservant was handpicked by the Queen for such skill.

While impressive, Azrael was exasperated and well beyond her scope of patience. When she stepped for the door, a wild jingle of bells made her scoff and turn around. “What? What could possibly be left to do? I look fine,” she snapped.

A pair of tiny turquoise slippers dangled from Leanne’s fingers. Azrael rolled her eyes and bent down, nearly stifled from the tightly bound sash, but managed to replace her fur-lined moccasins with the jeweled slippers. They were hardly as comfortable, but as she wiggled her toes, even she had to admit they completed the ensemble. 

Azrael stood and placed her hands on her hips, waiting for Leanne’s approval. Leanne bounced her right hand with a smirk. 

Finally. 

Azrael rushed out of the room before Leanne could change her mind.
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Sister Wives
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IN her rush to escape Leanne, Azrael disregarded all grace and elegance expected for one of her rank and burst into the audience chamber, unaware that it was already complete with a throne, rug, and well, an audience.

Three women gaped at Azrael before sweeping to the ground in unison. 

“Princess,” the foremost woman breathed. 

Azrael stood frozen and surveyed the room. Queen Ceres was nowhere in sight. She swallowed and took her time to cross the small chamber, climbing the three marbled steps and taking her place on the silvered throne. 

Azrael waited for the women to respond, but they all had their heads pressed to the floor and didn’t move a muscle. 

“You may rise,” Azrael suggested.

The closest woman slowly raised her head, but didn’t look at Azrael directly. Azrael recognized the capital city of Leocivat’s iconic green that wove together in varied shades along the length of her gown. Tiny silver bangles glinted at her wrist, likely a treasure she’d kept from Manor Saffron.

“Princess,” she said.

“You may speak to me as you would any other. I’m Azrael. What is your name?”

The muscles on the woman’s neck tightened and Azrael realized her mistake. She was already rejecting the tradition of Manor Saffron. Every Queen gives up her name, leaving her identity only that of her rank and title bestowed at her coronation. Azrael blushed at her inadvertent act of superiority. 

But the woman raised her eyes in reverence. Azrael startled at the revelation the woman was also a hybrid. Her eyes glittered, one green and one blue. A wave of relief hit her when she met her gaze, since it was the only time she’d ever felt someone at odds with good and evil as she was. But in this woman’s gaze was not only kinship, but ancient sorrow and wisdom. 

“Azrael.” Her voice was hardly above a whisper as she said the name. “My name is Tartelia Beuanaville, previously Tartelia of Manor Saffron. These are my sister wives, Julie and Cecilia.” She waved to the young women behind her. They raised their heads, which were entirely covered in sheer purple veils, leaving only slits for their charcoal painted eyes to peer through. 

Tartelia continued, “I became free after my owner passed away during Terion’s reign. I’m now remarried by choice to the Baron of Eisendour. It brings back strong and beautiful memories to have returned. Thank you for bringing us here.”

Azrael shifted in the cold, metallic throne. Terion was a name she’d only heard in ballads. She was taught that a Windborn’s lifespan could range from two hundred to three or even four hundred years. While she knew it in theory, she had never seen it for herself, living only amongst children eighteen and younger. This woman hardly looked a day older than the Queen. And the Divine only knew how old she was.

“Do you know why you’re here, Tartelia?” Azrael asked, straining to keep hold of her presence of authority.

Tartelia’s pink lips slid into a smile. “You’ll become Queen soon. You’re very wise to ruffle the owners’ feathers. Your wares will fetch higher prices, and you may even manage to award better treatment for those already sold. It’s a wonderful plan.”

Azrael crossed her legs under the sheer gown, straining the fabric tight against her thighs. Her heart fluttered and she prayed her neck didn’t flush with the rushing blood. “No, Tartelia. I wish to understand why I should become Queen. I wish to learn what fate awaits a female Windborn once she leaves this Manor, especially the hybrids. I want to know...are you happy?”

Tartelia’s brows knit together as she frowned and stumbled to her feet. Her sister wives behind her gathered their robes and did the same.

“Happy?” She flashed her tongue across her lip as if the word had a foreign taste. 

“Yes. Are you happy?”

She looked to the ground. “No one has ever asked me that before.”

“Well, I’m asking you now,” Azrael said sternly.

Tartelia pushed a dark curl out of her face and tucked it behind her ear. She stood very still, and then Azrael realized she had begun to cry.

Azrael rushed from the throne, forgetting status and regulation. With no one to stop her, why should she pretend to be someone she wasn’t? 

Azrael grasped her fingers around Tartelia’s bare shoulders and shook her lightly. “Is it so terrible? Is it not worth it? Would you have rather...”

Tartelia peered into Azrael’s eyes. Her expression was of joy, not sadness or fear that Azrael had expected. A single tear rolled down Tartelia’s cheek, and Azrael couldn’t tell if it was from joy or sorrow. “Azrael, you are so very young, aren’t you?” she whispered.

Azrael let her hands fall to her sides. “Sixteen.”

Tartelia tilted her head and smiled. “Ah, sixteen. It was so long ago, but I remember it as if it were yesterday. My Queen, the same as yours, took me under her wing. She taught me not to fear what was waiting for me outside the Manor. She’d warned me what it would be like. And when I saw it for myself... When I experienced it for myself... I knew she had prepared me as best she could.”

“What was it like?”

She sighed. “An uncaring and cruel owner... Days without speaking to another soul... Children snatched from my body before I had a chance to even see their faces. Could there be a worse fate?”

Azrael tried to swallow as her mouth went dry. Azrael didn’t want to ask her next question, but she needed to know the answer. “A fate worse than death?”

In spite of the seriousness of the question, Tartelia chuckled and crossed her arms. “If you had asked me that during my early years in Leocivat, I would have said yes. But now, I’ve grown into myself.” She straightened and puffed out her chest. “I have claimed authority in my home. My children grew up to be beautiful, powerful, and respected. So much for rumor of hybrid-spawn being cruel, narcissistic beasts. Once they matured, they managed to marry into respectable houses and vouched for my wellbeing. 

“When my owner passed away, I inherited his estate. I don’t know if he had a turn of heart, or if my children had a hand in the affairs. Regardless of the reason, I became a lady of the court. I made a life for myself. So no, it was not a fate worse than death.”

Azrael glanced at the other two girls still huddled behind Tartelia. “And them?”

Tartelia raised her hand in command. The girls untied their shawls and revealed their faces. Azrael gasped in recognition.

“I know you both, don’t I?” 

The smallest girl stepped forward. She was a unique Windborn. Instead of emerald green eyes and dark hair, she was a lighter shade in every way. Her eyes were milky and grey, the green hardly visible even in the midday sun. Her hair was blonde and straight; its full length going down to her waist. 

“Cecilia,” she meekly offered her name with a small smile. 

Azrael nodded in return. “Yes, I remember you.”

Julie stepped forward and let her shawl fall to her side. “Azrael, it’s nice to see you again.”

The tension and sarcasm that dripped from Julie’s voice sent goosebumps across Azrael’s skin. Azrael took a step back and recognized the girl who had left the Manor when Azrael was only twelve. Julie’s cheeks were round and plump, garnished by a dark mole just beneath her left eye.

Azrael cleared her throat. “Yes, I believe we’ve met.” Azrael pushed away a memory of Julie glowering with jealousy every time Michael showed Azrael interest over her. Michael’s attentions had been entirely unwanted; what did Julie have to be jealous about?

Julie’s eyes narrowed as if she could hear Azrael’s unspoken defense.

“And how has life outside the Manor treated you both?” Azrael asked, slowly inching back to the safety of her throne.

Julie spoke first. “If it hadn’t been for Tartelia, our lives would have been quite miserable. But the Baron is an old and kindly man. We are only requested to share his bed on rare occasion. Otherwise, we are given time and coin of our own. It’s not so bad.” Her gaze drifted to Azrael’s jeweled shoes and Azrael had to slam her green eye closed, lest she be overwhelmed by Julie’s envy.

“I see,” Azrael said, rubbing her closed eye. “And what makes you say your lives would have been miserable?”

“You’ll see when you speak with the other girls,” Cecilia said. “There are only a few like Tartelia who have the clout and finances to secure a good match for the Windborn. More than the Queen has ever done.”

Azrael took her seat once more, overwhelmed by the realization that there was an entire world outside the Manor that she didn’t understand. I need to hear more.

Azrael forced her green eye open, but Julie’s thoughts had already turned to other matters. She seemed worried, glancing about the chamber as if something would attack. “Do you have something to add, Julie?”

“Will you look for Sarah?” she asked after fidgeting in silence.

Tartelia snapped her fingers in rebuke. “Julie! We do not speak of that to the Manor. Do you wish all of my hard work to be undone?”

Azrael held up a hand, willing authority into her voice. “You dare to keep secrets from the Princess? Your alliances are with this Manor, not those outside.”

Tartelia glowered. “I owe this Manor no such loyalties. Does Manor Saffron protect her daughters when they’re thrust into vile and greedy hands? Where was Manor Saffron when I was broken and bleeding? Where was Manor Saffron when I cried out for protection and hope? Where was Manor Saffron when my children were snatched from my grasp?”

Guilt washed over Azrael, as if she were directly responsible for the ill fortune the Windborn inherited when they left the Manor. And if Azrael took on the role of Queen, it would be a guilt she’d need to bear. But not today. Today she was still one of them. 

“Then help me to make change. I need to know what you know. Only you have seen the world outside these walls. Only you can help me, and only I can help them.” Azrael waved her hands to the girls behind her. Julie and Cecilia looked at each other as they wrung their hands.

Tartelia sighed. “Then you should know, the stories you will hear this day will have a common theme. Humans wealthy enough to afford a Windborn will buy a male. Men are pampered and exalted with opportunity for advancement. But Windborn women hold no such esteem. Those who buy us are unsavory lineages who don’t live by a moral code. You won’t find a Windborn girl who’s happy. Not one who hasn’t won her freedom yet, anyway.”

Azrael frowned and looked to Julie. “And who is Sarah?”

Tartelia visibly wilted, likely hoping the topic had been forgotten. Julie straightened. “She was my friend. She left Manor Saffron only one season after I did. The Baron allowed me to visit her once I found out where she was. But when I went to see her, the owner claimed that she’d run away. He was none too happy about it, either.” Julie stomped her foot and clenched her fists. “Sarah told me, she told me she would wait for me to find her again.”

“And what do you think happened to her?”

“I don’t know, but she didn’t run away. And she wasn’t the only girl to have gone missing shortly after their sale. Ask around, you’ll see. Someone’s taking them, or...” Julie went pale as she considered the alternatives.

Azrael buried her face in her hands and felt overwhelmed by her duties. How does the Queen do this?

When she pulled her face away, she grimaced at her charcoal covered hands. Leanne’s going to kill me.
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Under the Moonlight
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AFTER the first trio of Windborn visitors had taken their leave, streams of anxious and fretting women gathering in the halls to see their advocate. Azrael was shocked at how little attention the Manor had paid to the Windborn once they had left the grounds. What had the Queen been thinking? The Manor was wealthy and powerful, why hadn’t she kept a hand in their affairs?

Each testimony of abuse and suffering that crossed Azrael’s ears made her burn with growing rage. Aside from Tartelia, she hadn’t come across another Windborn who’d clawed her way up to freedom, at least, not any who’d been willing to return to Manor Saffron. Most were here by order of their owners to divulge their failures. And they did so without hesitation. Azrael was anxiously told of the children they had failed to bear, an impossible song they had failed to sing, or an insufferable dance they had failed to execute.

It was the first time Azrael truly understood what it meant to be a female Windborn. They were entertainment, trophies, and breeders. They lived simply to make a wealthy human’s life better, even at the cost of their own.

The chamber had grown dim and it was deep into the evening as Azrael listened to one of the last women’s tales. Her name was Alexis. Unlike the others, she boasted an elaborate dress. It was the old style; gold and plumed out at the bottom like an upside down cup. Alexis swayed back and forth as she unleashed her story, barely taking a breath in-between the words. 

“No one understands what it’s like. I’ve lost four sister wives to the disappearances, four, can you believe it? And when it tried to take me, I screamed and screamed and clawed at it like a wild animal. I wouldn’t let it take me, and you’d think my owner would have been proud. But he didn’t even believe me! The nerve. Then—”

Azrael held up a hand to stop her. “It...tried to take you?” 

Alexis nodded, her orange-dyed curls bouncing up and down. “Yes, that thing. It smelled like a swan. Have you ever smelled a swan? They’re nasty creatures. Always honking and biting and running about crazed and—”

“Please,” Azrael snapped. “What thing? Describe it. Think...before you answer.”

Alexis’s eyes went wide as she closed her mouth, for once. Azrael breathed out a sigh of relief. 

“It was...a man. But not a man. He...” Alexis put a pointed nail to her lip and bit down on it, considering her words, probably the first time in her life she’d ever thought before she spoke. 

“He grabbed me when I was sleeping,” she whispered as if he might be listening. “He wore a strange coat. It was white and large...and when I screamed, my owner ran in. I don’t think the bad man expected it. He jumped out the window, and I thought I’d find him dead on the streets. My room is five flights of stairs high. No one could survive a fall like that.” She placed her palms on the boning of her dress and smoothed the fabric. “My owner said I was dreaming. But there were large white feathers left behind. We don’t have such birds. It was from his strange cloak, I’m sure of it.” Her soft green eyes looked up at Azrael. “I swear I’m not making it up. Someone tried to take me. And he’s the one who took my sisters.”

Azrael frowned. Since learning of Sarah’s disappearance, she had questioned every Windborn if they knew of other similar cases. And to her detriment, each one knew of at least one Windborn who had gone missing. Their owners claimed they had run away. But was that just a story? Had they truly been kidnapped? Were angels taking them? If so...why?

Azrael flicked her hand in dismissal. “Thank you, Alexis. Go in peace, and know that I believe you. Your owner will be told you have helped Manor Saffron and we will make a donation towards your freedom.”

Alexis beamed and curtsied low to the ground. “Oh yes, thank you, Princess! Thank you!”

Azrael wasn’t even sure if she was allowed to contribute to another Windborn’s freedom. But the relief and joy on Alexis’s face as she curtsied out of the room made Azrael happier than she’d been all day.

Azrael considered the possibilities. The cold metal of the throne had grown warm under her persistent weight, and now she felt dazed, unable to move. She rested her chin on her hand. So sleepy...

“I should have you beaten,” the Queen snapped.

Azrael nearly fell from the throne at the Queen’s unexpected presence. Azrael blinked when she saw Gabriel standing next to her, his muscular arms crossed over his chest. 

Azrael couldn’t shake the fog of fatigue that hung over her like a dark cloud. She blinked as her eyelids grew heavy. “...Majesty?”

The Queen’s eyes were golden and filled with rage. The Light pulsing from them drew Azrael in and enticed her to forget... Forget...

Azrael tossed herself from the throne, peeling away from the sucking embrace of the cool silver and collapsing on the floor. Without the silver’s magnification of the Queen’s magic, Azrael’s own senses returned. 

“Majesty... Have I displeased you?” Azrael gasped on the ground.

“Well, let’s see. You’ve riled up all the owners. I’ve already been told of one Windborn who’s been punished for spouting tales of her missing friend. And then another was beaten the second she arrived back to her estate. She was nearly killed. And now you’ve promised to make a donation to one’s freedom? Do you want to be responsible for Windborn deaths over this absurdity? You were supposed to learn of their experience, and accept it. If it had just been the donation...perhaps I could work around it. But you also had to run an interrogation into the runaways. Are you trying to humiliate our buyers? If they can’t keep hold of a slave girl, then what kind of respect can they hold of their court? None, that’s what kind. And you’ve just reminded all of Leocivat who’s inept and who’s not. Unbelievable!” 

Azrael’s head panged as the Queen cried out in outrage. Azrael threw her hands up and grabbed onto her aching skull.

“Your Majesty. That’s enough,” Gabriel’s deep voice boomed. 

His anger laced through the emotions of fear and rage that the Queen had intertwined in Azrael’s heart. Azrael couldn’t differentiate what emotion was her’s, what was the Queen’s, and what was Gabriel’s.

“She’s right,” he persisted. “And you know she’s right. You should be proud of her. She’s doing what you should have done centuries ago.”

Azrael lowered her hands and peered up at him. He towered over the Queen with his wings fanned out. Azrael realized he was threatening her, like a peacock intimidating its adversary. 

In spite of the spectacle, Queen Ceres held her ground. She raised her chin and pinched her lips in defiance. But through their connection, Azrael could feel the Queen’s heart falter. 

The Queen turned away from him with a scoff. “You deal with her, then. I’ve some ruffled feathers of my own to smooth! I’ll be lucky if I can sell another Windborn this season.” Her words pierced the cool nighttime air as she stomped out of the room.

When she was gone, Azrael rolled onto her back and stared up at the darkened half-orb that glittered in the ceiling. The moon was high overhead and not even a single cloud barred its path, allowing its chill silver light to bounce across the glass etchings. 

“Are you all right?” Gabriel asked.

Azrael kept her eyes on the moon. It was a tangible, stable thing. She locked onto it and centered herself, pushing out the foreign magic the Queen had drilled into her.

“I will be,” Azrael echoed Meretta’s long ago words. She realized how much she missed Meretta then. I’m stronger with Meretta at my side.

Azrael set her jaw and promised she’d find Meretta and tell her everything she’d found out. She’ll know what to do. She always does. 

Gabriel crouched next to Azrael and peered at the ceiling. “My brothers are probably wondering how you’re doing.”

Azrael rolled her head on the hard floor to look at him. She was accustomed to attractiveness, but Gabriel was something entirely different. The way the muscle in his neck made a perfect arch to the bottom of his chin fascinated her. And when he turned and met her gaze, she was frozen in that moment. Azrael realized for the first time what it was that was so powerfully attractive about him. Besides his perfect features and his snow-white hair, he was kind. His smile crinkled his eyes with joy no male had ever directed toward her. Every genuine smile, every encouraging nod, it was the first time she had ever experienced kindness from one of them. Were all winged men like this?

“What is it?” he asked.

She sat up and stared at her hands. Her neck went hot as she blushed. “I’m not used to kindness.”

He crossed his legs and his wings relaxed, drifting around them. Azrael shivered. 

“I’m sorry it’s this way for your kind. However, if anyone can change the way things are, you can.”

“What makes you say that?”

He shrugged. “You have courage, even as young as you are. You’re not afraid to get to the bottom of the real problems. I’ve turned a blind eye to the disappearances for years. But in one day you’ve shown me how far I’ve let the rope slacken.”

Azrael blinked at him. “What? You knew about it?”

He hummed in response. “I did.”

Azrael caught her breath and leaned closer to him. “Then, why have you done nothing about it?”

“It’s not my place.”

“Is it mine?”

He smiled and her heart jumped. “I suppose it is.”

Azrael pulled her knees to her chest, not able to advert her eyes from his gaze. “What am I to do?”

“You’ll know what to do when the time is right.” He looked up at the dark glass, pointing a finger as he spoke. “But for now, you must appeal to them. There are angels coming right this very moment, and they’ll be here by midday tomorrow. You’ll need allies, and there can be no greater ally than an angel, no matter his faults.” 

Azrael fell silent and stared into the brilliance of the moon. Other angels...
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CHAPTER THIRTEEN

A Legion Comes
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AZRAEL hadn’t heard again from the Queen, and it was only by Gabriel’s insistence did she agree to head to bed. Azrael was afraid to leave the chambers. What if the Queen expected her to stay and apologize to the enraged owners?

But Gabriel laughed when she said as much. She was a Princess and allowed to go to bed when she wanted to. It was a strange feeling... Choice.

When she entered her glowing chambers, she expected her only company to be the cold statues that watched every step she took. Instead, Meretta was sitting on her bed doing embroidery. Thread stringed from her lap.

At Azrael’s footsteps Meretta smiled. “There you are. How did it go? I heard about the interviews,” Meretta said.

Azrael shuffled to the bedside and pulled herself up into the empty space beside her friend. “Does her Majesty know you’re here?”

Meretta scoffed. “I suppose. I’ve been taking care of you, remember? And it was the Queen who agreed to that in the first place. Why?”

Azrael shrugged. “I’ve just caused enough trouble for one day, didn’t want to get you in trouble too.” 

Azrael took the embroidery from Meretta’s hands and smirked. Long white plumes arched out in cottony puffs from a tall man. “It’s Gabriel.”

Meretta blushed and snatched it out of her hands. “I didn’t say you could comment.”

Azrael folded her hands and swayed back and forth. “He’s not like the other Windborn boys. He’s different... Nice.”

She laughed. “Of course he’s different. He didn’t grow up here. He grew up... Well... Up there.” She pointed a needle to the ceiling. “And he’s no boy.”

Azrael looked up at the ceiling, her neck still stiff from staring at the moon. Silvered arches wound through the pillars of the roof and met together in a curved dome. A window would have been prettier.

“Gabriel says he’s going to bring more angels to the Manor,” Azrael said.

Meretta latched onto Azrael’s elbow. “Others?”

Her green eyes glittered at Azrael with wonder and awe. Azrael giggled. “Don’t be so obvious! I don’t think angels can be suitors, you know.”

Meretta blushed. “That’s not—”

“Hey, Meretta,” Azrael said frowning, turning her tone serious. “Girls have been going missing, once they leave the Manor, I mean. And the stories I heard today... It’s truly unbearable.”

Meretta’s face softened. “What’d they say?”

“Terrible things. And I don’t think there’s much I can do about it. It’s hard to explain... But there isn’t much choice.” Her eyes misted. “Oh Meretta, it’s so terrible. What am I supposed to do?”

Meretta embraced Azrael and the scent of lavender pushed her sadness away like the Queen’s magic. “You do what you feel is right. And I’ll be here to support you every step of the way.”

Azrael sniffed and wrapped her arms around her loyal friend. “I knew you would be. Thank you.”

They held each other for a long time until Azrael finally pushed her away. Her brow knitted in concern. 

“I think the other angels aren’t coming here because of the missing women,” Azrael said. 

“What makes you think that?”

Azrael thought back to sitting alone in the audience chamber with Gabriel. A blush rose to her cheeks. “Gabriel said I have the power to bring about changes he couldn’t. But then he said I would have to meet the others that have come to protect me. Protect me from what?”

Meretta slammed her balled fist into her hand. “Probably the Queen!” 

Azrael huffed a short laugh. “This isn’t the time to joke.”

Meretta slumped. “I know, but what else is there to do at a time like this.” She thought to herself for a moment, and then nodded in decision. “We’ll meet with these angels of his, and together we’ll decide what to do.”
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THE next day, Meretta generously applied her skills in hiding the dark circles under Azrael’s eyes whilst Leanne stood in the doorway, bouncing both of her wrists with sharp yanks.

“No, Leanne. I’m taking care of this. Go away!” Meretta waved both hands as if she were dismissing an unwanted cat. 

Leanne frowned and threw her hands up in the air. She jerked her chin in a nod before taking her leave. 

“I swear, I don’t know how you’ll survive being Queen with servants like that,” Meretta mused as she dabbed a flesh-colored liquid on Azrael’s face. Meretta giggled and pushed her finger up under Azrael’s chin. “Keep looking up. I don’t want to get this stuff in your eyes.”

Azrael suffered through Meretta’s primping, which was a million times faster than Leanne’s would have been. She didn’t have silver chains woven through her hair, or gems clasped to braids. Regarding herself in the mirror, she looked refreshed, and more importantly, herself. Even as she was garbed in an emerald dress that shimmered as she turned, Azrael appreciated the simplicity of her straight black hair and charcoal-free eyes, even mismatched as they were.

Queen Ceres swept into the room and held up a parchment. “Azrael have you—Meretta! What’re you doing here?”

Meretta shrunk into herself and Azrael stepped between her and the Queen. “I asked her to be here. She knows the other angels are coming. I’ve decided she’ll be my advisor. If you have any qualms about it, well, you’ll have to go through me.”

Meretta gasped while the Queen placed a hand on her hip. Instead of yelling with outrage, she waved her hand and a cluster of bangles swayed at her wrist. “If you wish Meretta as an advisor, even though she’s not old enough to even advise herself, that’s your decision. So be it.”

Meretta tugged at Azrael’s looped sleeve. 

“What is it?” Azrael whispered. 

“I think I hear something.”

Azrael cocked her head, tilting her ear to the doorway. Meretta was right. A tumbled beat vibrated in the air, as if a storm roiled on the horizon. Azrael widened her eyes, turning her gaze onto the Queen.

A wry smile twitched at the Queen’s mouth. “They’re here.”

Azrael went giddy with childish excitement. A flock of angels are coming to see me...or a gaggle? A herd? No, they aren’t animals. A legion... That’s the word.

Azrael took Meretta’s hand and flew through the halls, bursting through the garden’s doors and jerked to a halt. Both girls gawked at the sky with awe. The angels were coming. Tiny dots sprinkled through the clouds, sending a boom of wing beats like rolling waves of thunder.

“Won’t the other Windborn in the Manor hear them coming?” Meretta asked.

The Queen trailed behind them and groaned. Azrael tore her gaze from the sky to the Queen’s eyes emblazoned with Light. “No, they won’t,” the Queen murmured.

Azrael swallowed and turned back to the spectacle above them. Gabriel hadn’t specified how many were coming. She marveled as she counted the flying men... Ten... Twenty... Thirty... She lost count and held her breath. 

When the first angel landed, Meretta stumbled and collapsed to the ground, touching her forehead in prayer. 

While Azrael was too stunned to move, she stood her ground. The angel stared straight at her, immediately locking in on her presence. Azrael knew Gabriel had told them of the “hybrid,” but it still unnerved her that this mystical creature knew who she was, even if it was only by reputation. 

One by one, the angels landed behind him and the ground shook with the weight of their arrival. The first thing Azrael noticed was the color of their eyes. Each angel had white eyelashes that encased bright, purple eyes. It made it look like a sea of amethysts encased in lace. 

The first angel stepped forward until he was within arm’s reach. He was much taller than Gabriel and Azrael strained to match his gaze. 

“Azrael, I presume?” His voice was unlike anything Azrael had ever heard. She’d thought that Gabriel was heavenly, but Uriel was a hundred times more otherworldly. 

Azrael twitched her head in a nod, keeping her jaw clenched lest her mouth hang open. 

He took Azrael’s hand in his and she went stiff. “Azrael, I am Uriel. I’m honored to meet you.”

“Y-yes. Honored,” she stammered.

To her relief, the Queen swept to their side. “Uriel, it’s so wonderful to see you again after all these years.”

Uriel narrowed his violet eyes at her. “I vowed I’d never return to this place. I vowed I’d never speak to you again. Luckily for you, vows don’t mean much to me anymore.”

The Queen fluttered her eyes and the Light dimmed from her gaze. “Come inside, everyone,” she said with a nervous chuckle. 

The Queen led the way as the entourage of angels walked with them through the golden halls. Angel wings tickled Azrael’s arms in the narrow confines and she wondered, If I had dreamed this very scene long ago, would I have ever imagined it could be real?

She had expected that the Queen would lead them to the audience chamber. But Azrael realized that was a silly thought. These were angels, not suitors or politicians. As they wound through the halls the walls transformed with growing extravagance. The walls began to curl and wound about themselves, sending the ceiling into a wide cavern. 

Azrael gripped Meretta’s hand to ground herself in reality. Chandeliers glittered, sending Light sprawling from the ceiling through clumps of diamonds and glass. Light splashed through the room as if Azrael had walked into an ocean of the gods. The marbled floor was a sea of fire, repelling Light from its surface like a cresting wave.

Azrael realized this was the true audience chamber. There was no single throne, but instead a wide circle of heavy chairs, most with curved, thin spines to accompany an angel with broad wings. Small tables sprinkled throughout boasted fruit, pastries, and wine. 

“Please, sit. Eat. Drink. You must be exhausted from your travels,” the Queen offered.

Uriel’s nostrils flared, but he stepped to a chair and sat, reaching for a citrus. 

As he peeled it, he watched Azrael with a stare that matched even the Queen’s intensity. Azrael looked to his side. Two small chairs with a wide back fit for one without wings sat next to each other, and it was unlikely Uriel would appreciate if the Queen sat next to him.

Azrael swallowed and stepped towards the adjacent chair, pulling Meretta behind her. Meretta struggled, but Azrael was not going to let her leave her side. She settled on the chair, the crimson cushion embracing her legs. Meretta folded her legs under her and sat at Azrael’s feet. Azrael hated for her to do that and cast the Queen a worried glance. Surely she could have a stool?

But the Queen shook her head in warning. Meretta wasn’t even supposed to be here. She would sit on the floor.

As the other angels found their seats Azrael admired each face. It was like a hall of gods, all sitting and staring with eyes of plum-colored glass.

“What a life it must be, to never know the Council,” Uriel’s voice kissed her ears. It was caressing in a way that Gabriel’s had never been. She matched his violet gaze and was entranced, not snatched in the web like she had been with Gabriel, but seduced in a fog where she could hardly remember her name. Meretta’s hand was still in hers and Azrael squeezed it against her thigh for reassurance.

“The Council?” Azrael asked.

He smiled and Azrael’s heart thundered through her chest.  “Let me introduce this legion. We are the only remaining force that opposes the Council.” He swept his hand with fingers bound in silver rings. “These are my men. I once had thousands. Now...only seventy-seven remain.”

Azrael considered them as they gravely bowed their heads. All of them, rebels? 

He let his heavy hand fall to his chest in a clenched fist of salute. “The Council knows of our mind. They permit us to live, only because they need us.” His purple eyes darted to find hers. “We protect the Manor. We’re the only thing between you, and the demons out there.” His long finger pointed north to a mysterious “them” of which he warned.

Azrael straightened, not appreciating Uriel’s scare tactics. “I’ve never seen a demon,” she said. 

The Queen stiffened just before Uriel’s cruel laugh boomed. “You’re welcome.”

Bristled, Azrael squirmed in her seat. “And if you didn’t protect the Manor, the Council would have no use of you?”

He boomed another laugh and Meretta shrank closer to her knee. “I like this one, Ceres.” He offered a sly smile. Azrael sought the Queen’s face for reassurance. He may be an angel, but such audacity to exclude her Divine-given title? 

Queen Ceres didn’t reply. Instead, she seemed oblivious of the insult and nodded for Uriel to proceed.

“The Council wants the Manor to survive. They also don’t like me or my men. Two angels with one stone. Why sacrifice loyal soldiers when disloyal ones will do?”

“I see.”

His smile dimmed as the room went silent. “Why don’t you ask what you really want to know, young Aedium?”

Azrael’s eyes narrowed as she willed the courage to do just that. “What does the Council get out of this other than ridding themselves of your men?”

His perfect face went grim. “Do you know what you are? You’re a broken angel. You needed the Manor to wean you from the Light, and only a Princess will be reintroduced to the drug. The rest?” Darkness clouded his features. “They serve their own purpose.”

Azrael ignored Meretta’s warming palm on her leg. “And what purpose would that be?” 

“You see, young one, the Council has a secret. They think they can outwit the gods. They believe that Aedium hold the key to the secrets of our creation. They want to be gods themselves.” 

Azrael digested the words. Such corruption from angels. They were kidnappers, slave traders, and ultimately, her true masters. “They’re experimenting on us,” Azrael said, and pushed the rage around in her chest, not sure what she should do with it. “Has anyone ever called their bluff? If they need us for experimentation, the Queen could break her deal. The Council wouldn’t stop sending the Aedium to Terra, or they’d let their chance at becoming gods die with us.”

Uriel shrugged, seemingly unimpressed with Azrael’s growing anger and confidence. “Are you willing to call that bluff? No Queen before you has been. And perhaps the Council would find a way to keep a few alive for their own needs. I wouldn’t underestimate them. For now, this is the easiest arrangement that benefits them the most.”

Meretta peered up at Azrael with a knitted brow. Azrael nodded. “Please speak, Advisor.” Azrael made sure to enunciate the title loud enough for all seventy-seven angels to hear. She was met with a wave of fidgeting wings that rattled and vibrated the air.

Meretta’s soft voice sang through the chamber with ease. “The missing Windborn are the fodder for these experiments. This is unacceptable.”

Uriel’s smile went so wide it dimpled his cheeks. “Very fine choice in Advisor, Azrael. Very fine.”

Azrael’s attraction to Uriel was fading. She snapped an angry glare to his porcelain face. “If you claim to protect us, what is the meaning of allowing these abductions?”

“It’s part of the bargain made long ago. A few Aedium returned to Celestia is not as terrible as you’re making it out to be.”

Azrael’s eyes narrowed. “Even if it’s against their will?”

Uriel shrugged. “Would you rather them die at birth? The Council permits the Hallowed in Celestia to perform the ritual that will bring Aedium to the Manor and keep them alive. In exchange, the Manors provide tax in the form of Divine Material. It’s the Council’s ultimatum. If the Manors don’t follow their terms, then there will be no children to save. The children will die in their celestial eggs.”

Azrael fidgeted. Eggs...

“And what are the terms?” Meretta asked, her voice a pitch higher than normal. Azrael knew her well enough to know she was frightened, but she was being brave for Azrael.

Uriel breathed out a sigh and snapped his fingers, rings clinking together at the motion. One of the angels rose, his white hair bound in a warrior’s tail. His feet slapped against the marble floor. As he grew closer, it was the face of not a man, but a boy. His white robes strained, bound tight to his muscular chest and thick brown straps crisscrossed in a large “X.” Azrael’s gaze lingered on the glowing dagger-shaped scabbards at his waist.

“The contract, boy,” Uriel said.

The angel unlatched the straps and pulled a long tube from behind his back. He popped it open and gently tugged a yellowed scroll. As he unfurled it he read, “Aedium are hereby under the protection of Uriel’s legion. Should his command endure, he will thereafter be permitted to accept any angel who wishes to join him. In return, each Manor will pay a fee of eighteen standard containers of Divine Material at maturity of each Aedium who has been given to the Manor. If said Aedium does not survive, or the Manor is unable to pay the fee, the body shall be returned to Celestia.”

Azrael’s eyes went wide as she found herself speechless.

Meretta shot to her feet and clenched her fists. “This is...how could you allow such creatures to command your people?”

Uriel’s amusement with Meretta’s bravery vanished and he shot to his feet, his wings fanning wide. The sight made Meretta and Azrael both shrink back in startled squeaks. 

“Uriel,” the Queen shouted.

Uriel’s eyes were wide and dangerous as his chest heaved with labored breaths. “You would let an infant talk to me this way? I have given the lives of thousands to protect these ungrateful brats.”

The Queen’s face transformed into a calm smile, a trained façade  Azrael had seen a hundred times when she was forced to deal with unruly suitors and merchants. “Let’s not get sidestepped on such matters. Let’s get to the matter of why you’ve come, Uriel.”

Uriel frowned and crossed his arms. “Why don’t you tell her about Anark, first?”

The Queen’s face went white. “I don’t think—”

An angel four seats down shot to his feet. “Sir.” 

When Uriel nodded in approval, he approached the Queen. “Anark was my closest friend,” he began. “He died for you, not this Manor. His death is a shame to us all and the Princess must know of this if she is to replace you and not repeat your mistakes.”

The Queen shot Azrael a guilty glance before staring at her folded hands. Azrael had never seen anyone talk like that to the Queen. Angel or not, it was surprising that she not only allowed it, but looked shamed by his words.

“I took a lover among the angels. His name was Anark.” Meretta and Azrael both blushed hotly. The Queen raised her chin in defiance at Uriel. “The relationship was mutual. But the Council found out and—”

“They killed him,” Uriel finished.

“Just for... Why?” Azrael asked, even as her neck burned with embarrassment. 

“Because a Queen has a connection to the Divine. If you are to become Queen, then your only concern is the Manor.” He shot a pointed finger at the Queen. “As she should have done, and Anark wouldn’t have had to die.” 

Azrael pinched her lips and let her gaze stray to the floor. Her world had begun to revolve around Gabriel. Part of the reason she had even agreed to undergo the Acceptance was to be close to him... She shook her head. Uriel was right in one thing; the Manor should be her only concern. The Queen had called it a sacrifice. What kind of savior would she be if she wasn’t willing to sacrifice everything, even her love?

“So, the reason we have come,” Uriel nodded, seeming to be grateful to move onto another topic. “Your next session will commence soon. The second always incites a multitude of demons’ attention. We’ll be here to make sure they don’t harm anyone, especially you.”

Azrael swallowed. Gabriel said they were coming to help me undo the servitude of the Windborn... To enact change... Where is he?

Azrael searched the sea of faces. Only violet eyes returned her confused stare. “Where’s Gabriel?”

Uriel shifted his weight as if that were obvious. “We are here, so he doesn’t need to be. Why?”

“But, he’s my mentor.”

Uriel flashed her a knowing smile. “And he’ll return once your second session is over. Don’t get too close to him, little Azrael. But, if you did want to get another killed, Gabriel is as fine a choice as any.”

Azrael blinked at him. 

Uriel bowed. “When the sun rises, you shall undergo your next session. We will be here to protect you. Focus only on your trial, and take comfort that you’re not alone.” He kept his hand clasped to his chest and his wings folded against his back. It was a bow of reverence. 

At his dismissal, the other angels rose from their seats and headed to the back of the audience chamber. Along the wall rows of silvered armor hung in wide racks. Golden swords gleamed and long slender shields with beaten bronze stood erect among the display.

But as the angels gathered the armor and the weapons, Azrael realized it was not a display at all. It was an armory.
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CHAPTER FOURTEEN

The Hallowed's Table
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AZRAEL managed to get Uriel alone. It took all of her bravery to stand in the same room with him without Meretta at her side. She didn’t like the way he had looked at Meretta, or the Queen for that matter. She would speak with him alone.

“Gabriel told me he brought you here to change the way things are. Didn’t he speak with you?” she asked. Her nerves wouldn’t let her relax, and she trailed her fingers along the wall, hoping courage would come with its warmth.

“Yes... He told me of your wishes.” He scoffed. “The reason I made Ceres tell you of Anark was to show you why there’s nothing you can do. The Council didn’t care if Ceres took Anark to her bed. But that’s not all she did. She filled his head with ideas to usurp the Council... To change the way things are. To undo the Contract.”

Azrael frowned. “But you said—”

“It wasn’t really your Queen’s fault. But I blame her, nonetheless.”

Azrael lost her grip on her resolve and slumped into a velvet chair. “So if the Council didn’t care they were together, why do you warn me to stay away from Gabriel?”

Uriel’s wings fanned in and out with gentle swipes. “Because, Azrael, you’ve already filled his head with ideas. He’s not careful. He’s dodged the Council for centuries and managed to stay at the edge of their mercy. But if you push him, he will cross that line for you. As much as I’m at odds with him...” He put his head in his hands as he lowered onto the stool.

Azrael inched closer to him, placing a hand on his shoulder and was careful to avoid his wings. Uriel looked down at her and smiled. “Gabriel told me how beautiful you are.”

Azrael blushed and pulled her hand away. He reached over and took it back, wrapping his warm fingers around hers. “If you were with me, then the Council would never suspect Gabriel. He could at least try...”

Azrael shot to her feet. “Excuse me?”

He laughed. “Azrael, it’s only practical. If we had a relationship, even a superficial one, wouldn’t the Council be so focused on us that Gabriel could move unhindered?” He stood and wrapped his hands around her arms. “Think about it, Azrael.”

He leaned down, his soft lips planting a kiss on her cheek. He lingered and his silvered hair brushed against her face. When he pulled away, he smiled and left her alone. Azrael let out the breath she’d been holding.

Everything about him told her Uriel was wrong and Gabriel was right. How could she ever agree to such an arrangement? She desperately wanted to talk to Gabriel.

But Azrael’s next session of the Acceptance was tomorrow. It would have to wait.

And tomorrow came all too fast. Azrael sat stiff in her bed, Meretta asleep only inches away. Today demanded the next session of the Acceptance take place. Dread pounded in her skull like tiny bees, and she wished fretfully that she could roll over and sleep through the trial to come. 

Sinking deeper into her sheets, she sought comfort from the warmth of the puffy bed. She pulled at her silk robes to look at the Acceptance section she had already completed. The black outlines traveled up her spine and beyond her line of sight across her shoulders. But the Divine Material was there, low on her back in magnificent swirls. Its warm glow and staggering beauty left her feeling like any cost was worth its completion.

But, as she stepped out of the bed, she felt sick remembering all too well the cost she had to endure. She forced herself to get dressed, not daring to wake Meretta on the adjacent mattress. She knew every session could mean her death. Azrael could never say goodbye. 

Azrael didn’t remember the way to the Hallowed’s room, so she decided to get some last minute studying done as she waited for the Queen. She ended up rereading the accounts of Alexandria’s Turn. Healers had written of the best salves used to rejuvenate the infant wings. Azrael fantasized what it would feel like to have wings of her own.

Azrael reread the passages that focused on the extrusion of Alexandria’s wings. They grew under her skin the moment her Acceptance had been completed. First they were tiny lumps, and then they were large sores. The detailed descriptions of the bruising and the pain made Azrael’s skin crawl. 

Azrael licked her finger and thumbed through a few more pages. She stopped when she got to the part where Alexandria had recovered and an illustration covered the entire page. A sketch of a petite girl stared back. Her tiny face held an expression of calm victory, framed by dark curls that fell in waves down to her waist. The edges of the page were garnished by giant feathered arches protruding from her shoulders. Azrael wondered why the artist had chosen to render her wings with such deep shadows. It makes them look so dark.

To Azrael’s dismay, bells tinkered at her door. She turned and two servants beckoning her to follow. The Queen either was too busy to lead her herself, or couldn’t handle what came next.

Azrael followed the servants into the halls. In far too short a time they led her into the familiar Acceptance chamber. Azrael’s nerves overwhelmed all of her senses. The plain, dark room only added to her sense of impairment. Azrael’s eyes were glazed over, burdened by fear. In darkness, she was blind, not just visually but with the aiding conflicting of her blue and green eyes. She couldn’t judge the morality in those around her, and she didn’t like darkness. So she closed her eyes and listened, but the beat of her heart overtook any attempt to hear footsteps on the other side of the door. 

Memories of agony and terror clawed out of the box she had shoved them in and thought that she’d locked up tight. But now, back in this room, she could smell the clinical clean. She could taste the flaccid air and feel the eerie stillness that rang its silence in her ears.

Will my soul slip into the Celestial Plane for good this time? Am I going to die? Will all of this be for nothing?

Her heart only beat faster in response to her nervous mutterings. 

The door swung open and light cast into the room like an unwelcome visitor. Azrael’s eyes hardly had time to adjust before the door quickly shut again.

“My, it sure is dreary in here. How does Master get any work done in these conditions?”

The female voice was an odd contrast to what Azrael had been expecting. 

Azrael stared blankly as her vision slowly adjusted. A girl stood, with very peculiar eyes that glowed with a life of their own...

A child Hallowed?

The girl silently eyed Azrael for a while with an eerie pupilless stare. She reminded Azrael of the marble woman in her chambers. It was too dark to judge her good or evil, even though a true Hallowed was equally impossible to read. But perhaps a child Hallowed hadn’t quite reached such a state of moral indifference. Azrael called upon her rusty skills of reading body language.

The girl’s stance seemed cocky; perhaps she was still young and naive. But as she stepped forward, her blossoming chest spoke quite contrary to a young age. Dumbly, Azrael realized that this girl could be older than her. Since she was Hallowed, she inherited their abnormal approach to aging which even outmatched an Aedium.

The girl sighed dramatically. “Well, I’m Hyanthia Mitralia. But you can call me Mita.” She extended a hand in greeting, seemingly exasperated with social graces.

It seemed odd to meet a Hallowed who still had their name, but Azrael smiled and regarded Mita’s face-up palms.

Azrael laid her hands on top of the girl’s. The action was significant. Whoever offered their hands palm up was displaying a view of lower rank and value. A Hallowed was of greater stature than a female Windborn, but clearly the girl viewed Azrael as important. Did the position of Princess change her status so much? 

Formality extended, Mita withdrew her hands and trotted to the nearest stool. Once seated, she glared. “Well, do you have a name?”

“I’m Azrael.” She let her gaze stray to the floor. 

Azrael listened to the soft rasp of her own breath. Mita broke the silence again. “Are you nervous?” She scoffed. “What am I saying, of course you are.”

Mita swung her feet child-like as she considered Azrael with a tilted smile. “How bad does it hurt? I mean, is it like getting cut? Or stabbed with a hot poker? Or maybe it’s not as bad as it seems. You know, I’ve never seen it done before. I’m kind of nervous myself.”

Azrael had never encountered a Hallowed with such an odd temperament. Weren’t they supposed to be religiously trained to iron out emotional responses? Much less immaturity. Azrael inwardly rolled her eyes at the rude string of questions.

“Why are you here?” Azrael asked instead.

Mita seemed surprised at the question. “I’m supposed to learn from Master. You know, tall guy,” she held up a hand to indicate height, “and eyes like mine?” She pointed at both eyes to make sure the point got across.

“Yes... I know him. So, you’re a Hallowed in-training, then?” 

Mita nodded enthusiastically. 

Light sprawled out into the room once again, startling both girls. The awkward moment was replaced with the somber presence of the Hallowed, and Azrael realized that her anticipation and fear had momentarily subsided with Mita’s arrival. Not anymore... It all came swirling back with a nauseating wave. The time had come.

The Hallowed’s blank gaze zeroed in on Azrael, effectively ignoring Mita as he closed the door behind him. He waved at the uninviting Acceptance table. His presence demanded the respect of a man with many years, yet the unwrinkled hand that slid from the long robe startled her in its eloquence. Azrael looked up into his glowing eyes with a shudder. 

“Let us begin,” he said.

The shyness Azrael had felt the first time had left. It was now replaced with fear and a sickly weakness that pulled on her knees until she felt she’d collapse. She undid the thin tether that fastened her robe, lying naked once more on the table, a sacrificial lamb. 

With grim familiarity, her ankles and wrists were tightly bound. She felt the watchful eyes of Mita as her blindfold was secured. It felt insulting to have an audience to what could be her last moments. Served simply as a learning experience for another Hallowed who seemed more fascinated than concerned. The thought prickled bumps across her skin.

Azrael didn’t need her sight to know the moment was frighteningly near. A wooden cylinder was placed in her mouth and Azrael bit down onto it.

“Sorry,” Mita murmured. Whether for putting a bit in Azrael’s mouth like a horse, or standing there while Azrael was naked, she wasn’t sure.

The hiss of the iron jar containing Divine Material sneered at the silence. A warm glow in the dank room beat against the backs of her eyelids. 

A rustle of wood and metal sounded louder than the greatest thunderbolt in the world. It signified there was no going back now. Azrael stiffened as a cold, wet cloth was wiped over her back to remove oil and sweat. A clinical stink came quickly after along with a cold heat of evaporating ointment. 

The first tap of the crude tools sank the raw material deep into her skin. All thoughts of objection were replaced with rage and anguished determination. The hot wave of Divine Material spread over her skin, reaching downwards and inwards with a razor’s edge. It crawled and growled its way through her physical body. It had no subtlety, nothing to ease her into the pain. It didn’t matter that she knew what was coming. 

But this time was going to be different. Azrael wasn’t going to let it burn her soul to cinders. 

Faster than she would have imagined, the pain welled up with an intensity Azrael wasn’t sure she could bear. It sang with a deadly beat, spearing in rhythmic waves with every tic of the wooden tools that sealed in more and more of the material to her body. 

As she steeled herself against the onslaught, she suddenly was no longer alone with the Hallowed and his unseemly apprentice. A new searing flame burned as molten, ethereal fingers grasped her shoulders. Azrael cried out at the fiery explosion of fresh agony.

Fear gripped her at the arrival of the new presence. It was the Light. 

Azrael wasn’t in the Celestial Plane. The padding of the Acceptance table stuck to her flesh and sweat trickled down her neck, along with the tiny streams of sticky blood that dripped down her ribs. The smell of burning flesh filled her nostrils.

But the presence of the Light was here. The entity that she had first encountered in the Celestial Plane had come to this reality. The feminine voice was unmistakable; the searing grasp on her shoulders was surreal. Yet, the agonizing tap-tap of the Hallowed’s tools continued without interruption.

The creature’s grasp was hot as coal and strong as steel. She ran her fingers over places newly embedded with Divine Material, sending waves of nausea through Azrael’s body. Azrael groaned, a sob catching in her throat. Azrael knew she couldn’t move, but she thrashed at the restraints anyway.

You could get out of this... so easily...

The coaxing tone in her soul sang through with a singular note. It wasn’t her own; it was placed there by the invader. It overpowered her own will, rushing an unstoppable feeling of power and freedom through her. Azrael felt her skin sizzle with heat, and the pain began to subside. 

Like unbearable temptation, Azrael finally gave in to the call of the Light. The wooden chunk disintegrated in her mouth, the bindings burst into flames. She was released from this torture.

Azrael could hear distant shouting. It was panicked and surprised.

That’s it... come to me... 

The warmth continued to surge upwards, like a faucet had been left open in her soul. Light poured out, unstoppable and unburdening. 

Azrael transcended her flesh as her soul soared as a goddess in the sky. She overlooked the fields and the oceans. She could feel every soul around her reaching across the land and sea. Men raked the soil in the dying sunlight. Women nursed their babies in their sealed off homes. Azrael raised her hands to catch them. They sparked against her fist, but she scooped them all up in one fell swoop. Her hand was as a god’s, grazing across the expanse. She latched onto every single one of their souls and drew on their power. 

It was unlike anything Azrael had ever experienced. She felt the harmony of all their souls unite into a single flow. They collided and merged in chaotic thrums. She sucked them in until she was the only one left with a pulse.

It came to an end with a sudden snap. It was as if a delicate strand that had been holding her up was instantly cut. Azrael felt herself falling and growing cold. She was slowly immersed in darkness until there was nothing. 

Silence surrounded her, and the ache of her physical body chimed like a weak child. Azrael hid from it, pushing herself against the wall of darkness. Her body wailed for her to come back. She didn’t want to return to the pain, but she was so cold and alone. There was no choice. Azrael reached out.

The pain hit like a wall of thorns. Azrael cried out as fiery coals scorched her back in searing lashes. 

A human hand rested on her shoulder, little comfort as it was. Azrael sobbed, crying in her nakedness, bereft of dignity. Azrael cried out for a mother. The only mother she had ever known. 

“Majesty, please. Help me...” 

The blindfold was undone, and the first sight was the radiance of the Queen. She held Azrael’s chin in her hand and smiled, as if she had heard Azrael’s plea. The Queen’s face was framed by thin smoke streaming off of her skin. Her eyes glowed like a Hallowed’s, and Azrael became lost in their depths. Azrael could see straight into the Queen’s soul, and it was beautiful.

“It’s over my dear. My darling. Rest now.” Azrael knew it was the Queen who used her magic to induce calm and assurance. A blanket of fatigue wafted like a sweet fog. She gladly welcomed a release from the pain and let her body fall into the Queen’s arms as unconsciousness swept her away.
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AND so Azrael slept, fitful dreams plaguing an otherwise peaceful rest. She would awake groggily for a few moments, only to glimpse a sleeping Mita or a hovering Gabriel. And then she would fall back into unconsciousness once again. It felt like a night that would never end, a sleep that never bade restfulness. Azrael ached from head to toe, and every part of her desperately called out for relief. 

Azrael didn’t know if it was the trauma to her body, or a realization of what she had encountered, but death undoubtedly knocked at her door. Azrael refused to answer. Now, it watched her constantly, leaving a stench in the room that would linger. 

The dreams were fleeting, always how dreams are. But in that moment, so real and intense. Memories transformed into ethereal sensations of her subconscious. 

As if once again on the Hallowed’s table, the scorch of Light wound across her body and dove straight for her soul. The feminine voice goaded a reaction. The ethereal being beckoned and pushed until Azrael would cry out in rage. Then it would all go black, save for one sparkling light in the distance. It was the Queen. But she was nothing but a speck, a reminder that she was there, only if Azrael made the effort to reach her. Whenever Azrael got close, the Queen’s face painted with worry before she vanished, and Azrael was once again left alone in the blackened abyss. 

Those were the moments Azrael feared the most. The Light was mocking, searing and vengeful. But the Dark was worse. It was cold and dangerous. It haunted and frightened Azrael. She’d open her eyes wide, but she could see nothing. Every corner was too dark to cast a shadow; every space was filled with a seeping void. Even though she was cold and lonely, there was a presence that promised companionship and relief. Yet the pit of her stomach roiled with fear. Azrael mindlessly rolled into a ball and grabbed her ankles, pulling her knees close to her chest. 

This was a world between the nightmares. Something that filled the silence with a deafening low tone...an endless drone of lamentation. While Azrael refused to embrace it, she added her own cry to its song. She bemoaned for her soul.
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CHAPTER FIFTEEN

Gabriel's Plea
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GABRIEL surged high into the clouds as his breath came in short gasps. Physical fatigue was not an issue. He had long ago become accustomed to the strenuous flight between Manor Saffron and Celestia. He was burdened by fear.

In a few short moments he would be face-to-face with the Council. This was no simple update on Azrael’s condition. This was her reckoning. 

Upon reaching the glimmer in the clouds, the massive golden gates of Celestia came into view. The gates opened upon sensing his immortal soul. Passing the invisible barrier, the golden city of Celestia sprang into view.

Gabriel had far outlived the grandeur and beauty of the city. To him it was nothing but an overly decorated ball of light that hoped to blot out any glimpse to its core of corruption.

He didn’t pause to greet the guards at the entrance. Against protocol, he didn’t even land. But his ice blue eyes were hard to miss. The outcast had returned. 

Without a second glance, they ordered the gates closed once again.

Gabriel thrust his wings and soared past the spearing spikes of the Celestial towers. Other angels were further down and beat their wings with leisurely grace. What hurry could an immortal truly have? But Gabriel worried not for the endless days of Celestia, but for the short nights of the Aedium and humans. If the color of his eyes didn’t betray the difference of his heart, his mannerisms would.

Reaching the core of Celestia, the Cathedral came into view. It had long ago been renamed: Principat. One of the many blasphemies the Council forced Gabriel to endure. A low growl rumbled in his throat as he landed. How he wished he could overthrow their power. But he needed their help. Countless demons had begun their raid onto Manor Saffron. Surely the Council would step in now?

His bare feet slapped against the golden streets as he strode into Principat. Its grand arches towered over him and spanned out with golden wings of their own. The old Cathedral hadn’t had such narcissistic adornments. 

Two warrior angels stood in his way. Metal horns spiked on each arch of their wings. It was a weapon Gabriel found barbaric and gruesome. They stiffened as he approached, but as soon as the color of his eyes became visible, they relaxed. He was expected. The massive doors opened.

Gabriel spanned through the multitude of doors and guards to the final sanctum that would house the Council. As he reached the last door he clenched his fists in determination. His choice of words could be the difference between life or death for Azrael. 

He was never good with words.

When the final doors opened, he stepped into the dim chambers with what he hoped was confidence and poise. But he was distracted by the fact that the room was lit only by Divine Material that lined the floor and the walls. Its glory had dimmed, constantly fed upon by the Council, and soon would need to be replaced.

Gabriel sighed. 

Replacement would require a culling of a portion of the Birthing Forests to harvest the Divine Material to reconstruct this chamber. Why did the Council need so much power? What was the purpose?

As his eyes adjusted, he saw a singular figure atop a curved throne. The Seraphim.

“Gabriel.” The Seraphim’s voice boomed throughout the chamber and Gabriel’s wings instinctually shrank against his back. Angered, he snapped them out again. He would not be intimidated by the Seraphim.

“Where are the others of the Council, Seraphim?” he demanded.

The Seraphim laughed. “Others? They don’t need to be here for this.”

Gabriel frowned. Already the meeting was not going in his favor. The Seraphim was impossible to negotiate with, especially without the others to tone him down.

“Do you have news on the Princess? Has she survived?” His voice was insufferably indifferent, not revealing if he would be disappointed or pleased if Azrael had perished.

Gabriel shifted his weight. “Yes. However, she has...” Could he tell the truth? If the Seraphim knew that she battled against an archdemon, or worse, for dominance over her soul...

“She has...what?” the Seraphim persisted. 

“She has taken ill. The session has proved to be too soon. She will need extended time to recover.”

“Hmm. You come all this way just to tell me it will be more time?” The edge on the Seraphim’s voice was sharp and dangerous.

“No, sire. I come to request a legion to exterminate the Fallen that continue to breach the border in attempts to interfere with Azrael’s Acceptance. Uriel’s Legion suffered great casualties—” 

“You cannot handle a few demons?”

“Of course, Seraphim. However, this is more than a few. And they are led by an unknown commander. We may have an archdemon who has breached truce. Uriel was badly wounded and I fear he won’t survive.”

The Seraphim sank in his seat and the room grew dark. Waves of heat and rage slammed through Gabriel. Gabriel wiped sweat from his brow.

“Are you certain? How do you know this is an archdemon?”

Gabriel stiffened. “How often have you seen demons band together long enough to penetrate the Divine Material of the Manor? Especially the largest Manor. We should protect our...investments.”

The Seraphim stilled and the room brightened a shade. For once, Gabriel said what the Seraphim wanted to hear. 

“You have been sole ambassador to Manor Saffron since your banishment, Gabriel. This was not a punishment, but a chance to redeem your station. We have taken note of your battles against the demons who have besieged Manor Saffron.” He folded his hands and regarded Gabriel with a pensive stare. “If you truly believe an archdemon has crossed the border, then I approve your request for aid.”

Gabriel bowed deeply with genuine gratitude. “Thank you, your Grace—”

“After Azrael has recovered.”

Gabriel froze in his bow. After? What would be the point in that?

But the decision had been made. “Of course, your Grace.” 

Gabriel turned his back to the Seraphim before he’d completely left the room. The entire negotiation could have been negated by that action of disrespect. But the Seraphim was amused by Gabriel’s temper, and instead of rage he roiled with laughter.

It was worse than denying his request.
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CHAPTER SIXTEEN

Dark Coma
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AZRAEL didn’t entertain the question if she were dead. Death couldn’t be this horrific. Time wound itself into a little ball and she pulled at it like a cat playing with string. It went on and on forever, darkness and void. Nothing made sense, there was no up or down. There was only loneliness and the ever present shadow that called to her, asking her why she insisted on braving this world alone. His words, so twisted and snarled, didn’t offer any solace or protection. Nor did the ball of Light that flitted like a searing flame, bringing spots to her vision and a moment of heat before it was gone again. The Light ruled by fear, the Dark by seduction.

But the warmth on her face was different this time. It was steady, pleasant, and made her flutter her eyelids open. Like all nightmares, hers had finally come to an end.

Dry eyes struggled to take in the all-too-bright world, but it was the stark brightness of reality. Crisp air nipped at Azrael’s cheeks and she drew in a deep breath, almost instantly turning over to sobs. Pain scratched her throat at the effort of sound, as did a reverberating throb running up and down her back, reminding her that her Acceptance was still healing. But Azrael wanted to embrace the pain like a long lost friend. This was the pain of the living, pain of reality, a stark change from darkness and nightmares.

Her vision finally cleared and her familiar room in Manor Saffron’s Inner Sanctum came into view. The walls kissed her with their Light and steam drifted from a lonely cup of tea on the corner table, accompanied by a closed book resting beside it.

Azrael battled her way out of silk sheets that stuck to her skin, slick from sweat born of her nightmares. When she was able to sit up straight, she indulged in the steadiness that came from a world that did not spin or change, did not have lingering voices taunting her from terrifying corners of her mind. She was finally safe.

An otherworldly sense granted by her Acceptance told her that she was not only safe, but no longer alone. Meretta soon appeared in the doorway and gasped when she saw Azrael. Her hands shot over her mouth and tears sprang to her eyes.

Azrael’s heart cracked at the sight of Meretta’s disbelief and joy. It was the kind of joy someone kept locked somewhere deep inside, joy that could turn to grief should it never be opened. It suggested that Meretta had begun to believe that Azrael would never wake.

“Meretta. I’m okay,” Azrael assured her. Tears welled in her own eyes. She couldn’t stand to see Meretta in pain. The joy that washed over her face was so bright it hurt and Azrael spread her arms wide for an embrace.

Bursting into heart-breaking sobs, Meretta ran into Azrael’s arms, and her familiar lavender-scented locks splashed into Azrael’s face. The twinges of pain that ran up her back were welcome punishment for making Meretta reach this state of distress. She gripped Meretta as hard as she could, which wasn’t very much, but Meretta squeezed the very breath out of her with a shockingly strong grasp.

When Meretta loosened her grip, but hadn’t ceased her onslaught of tears, Azrael shushed her as she stroked her back, allowing Meretta’s slick curls to run through her fingers.

Finally, Meretta calmed herself and crumpled to the side of the bed. “I knew you’d wake up. I just knew it.” Her voice came out harsh and coarse, as if this wasn’t the first time she’d been crying.

A lump formed in Azrael’s throat and she swallowed hard. “Was I asleep long?”

Meretta laughed, a strangely derisive sound. “Two seasons.”

Azrael blinked. “What?”

“Fall passed, and then winter. The Queen said you could sleep forever, or if you did wake, you wouldn’t be yourself, but I refused to believe it. I couldn’t.” An old pain flushed Meretta’s face red and Azrael realized how long she’d been holding onto a fading hope, a hope that had turned into a stubborn lie she told herself every day. But then it passed and a more familiar joy refreshed her face. “She was wrong. You’re fine.” A contagious smile spread across her lips and Azrael couldn’t help but smile too.

Azrael took a moment to let the magnitude of her words sink in. Half of the seasonal cycle I have been trapped in those hellish dreams. And not wake up as myself? What does that even mean?

Meretta shook her head again. “You don’t know it, but you are the worst possible candidate for Queen.”

“Hey!” Azrael frowned in disappointment. “The Divine chose me, didn’t they? Even if it was...” She didn’t dare mention that all this came about after making a deal with her demon. Of course, what could go wrong after that? “The Divine agreed to my initiation, didn’t they?” Azrael persisted. “Was there some mistake?” 

“Of course the Divine agreed, don’t be absurd. But it’s more the question of why they agreed, because...”

Azrael waved her hands at the silence. “Because?”

“You have the Mark.”

Azrael’s heart dropped to the floor. Having the Mark meant she should have been possessed by the demon long ago. He hadn’t only fed on her as an infant. He’d left a piece of himself behind. It hadn’t dissolved; it hadn’t been expelled when the Queen took her in. No, it had become a tangible shard, a Mark on her soul.

“Of course I have the Mark. It’s why hybrids are never chosen.”

Azrael growled with frustration, then shot a worried glance at Meretta. “How did you find out that I have the Mark, exactly?” Her voice drifted into silence, almost not wishing for an answer.

Meretta stared and opened her mouth as if to speak, but seemed to change her mind and shut it again. Azrael waited patiently, but Meretta stared at her blankly instead. It wasn’t like Meretta to be quiet, or to keep things from her. The hairs on the back of Azrael’s neck stood on their ends.

“I think it’s best if I let Gabriel inform you of the details,” Meretta said. “I’m grateful they’ve allowed my presence at all. I don’t want to overstep my place.” 

Looking to the floor, Azrael conceded in spite of her rumbling fear and curiosity. She hugged her arms around her chest. Azrael knew she couldn’t feel it, but the connection with her demon was there. Not any demon, not just an archdemon like the Queen had told her about, but a demon beyond the pits of nightmares. Azrael clutched a hand to her chest as if she could reach for her tainted soul. A piece of him is in there. I’m truly damned.

Azrael’s breath came in short gasps as she realized what the dark place in her dreams actually was. That deep cold that she wrapped around herself for protection from the Queen’s magic. It was where she communed with him. It was where she had accepted him. She had sought solace in this place, as far from the Light as she could get.

Azrael’s skin crawled and her eyes shot up in sudden realization and fear. “It’s not over, Meretta. My Acceptance isn’t done. Without enough power, the demon could take me at any moment.” Azrael instinctually leaned back, trying to put distance between herself and her lifelong friend. “What if I hurt you?”

Meretta waved her hands dismissively. “Nonsense. You’ve come this far.” Meretta grasped Azrael’s hand with both of hers before Azrael could flinch away. Meretta’s grip was firm and reassuring, as if by sheer will she would prevent any further misfortune finding her friend. “There’s no way I’m going anywhere.” 

Azrael’s heart warmed at her loyalty. But they both knew Azrael was a trap, taut and ready to spring its jaws closed. She didn’t want Meretta to be there when it did. 

With no time to waste, Azrael rose from the bed. As air rippled the thin, frilly gown draped over her body, she could tell she had lost considerable weight. Her knees buckled the instant she tried to stand and Meretta grabbed her with a deft embrace before she could fall.

“What’re you doing?” Meretta chided. “You’re in no condition to go anywhere.” Meretta steadied Azrael by grasping her elbows and gently sat her back down. “I’ve been spoon feeding you, bathing you, and changing your clothes all this time. You can’t expect to pretend nothing’s happened.”

Azrael blinked. “You did what?”

Meretta scoffed. “I wasn’t going to let those incompetent servants lay a finger on you. They didn’t care if they dropped you or let you starve.” She frowned. But as she pulled away, Azrael noticed the new layers of muscles ripple across her forearms. 

She’s done everything for me, alone. I can’t believe it. 

“Meretta...”

Meretta shook her head. “You would’ve done the same for me, no doubt about it.” She jumped to her feet. “Now, if you’re so determined to run about, that’s fine. But you will let me help you.”

When Azrael nodded, Meretta grasped her forearm and pulled Azrael to her feet. Azrael leaned on Meretta heavily, never before feeling such weight of exhaustion. Meretta bore the burden with ease.

Finally standing on her own two feet, more or less, Azrael sighed with relief. “Thank you.”

In no time at all, Meretta had draped a warm, fluffy robe around Azrael’s shoulders and had her walking out of the room where two full seasons had passed her by. Instead of the brisk wind of fall, the hopeful breeze of spring trickled through the slitted windows. Birds chirped to announce they’d soon bring new offspring into the world, and servants went about their daily routines. But instead of pretending she didn’t exist, there were gasps of awe and Meretta had to chide a few who fell at their feet with reverence. 

Azrael’s lips curved into a wry smile when she realized where Meretta was leading her. They were heading to the gardens where Azrael had first learned of her fate. Regardless of past experiences, it was the most beautiful place on the grounds. Plus, it was outside and Azrael craved more than the tease of life from the tiny windows, desired to hear the birds’ songs and feel the wind through her hair. She couldn’t imagine anything more healing than that.

When they arrived, Azrael was not disappointed. It was even sweeter air than the first breath Azrael had taken after waking from her nightmares. She swept her gaze over the familiar flowers, reveling as the scents of lavender and alyssum tinged her nose. 

But the blue-eyed angel she’d wanted to see was nowhere in sight. The garden was empty, except for a cautious rabbit that watched the intruders intensely from underneath a thin bushel of leaves. The jeweled water fountain surged with familiar energy toward the lazy clouds. The flowers bloomed, and Azrael yearned with them as they stretched toward the sun. 

Meretta lowered Azrael to a bench. Azrael hugged the robe around her shoulders with contentment. “I’ll be right back, okay?” Meretta said. 

Azrael nodded and Meretta jogged back into the Manor. Azrael took the moment to enjoy the surrounding sounds, sights, and smells. She was simply happy to be alive, and sane. 

Even with the healing peace of the gardens, Azrael shivered when her thoughts drifted to her nightmares. I have the Mark. I can’t believe it. Why couldn’t I have been one of the lucky ones and not even realized I had it at all? Azrael scoffed at herself. When was she ever lucky? No, it took something traumatic to bring out the nature of the Mark. She cringed as she remembered the Acceptance sessions. No doubt that had qualified as a traumatic trigger. 

Azrael emptied her mind and listened to the howl of the wind. Meretta was right; winter had passed. Spring was here. The retreating cold nip of the air was pleasant and she stared into the gushing fountain. Azrael let herself relax, thinking of nothing for a long while. 

The garden’s massive oak door to the Manor creaked open, revealing Meretta and the majestic angel. Gabriel’s eyes were so glassy, Azrael thought they sparkled until she realized they were full of tears. 

Speechless, she stared as he glided to her side. “Azrael,” he whispered. She’d never heard him say her name like that. 

“I’m okay,” Azrael offered. 

Gabriel huffed a laugh and didn’t ask permission as he wrapped his arms around her bony shoulders. Shock turned to electrified butterflies flitting in her chest. Gabriel was hugging her, crying, and muttering something in her ear. 

She realized what he was saying. He was apologizing. 

Then her magic lit up without any effort at all. A deep flame ignited somewhere beyond her flesh, from her very soul using her Acceptance as a conduit. The magic engulfed her and she could feel Gabriel’s emotions raging through their clothes, searing across her skin where his touched hers, and it was amazing. She gasped and clutched his robes, unable to resist bringing him closer. 

He felt guilt, so much guilt. The sadness of it choked the very breath from her lungs. But she could relate to his guilt. She felt the same. She’d put everyone in danger, put herself in this position.

But what surprised Azrael was what was underneath the guilt, the emotion fueling it with such ferocity. Guilt, not just for putting her in danger, but for growing to love her. Seeing her sleeping face every day, peering through the doorway so no one could see he was watching, willing her to wake up. And when he couldn’t be with her, he was in Celestia, begging any angel to protect the future Queen.

He loved her and Azrael couldn’t understand why.

“Gabriel?” It was Meretta who broke the silence. Her voice was sharp with fear and Gabriel instantly pulled away. His wings had been wrapped around them like a blanket and a cold breeze shocked her as it crept in. She blinked, but the world seemed too bright, emotions too raw. Meretta’s fear drifted in the air like steam, rising until it disappeared into the clouds.

“Azrael, can you hear me?” Gabriel’s voice was patient and soft. It didn’t hold any of the fear she was bracing for, just reverence. He had full confidence that if she could survive her nightmares, she could survive her own magic.

“What’s happening?” she asked. The world dimmed just a shade but she felt like she was floating, ethereal and only tied to her flesh by a tether. 

“Get the Queen,” Gabriel commanded Meretta. 

Meretta jerked her head with a nod and disappeared into the Manor. The world spun and Azrael couldn’t focus anymore. The flowers blurred together and the birds’ songs intermingled with the song of the Light. Transient and beautiful, she was enraptured and almost followed it out of her body.

Then a flash of blue grounded her, trapped her in a familiar iron web. “Stay with me,” Gabriel said. She locked onto his gaze and didn’t blink. Blue. Love. Faith. This was where she belonged.

By the time she had come out of the Light-induced trance, she was met by an audience of concerned stares. Mita, who looked more curious than fearful, the Hallowed, Meretta, and the Queen. Except, the Queen was staring blankly beyond to someplace Azrael couldn’t see with strain creasing her brow.

Azrael focused on the Queen’s eyes, wondering why they seemed so milky and grey. With a gasp, she realized the Queen had gone blind.

“She’s back,” the Queen said with relief. 

Everyone’s shoulders relaxed and Mita clapped her hands together as if Azrael had performed a trick. “See?” Mita said. “You guys worry too much. She’s fine.”

Azrael pushed off the seat, momentarily staggering and leaned on Gabriel’s steady arm. “Majesty,” she said breathlessly. “What happened?”

A smile that didn’t quite reach the Queen’s eyes curved the edges of her mouth. “It seems my skill with the Light is not as strong as yours, my dear. But it’s enough to keep you with us for now.”

Azrael swallowed and a fresh wave a guilt threatened to overwhelm her. “I did this to you?”

The Queen waved a hand dismissively. “My physical blindness is only temporary, I assure you. When your Acceptance is complete, you’ll have the strength to ground yourself. Until then, you are my responsibility.”

Azrael found Gabriel’s gaze once again. His love had turned to sympathy and she didn’t have to ask her question. She waited for him to answer. 

“You’ve been fighting for dominion over your soul,” he explained gently. “The demon took ahold of you for a period of time, animating your body. Only the Queen could—” he stopped and Azrael realized it was because she’d begun to cry.

She crumpled into his arms, unashamed as the sobs came, even in front of everyone. She could still feel their emotions, their pity and their fear. This was how they knew she had the Mark. They’d seen her, snarling and mad with evil-lust. They’d never believed she would wake, and even Meretta’s hope had thinned to a fine thread that could have broken at any moment. Only Gabriel was solid and serene, and she buried herself into his chest, trying to crawl inside the bubble of protection. 

“I think everyone should leave,” Gabriel offered. 

When the audience began to comply, Azrael peeled herself away from his chest. “Meretta,” she whispered meekly. 

And so Meretta stayed while everyone hunched their shoulders and crept out of the gardens.

“Their emotions, it’s so raw,” Azrael tried to explain.

Gabriel smiled and his thumb grazed her cheek. She thought for a terrifying moment that he was going to kiss her as he leaned in, but then she realized he was looking at her eyes with more fascination than romance.

“You’re using the Light, even now,” he said as he pulled away. “You’ll be the strongest Queen this world has ever seen.”

Azrael blinked, both proud and terrified. “How do I stop?” 

To her surprise, Gabriel huffed a laugh filled with delight. “I haven’t the faintest clue. I’ve never had to tell anyone how to not use the royal magic.”

As she wrapped her fingers protectively around her elbows, Meretta’s warm hand found her shoulder. “Azrael,” she said. “You’re doing great.”

Azrael could sense the fear lying underneath her words like cockroaches, but she smiled anyway. “Thank you.”
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WHEN Gabriel had left, Azrael spotted a downy feather stuck between shards of grass. She bent to pick it up. 

“What’re you doing?” Meretta asked.

“It looks like the stress is making him molt.” It was all Azrael offered as a response. It wasn’t as if he could reattach the feathers, but she wanted to keep them anyway. There was a trail leading to the Manor and she absently picked them up and gathered them in the folds of her robe.

Meretta followed in silence and her emotions bubbled, a rainbow of fear and hope. She loved Azrael like a sister, she didn’t need her magic to feel that. But to feel what was underneath hurt more than Azrael cared to admit. Meretta was her best friend, but she was also a Windborn whose soul had accepted evil at birth. In her heart, she’d always be flawed, but that was okay. Azrael didn’t fancy herself perfect either, Mark and all.

A whisper of voices jolted Azrael from her mindless chore of gathering feathers and she instinctually grabbed onto Meretta’s hand. The two eased to the wall and the pile of feathers drifted to the ground as they listened.

“This is completely out of hand!” the Queen’s unmistakable voice echoed through the halls. “We need to get the Council to talk to their experts and find us the answers we need. Not the fanatics you call allies.”

Meretta’s hands rested on Azrael’s shoulder as she crept closer to the corner, straining to hear. 

“I’ve told you, Majesty, the Council has been very clear that this is the Manor’s problem.” 

The Queen growled with agitation, which was followed by a flutter of feathers.

“The Divine agreed to her name for the Acceptance. They know what they’re doing. Does your kind have no faith at all in their creators? Is there no one left? I can’t keep doing this, Gabriel. I’m going to lose her to the Light, and what then?”

There was another ruffle of feathers. “Celestia has disconnected itself from the Divine in many ways. But unlike them, I have faith she’ll survive,” Gabriel said, and Azrael knew it to be true. There had been nothing but unshakable faith and love in his azure eyes.

Azrael stiffened at the silence that followed. She looked to Meretta, but Meretta only shrugged. Both girls started when Gabriel spoke again.

“Hallowed? You said her body seems to have been continually trying to utilize the Divine Material, correct?”

A familiar grunt sounded from the Hallowed. She assumed the reaction was supposed to mean “yes.” Azrael leaned closer to the sweltering wall, ignoring the sweat that gathered on her skin.

“This has never been recorded in history,” Gabriel said, his voice steadied with authority. “This goes beyond our apprehension that she has the Mark. She has a truce with the Light. Just as she has a truce with the Dark. Her celestial ease with both worlds is extraordinary, but it leaves her vulnerable. She would only need to lower her guard for a single moment for one or the other to gain control. She needs our guidance. I beg of you, consider allowing me to more thoroughly train her before resuming her Acceptance. There’s so much she can learn, and it’ll give her a better chance at survival.”

The Queen sighed. “Have you not noticed I’ve gone blind just to keep up with the girl? I love her like a daughter, but I have never had to push myself this far. I’ll do whatever I can to help her survive, but if you train her in the ways of the royal magic, she’ll be far beyond my help. She’ll be uncontrollable, and someone like you should realize the danger unchecked power can do.”

Mita cleared her throat. “I agree. The Queen can barely handle Azrael as it is, forgive my bluntness, Majesty. But making her stronger could push her out of the Queen’s capabilities. Imagine the damage she could do when she dreams. We must not let her learn anything more of her abilities before her Acceptance is completed. It’s too dangerous.”

Meretta’s hand tightened on Azrael’s shoulder as she leaned in to hear Mita’s remarks. It wasn’t comforting to see that Mita was opinionated, and more informed than Azrael realized about her current condition. Azrael couldn’t resist any longer and peered warily around the corner. Meretta tugged on her gown, but from their angle, Azrael was certain they wouldn’t be discovered. 

Gabriel furrowed his brow at Mita before he turned to the blind Queen. “Majesty,” he said sternly. “If she doesn’t learn her abilities, perhaps they will rise from her subconscious. What dangers will there be then, when she doesn’t even know what she’s doing? We should train her further before she continues the Acceptance. We need to give her a fighting chance against the forces inside her soul.”

Mita glowered at Gabriel while the Hallowed at her side seemed bored. Even though his shoulders sagged, he had his head cocked to the side. He was listening with as much fervor as Azrael was.

“I will take all opinions into careful thought,” the Queen replied. “However, at the moment, I want answers.” The Queen’s expression became softer. “I appreciate your concern, Gabriel. Your expertise is well founded, and I do intend to resume her training as soon as possible. But until she learns to stop utilizing the Divine Material, I think it wise to refrain from her training. We need to tread carefully, especially without Celestia’s support.”

Gabriel nodded with a polite smile, accepting her decision. Azrael would have thought him calm if it hadn’t been for the waves of frustration clouding the air around him as a few more feathers molted and drifted to the ground.

Queen Ceres took her leave. To Azrael’s relief, she didn’t turn back towards the gardens and was fast out of sight. The Hallowed left as well, disappearing quietly around a separate corridor. 

Gabriel turned toward them and Azrael squished Meretta back into the wall. Meretta hissed as Azrael’s elbow stabbed into her ribs.

Before Gabriel had a chance to depart, there was a rush of fabric and Azrael peered around the corner of the golden hallway. Mita had grabbed his arm.

“Gabriel,” Mita ventured, saying his name sweetly. She giggled as his feathers brushed against her arm as he turned. “I’m sorry for opposing you,” she said.  

He put a hand on her shoulder and she blushed. Azrael ignored the pang of jealousy that grazed against her heart.

“You only wish the best for Azrael, just as I do.”

Mita nodded and shyly tucked a tuft of her short hair behind her ear. “I wanted to ask you...has a Hallowed ever been chosen by the Divine for the Acceptance?”

He laughed. “No, of course not.”

Her face fell in dismay. “Why?” Her eyes misted and her lips puckered with disappointment. Azrael wondered if the tears were genuine.

He rubbed her arm. “Oh, dear Hyanthia. I didn’t know that you hoped to be chosen. No, I’m sorry to tell you that a Hallowed cannot utilize Divine Material like a Windborn can.”

“But,” she squeaked, “I am a Windborn! Doesn’t that technically mean that it could be possible?”

“No, Hyanthia. I’m sorry. It isn’t possible. The mind cannot handle both Divine Material in the soul and also in the body. Not when it’s already naturally part of you. Implanting it like that would be overwhelming. You’d likely go mad.”

“Well, has a Hallowed ever asked the Divine if I would be suitable? You know that they have to ask specifically! If no one ever asks if I could be chosen, then I never will be!”

Gabriel’s face went hard, seeming impatient that he had to explain any further. “Hyanthia, I’m sorry. A Hallowed can only ask for one person one time in their life, and then they can never encounter the Divine again. It is a known fact that Hallowed cannot be chosen. Therefore, it would be foolish to ask.” 

She grabbed his hand and gave him a pleading expression. “But, what if being Hallowed is just a side-effect of what the Divine do to create someone who can Turn? I mean, has a Hallowed ever been given a chance? You can’t know for sure! Please, I know I at least have a better chance than Azrael. She’s got a little Divine Material in her blood and she suddenly gets possessed. That should tell you Mehmet has done something to her. Don’t let her fool you.” She pointed a crooked finger toward the gardens. “That monster is who she really is.”

To Azrael’s astonishment, Gabriel snatched his hand away and slapped her. Mita’s face lashed from the force and she held a hand to her cheek in surprise. Meretta and Azrael nearly stumbled from their hiding spot in shock. “If I ever hear you talk like that again I’ll take you to the Queen myself for treason. One day, it will be Azrael whom you will call Queen. Learn your place.”

Mita’s fists clenched as she kept her gaze on the floor. Gabriel turned to leave, and then paused as anger and disappointment flashed on his face as the air rippled with red. He sighed and turned, walking in the direction the Queen had gone. 

Mita trembled as tears spilled over her cheeks. “I’ll show them,” she said to the walls, grinding her teeth. “You’ll see! I’m the one who holds the key. Not that little demon possessed brat.” She clenched her fists again and Azrael froze, fearing that Mita was glaring straight at her. Instead, Mita turned on her heel and stomped off in the direction that her Hallowed master had gone.

Azrael fell to her heels, shaking with the effort of holding herself up and quivered as she digested the information. Likewise, Meretta kneeled and stared at the floor for a long while. When Azrael placed a hand on her knee, she trembled.

“Did you hear all of that?” Azrael whispered.

Meretta nodded slowly, her eyes wide. “I can’t believe it.” Her nostrils flared and her ears went red. 

“At least we know the truth.” Azrael shakily pulled herself to her feet. “Come on, let’s go to the study. I don’t want to be discovered here.”

Meretta followed in a numb haze as they retreated past the gardens where Azrael’s room was waiting.

Back in the study, all energy had dissipated and left Azrael feeling like a husk full of other people’s emotions. Meretta’s fear had turned to a flash of anger, followed by confusion and the hurt of betrayal. Azrael clung to Meretta’s emotions, having none of her own, feeling numb and lost.

“You doing okay?” Meretta asked as the pair settled onto a velvet sofa. 

One feather still clung to her robes and Azrael freed it, careful not to break the stem as she unwound the threads from the tiny fibers. She twirled it between her fingers as she answered. “I can’t believe Mita really feels that way about me.”

Meretta chuckled. “I can’t believe Gabriel slapped her. He must have a major thing for you or something.” She playfully nudged Azrael in the ribs. “Quite some chemistry I saw in the gardens.”

Azrael bypassed the remarks and shook her head. “I’m serious. Mita isn’t really like that, is she?” 

Meretta stared at her hands and traced the pattern of her dress. “Maybe it’s just the situation. She hates it, but it’s not tangible, so she uses you as a target.” Her green eyes met Azrael’s. “Remember what she said? She wanted to be Chosen, but it’s not even an option. It’s got to be hard for her.”

It was Meretta’s way to try and sympathize with evil, or explain it away, a trait Azrael didn’t share.

Azrael let her head fall onto the sofa. “She hates me and I’ve done nothing to deserve it.”

Meretta jumped from her sofa and settled next to Azrael. “Let’s not worry about it. Maybe it was just the heat of the moment. Maybe deep down, she’s really a nice girl.”

Azrael swerved her eyes in Meretta’s direction, raised her eyebrows and laughed. “Yeah, right. You think everyone is nice deep down.”

“I tell you what. Tomorrow we’ll go find her and work all of this out. Let’s give her a chance to explain herself.”

Azrael groaned, letting her gaze return to the ceiling and wished there was a window instead of the oppressive weight of stone. Why does she have to be so nice? 

“All right,” Azrael reluctantly agreed, “we can go if you really want. But if she turns out to honestly hate me, we’re leaving.”

Meretta clapped her hands with victory. 

Azrael rolled her eyes again, though a smile twitched at her lips. “Really Meretta, why do you—”

Their conversation was cut short by the sound of the Queen approaching. Her tiny shoes clicked on the marble floor as she walked the distance to the end of the study. 

“Well, you aren’t studying very hard,” the Queen observed.

“Majesty?” Azrael instinctually sat up straight, but slumped again when she met the Queen’s blind stare.

“I hoped I’d find you here. If you feel up to it, I believe I have a subject you’ll find useful. On the desk, there.” She pointed directly to the desk without hesitation. “The second volume of the Forbidden Records, and an elementary book on the Windborn language. And of course, the secret Windborn book is in the drawer,” she said as she opened her palm and motioned to the smaller desk.

Azrael cast a look to Meretta with pursed lips.

“Don’t worry. Meretta is your advisor, is she not? She shall learn all that you learn, and more.”

Meretta and Azrael glanced at each other briefly. 

The Queen laughed. “I’m not as blind as you may think. I can feel your hearts, or have you forgotten how your magic works? Besides, I know this study better than you know the Windborn ward.” She smiled. “And, yes of course, I know very well that the two of you have been closer than two strands of thread your whole lives. I wish the best for the children of this Manor. I love you all. Especially you two girls,” she added with a wink.

Azrael’s mouth fell open with surprise. “Thank you, my Queen, thank you very much.” Azrael smiled broadly, seeing her in a new light. Not just their superior, but truly a mother.

“Stop staring at me like that. Don’t think I can’t feel you staring. I’m allowed to have feelings,” the Queen said. Meretta politely covered her mouth and giggled. “Well, let’s get back to your studies. Enough of this silliness.” 

The Queen cleared her throat and began to roam the bookshelves. “I’ve been giving your situation some thought, and I realize there may be some answers within this study. While studying your magic may be dangerous, there is nothing dangerous about arming yourself with history. There is a book that may help you learn why you cannot stop utilizing the Divine Material in your body. Or at least, tell you how you’re doing it, so that you may learn how to stop it.” She paused. “Ah, here it is,” she said, pulling out a massive, yellowed tome. She sat down between Meretta and Azrael, ignoring their shocked stares. 

“This book is comprised of the accounts of observers, Hallowed, and many different kinds of people who were, at one time or another, involved with Divine Material, including past Queens and their experiences with their Acceptance.”

Azrael eyed the book with a sense of greed. Such knowledge sounded priceless. Then she looked at the Queen’s milky eyes. “When you went through your Acceptance, did you go through the same training as I am now? Did you ever have any issues?” Azrael ventured.

The Queen offered a heartfelt sigh. “That was a long time ago. The Acceptance itself I remember, how could one forget the flames... and Gabriel was there. He tried to train me, but I was unskilled. It was only after my Acceptance was completed that I came into the royal magic, but even then, it came with effort.” She rubbed her eyes. “It still does.”

“And your magic,” Azrael pressed, “is it limited to emotions?”

The Queen nodded. “That, and the art of oppression. Emotions power our decisions, and if you can influence emotions, you can influence the person.” She straightened. “It’s proved the most useful skill as Mistress of Manor Saffron.”

It made sense. The Queen’s magic had always been like a fog, drifting over those she wished to influence. But any real display of power cost her dearly, and Azrael had never seen her keep it up for long.

The Queen continued. “The best way for you to protect yourself is to learn. But not how to work your magic, rather the history of it. That’s why I’ve provided these records.” She waved an open hand to the books laid out on the table. “They’ve been transcribed over hundreds of years of every Saffron Queen. Even my own account of the Acceptance is within its pages. However, as intriguing as the accounts may be, I encourage you to learn the Windborn language as soon as possible. Part of a Queen’s duties is to liaise with Celestia.” 

Azrael tilted her head with curiosity. Learning the Windborn tongue hardly seemed pressing. But the way the Queen lowered her chin, Azrael knew she had other reasons. There was more to dealing with Celestia than liaison. Azrael pinched her lips and nodded. “I would be honored to continue to learn the Windborn tongue, Majesty.”

“Wonderful. Now, let’s practice your vocabulary. Grab that Windborn book on the table.” 

The Queen spent hours drilling Azrael until her grammar and pronunciation were correct for each sample sentence. 

Meretta listened with interest. Occasionally, she would part her lips like the Queen instructed, attempting to mimic the shapes. 

Azrael had a headache right in the front of her forehead by the time the Queen was satisfied with her progress. The Queen swept away to tend to her duties.

“Phew, I’m so tired. If one more thing is crammed into my head today, I’ll explode,” Azrael complained, falling onto the sofa and letting her arm roll off and balance on the edge. Even without a window, she knew night had rolled in long ago.

Meretta giggled. “Oh come on, there’s still plenty to learn! You can’t possibly go to sleep with your eyes glowing like that.”

Azrael closed her eyes in experimentation. A red tint glowed where blackness should have been. “Wow, you’re right. This is horrible.”

Meretta giggled again. “See? I told you. Let’s look at that book her Majesty gave you.”

Azrael groaned, but knew Meretta was right to at least try. “Fine.”

Meretta pulled the book from the table and let its weight sink her deep into the couch. She opened it excitedly. 

I’ll never know where she get’s all that energy, Azrael thought enviously as she longed for bed.

Azrael flicked her fingers across the sofa’s velvety arm, waiting for Meretta to find something interesting. “You know, I wonder if Hallowed have trouble sleeping. I never thought about it,” Azrael said.

Meretta nodded. “You should ask Mita about it tomorrow.”

“You find anything yet?” Azrael asked impatiently.

Meretta flipped a page. “Well, I don’t know if there’s any kind of order to this or not. You’re so much better than me at this kind of thing, you did want to be a scribe after all.” She fluttered her eyelashes to accentuate her poorly hidden flattery. 

Pulling herself up with a groan, Azrael took the book from Meretta.

Hardly fazed by her exasperation, Meretta happily looked over Azrael’s shoulder. 

“All right,” Azrael said as she analyzed the yellowed page. “The first section is about Divine Material, see?” Meretta hummed in acknowledgment. Azrael cleared her throat as she read out loud. “Divine Material is the byproduct of Windborn creation. It falls with the rain and lodges in rivers. It can be harvested like any land-born material. However, it can only be seen in its raw form by the Hallowed. And only when it comes into contact with a Hallowed being, will it shine in its true glory for all to see.”

Meretta bobbed her head on Azrael’s shoulder. “Well, that’s pretty interesting, don’t you think? I wonder how Hallowed are able to do that.”

“Well, from what I understand of the Hallowed, they essentially have Divine Material infused with their soul. If the material is actually a part of them, they should be able to recognize it in its raw form.”

“You’re so smart!” Meretta pressed her chin against Azrael’s collarbone. “Does it say how they change the Divine Material?”

Azrael was silent as she thought back to Gabriel’s conversation with Mita. “We know that Hallowed have the ability to actually meet the Divine on their plane of existence without dying, at least once in their lifetime. Maybe, when they touch the material, they’re linking the two planes of existence.”

Meretta gripped her hands onto Azrael’s shoulder. “You got all of that from this book?” she asked, with a high-pitched tone of amazement, reaching to grab at it.

Azrael shrugged her off. “Not completely. I just happen to listen when people talk.”

Meretta pinched her cheek with a giggle. “No need to get smart! C’mon, let’s see what else you can find. This is good.”

Once set on the quest to find answers, Azrael spent hours squinting at the tiny letters. The more she read, the more her eyes strained. But she couldn’t stop, not when she had the momentum of answers. Meretta was right. She was finally making progress. 

Even so, Meretta finally grew bored and curled up next to Azrael like a little kitten. A smile forced itself onto Azrael’s lips at the sight. Azrael likewise was beyond the point of fatigue, and felt as if she could collapse any moment. But she knew she’d have a hard time sleeping with her eyes glowing like morning dawn. 

Azrael read with heavy eyelids the accounts of the many Queens before her. Unfortunately, all of them seemed to have great difficulty utilizing the Divine Material in their bodies. And to her surprise, even Alexandria, the only Queen who’d ever Turned, didn’t access her gifts until she had completed her Acceptance.

But Alexandria didn’t have the Mark. The few who did had experienced a coma as Azrael had, but none seemed to have survived beyond that point. The texts listed the accounts as vague summaries, not listing what happened to the victims. Azrael wondered if her own experience would one day be listed as a short faded paragraph of failure.

The more she read, the more uncomfortable Azrael felt. The recovery time usually was one to two weeks, and the training progressed at a slow rate. She wanted to feel special that she was the first to experience such leaps in ability, but the looming knowledge of her possession made her feel like she was anything but special. Azrael remembered what Mita had said, that Mehmet had done something to her. Closing her eyes, she stared at the brightened red of the blood coursing through her eyelids. Her body trembled with rising uncertainty and dread. 

Azrael closed the giant book and forced her eyes open. She wasn’t going to find all the answers tonight. She gently shook Meretta’s shoulders. “Meretta... Meretta hey, I’m going to bed.”

“All right.”

Changing into their sleeping robes with sloth-like speed, the girls curled up gratefully in the warm linens. Fortunately, the bed was quite large. Azrael wasn’t used to sleeping with someone next to her, but she appreciated the company. If she were being honest with herself, she was afraid to be alone. 

Closing her eyes, Azrael attempted to fall asleep despite the Light. But the night was deep and sleep crested around the corner. The brightness dimmed as she slipped into the darkness unconsciousness brings.
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CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

Into the Night


[image: image]


––––––––
[image: image]


MITA shivered in the dark. She’d wandered well out of sight of the Manor. Salty sea air drifted on the midnight breeze. Why had she come out here? Was this all a mistake?

She crouched in the short grass and tugged at the frayed weeds. No. This wasn’t a mistake. When she’d told her master of Gabriel’s unforgivable act, what did the Hallowed elder do? Did he show a shred of emotion? Did he promise to have a discussion with the Queen? No. He told her that she was lucky he didn’t strike her too for insulting the Princess! 

Mita grasped a full fist of weeds and tore them from the ground. 

This was why she’d finally given in to the visions from her nightmares. Night after night, she’d been visited by a dark force. She hadn’t told anyone, but knew it was no dream. She’d read enough accounts of demon influence to realize that a demon had been reaching out to her. Being Hallowed, she was warned of the potential hazard early in her training. Unlike other Windborn, her soul was already one foot in the Celestial realm. The demon could reach her, only if she lowered her guard. Her guard had steadily faltered every day that Azrael was in her life. But when Gabriel struck her, the wall she’d tentatively kept between the demon and herself had crumbled.

He had only one request: Meet me at the apex of the moon near the sea. He felt her frustration. He said he knew her desperation. And now, he was the only one who could do anything about it.

The grass at her feet iced over as a foul presence shadowed the ground. Mita opened her hand and let the weeds and dirt fall into the darkness.

“You came.” Its voice was deep and handsome. Not at all what she’d expected.

Mita looked up and saw a dark silhouette. The moon was only half full and hardly illuminated the form. She wrinkled her nose as a sharp and sour scent hit her nostrils.

“You stink,” she said. “Seriously, why do you smell?”

The dark form laughed. “My apologies. I had to trudge through the sulfur deposits of the western border of Mhakdar.”

Mita frowned. A gust of hot wind whipped her short hair against her face. “Why come all this way?”

The shadow laughed again. This time he whispered an ancient word that Mita couldn’t recognize. It parted the shadow and for the first time she was face-to-face with the creature of her nightmares. He stood tall, not unlike any other man. Aside from the two metallic horns protruding from his head, his sharp features and friendly smile could only be described as attractive.

“You’re him,” she said with a shocked gasp.

“Yes, Mita. I’ve come for you.”

She crouched and put her palms flat on the crisp grass. Should she run? No. He wouldn’t have come all this way and risk his own hide just to kill her. She had something he wanted. This was not a threat... This was a negotiation.

“I want wings,” Mita said, shoving her fear down into the pit of her stomach and taking the upper hand of the negotiation. With wings, the Queen would believe she’d Turned even without undergoing the Acceptance. She’d inherit Celestia itself and no longer be subject to her master’s dull expectations.

The demon flashed a smile that boasted perfectly white and aligned teeth. “Of course you do. Your Hallowed master wants you to have a life of slavery and needles, am I correct? Your Queen wishes your servitude and loyalty, no? And what of the dashing angel ambassador... What’s his name again...”

Mita narrowed her eyes. “Gabriel.”

The grin on the demon’s face faded. The air grew unnaturally cold. “That explains why so few of my raid parties have returned.”

Mita stood straight and crossed her arms. “Stop wasting my time. I want wings.”

The demon sighed and began to pace in a long circle around her. As he moved, the black smoke of his magic thinned, straining to cling to him and swirled like living clothing. He wore tight black trousers, or what looked like trousers, and no shirt. 

“You’re thinking too small. You only want wings because it’s all you know to want. What of power? What of respect? Don’t you want those?”

Mita shifted her weight onto her left hip as she pondered his words. “Wings would give me that.”

The demon clicked his pronged tongue. It slithered out at the action and sent goosebumps rippling down Mita’s flesh. 

“Wings would give you reverence. You won’t be respected, not the way you could be.” He offered a warm smile, but all Mita saw was a predator eyeing his prey. Involuntarily she shrunk away.

“See? You respect me. I don’t have wings. You respect me because you fear me.”

Mita straightened, putting on a brave face. “No, I don’t.”

He grinned. “I can offer you all the magic of my clan in Mhakdar. I can give you a new body with powers that will bring respect like you’ve never seen.” 

Mita ignored the impulse to retreat as he took another step closer. The chill of the air bit her skin, and she found a growing fascination of him was clawing its way over her fear.

“If you help me, I will help you,” he offered, reaching out his hand. It wasn’t clawed or dripping with blood. Even though he’d traveled through the dark lands of Mhakdar, his fingers were immaculately clean.

Mita swallowed and took a step toward him. He awarded her with a broad smile. The pull toward him was undeniable.

“What do you want?” she asked.

“Simply your help.” They were within arm’s reach now. His long fingers were still extended. Close to his body the air shifted from ice cold to warm. Mita stepped within the invisible sphere and sighed with relief. It was safe here, her mind assured her. Could she trust herself?

The demon wrapped his hands around her thin shoulders. His hands were soft and warm. “You don’t trust me. Just because I’m a demon doesn’t mean I don’t keep my word.”

Mita looked up at him. His dark eyes contained an eternity of hope and desire. She felt lost in them. How could such a beautiful creature ever lie? 

“I suppose so,” Mita admitted.

The demon released her and reached out his hand once again. The mists engulfed it before withering out of existence, revealing an oblong object that glinted in the moonlight.

“Take this into Azrael’s room, tonight. Do so and I will become your ally.” He brought the object close to her face and Mita cupped her hands and took it with great care. It thrummed with life at her touch. It whispered a thousand dark languages and sensed her desire to eliminate Azrael just as much as its demon-master wished it. In this, they were allies.

“Yes. You feel it, don’t you? You aren’t meant to be with them. You were always meant for us.”

Mita looked up at him, now fully his. “Why wasn’t I born into your clan? Why was I Windborn?”

The demon smiled down at her and stroked the hair from her face. “Sweet child. We were all Windborn...once.”
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CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

Dark Assassin
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AZRAEL had been sleeping soundly with the ever-present warmth gifted by the Light from Manor Saffron’s walls. But when comforting warmth transformed into frigid cold, she was shocked from her sleep. Her eyes burst open, and she expected her inner Light to shine through the darkness, but she could see nothing. It reminded her of her nightmares, and she would have thought she’d returned if it hadn’t been for her frantically pounding heart. She was certainly alive, and she wasn’t dreaming.

Yet like a dream, she was completely paralyzed. She tried to move, but a cold weight poured over her body like a waterfall made of black shadows. It rushed past her ears and felt alive, sentient, and terrifying.

Azrael’s breath came in quick gasps as the cold slowly invaded her body. Her fingers went numb and a rolling nausea climbed in her chest. Azrael tried to cry out, to scream, to shout, to do something, but every sound was absorbed by the blackened void. Finally, Azrael went stiff with terror.

But Azrael hadn’t survived her nightmares by behaving like a frightened child. She remembered what the Queen had sacrificed to keep her alive, how hard Meretta had worked, and how much Gabriel believed in her. In an instant she’d reached that place beyond that held the Light and it lit her soul on fire. Azrael gasped in metallic air as the world exploded into being again.

Light poured from her like a fountain, scourging the air and hissing the blackness away. Something was causing this. Azrael felt the raw stab of emotion as it raged against her onslaught. It felt like an echo of a Windborn. Its horrifying screech cried out in anguish at her onslaught, but Azrael’s blurred vision couldn’t find the creature. She sucked in mouthfuls of air as if she’d been drowning as Light continued to pour out of her in massive, pulsing waves.

The void was solid and slick, and broke against Azrael’s Light. Her screams finally reached her ears as the blackness shattered like a mirror. Everywhere Azrael swept her gaze left a steaming trail of dark soot and grime as blackness broke and hissed into dust.

Azrael tumbled from her bed and fell to her knees with a painful jolt. All color had been drained from the marble that had once been gold and alive, but was now like a husk, grey and sapped of life.

She crawled on hands and knees, searching for Meretta and praying that the creature hadn’t gotten to her first. Through the deafening cracks of the void the creature’s body flashed, a slithering tail, a dark blackened scale, and then it was gone. Its nails screeched against marble as it ran, but it stopped just when it was out of sight, letting Azrael take in the full red-tinted gaze of its hatred before it retreated with a blistering screech.

“Help!” Meretta screamed. Her voice seemed to echo in the room and became lost in the cracks of void.

“Meretta!” Azrael cried, but there was no response.

Azrael tried to keep herself from hyperventilating as the Light reacted to her fear. The gate within her burst open and a tingling ran through the patterns where her Acceptance ignited. Azrael gleamed like a beacon until the entire room filled with scorching brightness. The last of the black fog retreated, heaving like a dying creature. Finally, Azrael spotted Meretta trembling on the floor and she scrambled to her side.

Meretta! Azrael tried to say, but no words came. Azrael’s jaw was locked by terror. She grabbed onto Meretta’s robe and her friend uncurled at the touch. 

Meretta tried to blink her eyes open, but Azrael couldn’t contain her Light. Meretta gave one weak cry of anguish before she went limp and her head lolled back in Azrael’s arms.

The door burst open and Azrael shot her gaze like an arrow, sending a maidservant reeling until she slammed hard against the wall. She clutched at her eyes as if they burned before she went limp as well.

Azrael whimpered helplessly as she turned back to Meretta and had no power to stop her skin turning pink as small cuts formed, as if an invisible knife was slitting her skin. But Azrael knew it was no knife, this was her, and she couldn’t stop it. She was about to set Meretta aside and run from the room, but fear kept her frozen. What if the creature wasn’t really gone? What if this was the only way to keep her safe?

Tears sizzled in Azrael’s eyes as she opened her mouth in a mute cry. She squeezed her eyes closed, trying to pull herself together. Azrael’s sense of time wavered as she tried to slow the thundering of her heart. And when she looked upon Meretta again, bright crimson blood had soaked through her silk robes. Trapped in horror, Azrael hummed an old lullaby, one sung by angels who were lost and couldn’t get home. She rocked back and forth with Meretta slumped in her arms and lost touch with reality. She couldn’t register the voices when hands pulled at her and tried to take away the treasure in her grasp. Azrael cried out and clung onto Meretta even harder. She couldn’t let them have her. They didn’t belong here.

Azrael was shocked back into reality when the Queen slapped her hard across the face. What shocked her wasn’t the force of the blow, not her magic or her demands, but being struck by her Queen. Azrael blinked helplessly.

“Please,” the Queen said, her words finally within the realm of comprehension. “Let the Healers take Meretta. She can be saved.”

Sense seeped into her like the cold void, but this time she let it in. She released her grip on Meretta’s slick robes and whimpered as they took her away, blood sweeping the ground in their wake.

But what caught her breath wasn’t the loss of blood, but the fact that Meretta’s dark locks had turned white as snow, only finding color where blood seeped into her hairline. 

Azrael’s vision went blurry as she wept. What have I done? 

The Queen forced Azrael to her feet. “Follow me.”

Numbly, Azrael allowed the Queen to lead her away, stumbling under her tight grasp like an unruly child. She didn’t resist when she was shoved into a velvety chair.

“Azrael,” the Queen whispered, her voice taut like a string. “Look at me.” The Queen’s magic invaded her mind and sought the remnants of her lucidity, piecing them back together like a broken cup. She shivered and widened her eyes. “What—” Only one word came out before her sobs rolled through her throat. 

The Queen shushed her and stroked her hair, and Azrael collapsed into her arms. She let the sobs take over and clutched the Queen as if letting go meant dying, as if she couldn’t trust herself to keep anyone she loved safe. 

“Meretta’s going to be all right, you hear me?” the Queen said. “I’ve seen Light overdose, and those who are strong in spirit can survive it. I don’t know anyone stronger than Meretta, other than you.”

Azrael peeled away from the Queen and sniffled. Her nose felt like it had grown three times its normal size and a headache had begun to pound. The Queen brushed a hand over Azrael’s cheek before gathering a blanket and a cup of water. 

Azrael took the cup with trembling hands as the Queen draped the blanket over her legs. After a sip, she realized her fingers were stained with Meretta’s blood. Just like when the hybrid child had been killed, she dipped the blanket into the water and began to wipe her hands clean. This time, Meretta couldn’t do it for her. She had to fix her own failures now.

“Tell me what you saw,” the Queen said softly as Azrael worked. She was ruining perfectly good Charmeuse silk, but the Queen was either too blind to notice, or too kind to care.

“Darkness,” Azrael offered. “A creature.”

The Queen’s eyes narrowed. “What did the darkness feel like?”

She shivered as she tried to put the feeling into words. “Like, I was drowning.” Fresh tears streamed down Azrael’s face and she searched the Queen’s cloudy eyes for answers. “What did I do to Meretta?” 

The Queen’s eyes burned like dim coals, restraining Azrael from the Light even now. “You’ve saved her, sweet girl. Mehmet has made his move.”

Azrael’s eyes went wide. “What?”

The Queen stilled Azrael’s hands, not seeming to care if the blood stained her own porcelain skin. “That Darkness would have devoured any life in that room, and that creature was there to make sure of it.”

“What if it comes back?” Azrael’s voice came out panicked and Light threatened to burst from her soul at any moment.

The Queen pushed her magic deeper until it barely contained Azrael’s fears. “Someone let it in, but you cast it out. I promise, we’ll get to the bottom of this.” The Queen shook Azrael by the shoulders. “I promise, you will get through this.”

Azrael forced herself to calm down as she noticed the strain creasing the Queen’s brow. Sweat had begun to bead across her forehead and she’d never once seen the Queen perspire in any form. Azrael forced herself to give a tight nod. “I understand.”

The Queen glanced to the doorway and Azrael started, but saw only a solemn Healer waiting silently to be acknowledged. Her lively green robes were splotched with dark smears of blood and bile rose in Azrael’s throat. 

“The Hallowed has reviewed the advisor’s condition, and informs she will survive, however her hair will remain bleached,” said the Healer. 

Azrael cringed at her unspoken words, and resented the Healer’s snide tone. Meretta wouldn’t fetch quite the price she once boasted for Manor Saffron. She resisted lurching for the Healer and strangling her to death right there. Meretta would never be a slave to anyone, not while she had any say in the matter.

The Queen nodded as if she hadn’t caught the meaning of the Healer’s words. “Thank you. Please send for me if there are any changes in Meretta’s condition.”

The Healer nodded back and quietly left the room. 

Azrael glanced at the Queen. “May I stay with her?”

Folding her hands in her lap, the Queen’s shoulders eased as Azrael’s Light finally receded. “You must prepare to complete your Acceptance, I fear. He could strike again, and I don’t want to give him the chance. If the demons have breached the Manor, there’s no time to lose.” A fierceness took over her features and the Queen straightened. “You’re meant for something great, something greater than I ever could have hoped for. Whatever it is, I’ll die before Mehmet stops you from fulfilling your fate.”

Azrael nearly burst out the whole truth right there. This was all her fault! She’d made a deal with a demon. She’d allowed evil to cross holy boundaries. The only traitor here was herself.

“It’s my fault Meretta is—” Azrael began and her voice cracked.

“No,” the Queen snapped. “This is not your fault, understand? This is Mehmet’s doing.” Her glance shifted to the doorway once again. “Gabriel will be here soon.”

Azrael wished she could sense the angel like the Queen could, and didn’t want to speculate why the Queen had magic she didn’t. Azrael felt nothing until he rushed into the room, wild-eyed and with stiff wings that grated against the wide arches of the doorway. He relaxed when his blue gaze met Azrael’s. “You’re okay.”

The Queen swept to her feet. “We have things under control. Tell us what you know from your end.”

Gabriel’s wings pressed to his back and he eased into the room. “I was in Celestia when they sensed a Dark Soul being brought into the Manor. A demon must be working with someone on the inside, and whoever they are, they brought the orb in only a few hours ago.”

The Queen nodded. “Based on Azrael’s description, that sounds accurate. She experienced a portal being opened and an underling demon being brought through. She was able to break the ward and send the creature back to Mhakdar, but Meretta was in the room when it happened.”

Gabriel visibly whitened. “Is she...?”

The Queen offered a tight smile and folded her hands. “She’ll be fine.”

Gabriel looked back to Azrael and narrowed his eyes, approaching carefully as if she were a deer. 

Azrael squirmed in her seat. “What? Why’re you looking at me like that?”

Gabriel brought his thumb to her chin and turned her face. “Not a single mark on you. That means you’ve not only used one ability I’ve never taught you, but two.”

“What do you mean?”

His hand fell to his side and his robes rippled. “You closed a portal, and you protected yourself from Light overdose.”

Azrael’s gaze shot to her feet. She was able to protect herself, but not Meretta?

Queen Ceres glided to the doorway. “Gabriel, stay with her. Don’t let her out of your sight. I’m going to find our traitor.” Her lips creased into a thin line as Gabriel gave her a nod, and then she was gone.

Alone with the angel, Azrael felt strangely unprotected and vulnerable. Even though he was an angel, majestic and towering with his perfect form over her like a god, he had no power over the Light. He couldn’t keep her from hurting herself or others, or even him. 

As her thoughts of guilt and doubt overwhelmed her, she brought her knees to her chest and strained to keep the tears in.

“Hey, Azrael, it’s going to be all right.”

Azrael’s lower lip trembled and she couldn’t bring herself to look at him. “I’m scared,” she admitted. “Has Mehmet ever gotten inside the Manor?”

Hurt wound through his face like a sickness, and Azrael closed her green eye so she couldn’t see it. “Yes, before Alexandria was alive. We had many more warriors then, and when she Turned there was an uprising. We lost a great number during that time, and the Manor’s Inner Sanctum was fortified with Divine Material after...” his words drifted. “The only way he can get in now is with an orb, a Dark Soul, a powerful source of magic that can open a portal to Mhakdar.” His gaze found hers again and pride sparked in the air. “But you’ve destroyed it. Once the Queen finds the traitor, it won’t happen again.”

Thoughts plagued her with the hundreds of possibilities. What if there was no traitor? What if this was all her fault? She’d made a deal with a demon, she’d broken her own orb and made a pact that had led her to become Queen. What if this had been enough to open a portal? What if, in all reality, the Dark Soul was hers?

“Stop it,” Gabriel said. “You’re blaming yourself. Don’t do that. This isn’t your fault.”

“I...” she began. “I have to tell you something.”

Gabriel crouched so that they were eye-level. “You can tell me anything.”

She swallowed. “What if I did something...wrong? What if, this really is my fault?”

His white brows pushed together. “What did you do?”

She forced herself to watch his face. She had to know his true reaction, not the façade he gave the world. She had to look into his eyes and know what the truth would mean to him. “I’m a hybrid, Gabriel. I had a demon orb, and I used it before I became Princess.” She shivered. “What if...”

Gabriel shocked her by releasing a short laugh. “You think I didn’t know?”

Her eyes bulged. “What?”

His smile lit up his face. “How else could a hybrid become Queen?” His hand reached out until it found hers. She didn’t pull away. “Sometimes it takes a little bad to do the right thing.”

She didn’t know what to say, but even if he approved, it didn’t change anything. “The Dark Soul,” she began.

“No,” he said. “It doesn’t work like that. It’s a different magic. What you used was a tether between you and the demon that fed on you as an infant. The magic to open a portal is entirely different. There’s a traitor in Manor Saffron, and I assure you, it isn’t you.”

Silence engulfed them for a long time. Sharing the truth should have shattered her world, but instead it made her feel sane again. Gabriel wasn’t like the other angels, and for the first time, she started to wonder why. His eyes were blue, while theirs were purple. He was always distant, but seemed to relate to her, be proud of the things she could do with her moral compass. Did that mean, in a strange way, he was a hybrid too? Not touched by a demon as an infant, but grown to have a soul that understood both good and evil?

The revelation would be something Meretta would love to analyze, and incessantly tease Azrael as their fated “meant-to-be.”

“Can we see Meretta, you think?” she asked. 

Gabriel’s hand tightened on hers. “Are you sure?”

Azrael nodded. “The Queen said I’ll have to undergo my Acceptance soon. I want to see her before I do.” 

Gabriel nodded. “Then let’s go.”

Azrael kept her eyes on his feathers as she trailed behind him. It calmed her to see the natural way they swished against one another, creating a rippling wave of white like a cape. Almost in a trance, she bumped into him when they arrived at the Healing Ward.

Gabriel guided her to the doorway. “I’ll be right here. Go on in.”

Seeing the tight space offered by the corridors, Azrael saw why he didn’t wish to go in. She curled her shoulders inward as she shuffled her way through alone. A Healer holding a bloodied cloth dripping in a wooden bowl of water nodded to a curtain, and Azrael slipped inside. She let her eyes adjust to the dim room. Only the upper portion of the walls had Divine Material, and each was engraved by a Windborn rune, prayers to the Divine for peace and healing.

Azrael could hardly identify Meretta, a form completely wrapped in bandages with perfectly white hair blotched with pink. Azrael held in tears as she approached the bedside and hovered her fingers over Meretta’s lips. Soft breath kissed her fingertips and Azrael relaxed.

Blood had already begun to seep through the bandages and the Healers had washed what blood they could out of her hair. But to see it so starkly white made her look like a ghost. Azrael couldn’t resist and gently pulled one of Meretta’s eyelids open, revealing a thin layer of gold film. With a startled squeak she jerked away. 

“I’m so sorry,” Azrael whispered and clutched her arms around herself. “Please, forgive me.”

Meretta would have shushed her, assured her none of this was her fault. But she was too far gone to do anything but softly breathe. Azrael had to take what comfort she could that her friend was still alive.

Hot tears came anyway, and Azrael ran out of the room, frantically tearing through the curtains until she found Gabriel again and crumpled into his chest. 

He shushed her and wrapped his wings around them as if by instinct. “She’ll be back to her old self in a few days. Don’t be so hard on yourself.” He forced her to look at him. “You saved her life.”

“Is there anything I can do? What if the traitor strikes again?” Azrael shivered.

Gabriel thought for a moment. Azrael thought he might say the Queen would take care of it, that she had nothing to worry about. But as he looked into her eyes she willed him not to say anything of the sort. Heat ran up her spine and she didn’t care if she used her magic. She needed to do something.

“I have an idea,” he said, and began down the hallway.

Azrael shoved the guilt deep into her chest. She’d used her magic on Gabriel, forced him to do something he’d never do. But if it would keep Meretta safe...

Azrael slowly closed her blue eye.

When they’d arrived at the gardens Gabriel paused, looking momentarily confused.

“You had an idea,” Azrael reminded him. She pushed her will stronger, ignoring the twinges of pain that ran down her back.

His eyes went out of focus as he spoke. “Yes, that’s right.” He looked down at his feet, then up at her. “You’re a hybrid. That means you not only have access to the Light, but the Dark as well. You could find our traitor before they can help the demon again.” 

Azrael straightened. “How?”

“Hindsight. You can speak to the land,” he said as his palms flayed out. “You can see what it’s seen. The traitor would have gone through the gardens. Ask the land when it felt darkness. Ask it when it felt something profound, a change, a shift, a soul that didn’t belong.”

Azrael looked around the gardens, seeing only the familiar fountains and perfectly trimmed foliage. “How?”

“You’ve lived here all your life. You know the energies of this land. Use your Light, and the Dark, use it to find the tendrils of time that are the memories of the land.”

Azrael crouched to the ground, let her fingers run through the wavy blades of grass. She closed her eyes and willed her Light to come forth. Heat sparked under her fingertips and when the darkness opened its eyes with interest, she didn’t curl away from it this time. She brought it in, mingled it with the Light until she felt a commune and opened her eyes. The gardens teemed with silver strands. She reached out to them and they twisted from her touch. She laughed and it seemed to enjoy her merriment, dodging and flickering until it calmed and allowed her to graze it like the snout of a stallion. The moment her hand touched it, a blinding wave of heat scourged her body and she would have screamed, except she couldn’t. 

She had no body with which to scream.

The winds took her away, not to another place, but another time. Day and night blinked in a blur and the gardens teemed with people and seasons. The whirlwind of change spun around her until she felt she would be consumed, but then it finally slowed. 

With a crack of thunder it came to a halt. She was still in the gardens, but the foliage had grown wild, not so pristine and trimmed. A girl leaned against a tree and stared through Azrael. The sun illuminated her midnight locks and made her khol-rimmed eyes look so bright, one green and one blue. With a pang of shock, Azrael realized this was Alexandria.

Alexandria turned and a breathtaking tattoo running up her back lit like the morning sun, swirling with blinding waves of living Light. It was more incredible than the Queen’s, and even her own. The winds of time rippled and made the girl disintegrate into a thousand pieces. Azrael reached out, crying for her to come back.

Then she saw Gabriel, but he wasn’t the same. His eyes were purple, just as all the other angels she’d ever seen. He wore golden robes and his wings glittered with jewels. He looked through her and she turned, only to see Alexandria again. But this time, she had wings. 

Alexandria smiled, love filling her face and making her far more beautiful than she already was. A thin silver gown ran over her curves and she flexed her wings, sending sparks of light that were repelled from silver strands wound through starkly dark feathers.

Azrael finally understood why all renditions of Alexandria had been so dark, so shadowed and grey. Her wings were as black as her hair, a sharp contrast to Gabriel’s purity. 

With a gasp Azrael realized they were not alone. A horde of Windborn and angels surrounded the pair, silent and expectant. It was only when Alexandria swept past her and into Gabriel’s arms did she realize what this was. He leaned and placed a kiss on Alexandria’s lips, and she wrapped her arms around his neck as their wings curled in on one another. 

Azrael couldn’t watch as they exchanged rings.

Her heart broke and thunder cracked across the ages of time. Her soul was trying to return to her own body, but her pain and jealousy made it hard to care. Light seared against her soul and she knew she’d stayed too long. Another moment, and it could take her for good. 

It towered, threatening and powerful. It didn’t need to intimidate her, it’d already won.

It was the Dark that taunted her back into action. It called her names, said she was weak and a pathetic second-choice. Alexandria was everything she couldn’t be. 

Azrael didn’t like that it was anger that made her tear against the Light, to prove it wrong along with the Dark. Chaos swirled as she lashed out in rage. She found the thin tether back to her body and grabbed onto it with all her strength. She pulled and tugged, ignoring the Light that bit at her skin, the Dark that wrapped around her ankles.

When she’d made it back into her own body, black dots spread across her vision and a deafening crack made her double over and vomit blood onto the grass. 

She tried to jerk away when Gabriel reached for her. “No,” she said and then coughed violently as she clutched her side. 

“What did you see? How far back did you go? It shouldn’t have—”

She met his gaze, not hiding the pain and ferocity that burned in her chest. “She had black wings.”

Gabriel went stiff. “You couldn’t have... That’s too far.” Awe and shock streaked across his face, quickly followed by remorse. “Azrael, that was three thousand years ago.”

For a moment, Azrael was struck silent. She knew Alexandria had been generations of Queens ago, but she’d never considered what that’d meant. 

“Come,” he said gently as he offered his arm. “Let’s get you to the Healing Ward. I never should have gotten you to try...” his voice drifted and he pinched his lips closed. His features went hard and Azrael knew he never would have put her in such risk. He knew it too, and it stung the way he looked at her now. He knew what she’d done. 

Azrael didn’t apologize for forcing him to give her a way to help Meretta. But even now, she’d failed. Her great power could do nothing other than think of herself, her own wants and desires, her own curiosity. Instead of finding the traitor, she’d uncovered Gabriel’s dark secrets. He’d loved Alexandria, and it had changed him, as well as gotten her killed. 

Azrael resisted him as he tugged her to the garden’s doors. “Did you love her?” she demanded. She’d been through so much, already failed. She needed to know at least that.

Gabriel turned from her with a grimace. “It was a long time ago.” He looked back to her somberly. “Who didn’t love her then?”
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THERE’D been good reason Gabriel never would have offered to help her find lost threads of time. She could feel the toll the magic had taken on her and felt ridiculous for taking on that kind of risk, especially without a completed Acceptance. She’d almost lost herself to celestial powers, and all over petty jealousy of a three-thousand-year-old dead Queen. 

Recovery in a stifling room away from Queen Ceres with nothing but a pounding headache seemed like an appropriate punishment. Using the Dark was a first, and the aftermath was entirely opposite than the Light. With the Light, it took no toll other than the moment, the effort to close the gates within her soul, and perhaps a nasty blister over her skin that was bound with Divine Material. But the Dark was a part of her, and it had been allowed to spread. Sickness filled her and made her nauseous, sending pounding headaches until she pressed her thumbs against her eyes with the strain and tasted sour bile in the back of her throat.

“Can’t you give her something for the pain?” Gabriel’s voice thundered in Azrael’s brain. He was arguing again with a Healer, even though Azrael had said a hundred times she didn’t want help from anyone. She’d done this to herself, and she’d pay the price.

“As I’ve told you before, we’ve used the most of the salve on other patients. There’s only one bottle left.”

“This is your future Queen,” Gabriel sneered. “I don’t care if it’s the last bottle on Terra. Give it to her, and I don’t care if she fights it. Just do it. She needs to complete her Acceptance, and she can’t do that while she’s like this.”

Gabriel hadn’t said the full truth. Azrael knew that he’d meant she couldn’t endure a trial of Light while infected with the Dark. 

When trained hands massaged salve into the tight knots of her neck, she didn’t fight it. Rosemary and Thyme masked its putrid scent, and she forced herself to relax. The wave of her nausea eased and the thunder of her headache retreated to a dull throb.

“What is that stuff?” Azrael murmured.

“Unicorn tears, m’lady.” 

Azrael didn’t ask if that was a joke.

“They’re called Healers for a reason,” Gabriel said with a wry smile. 

Azrael returned a smile, but couldn’t look at him longer than a second before the images came flooding back. His foreign, violet eyes and his lips touching Alexandria’s. The way she’d looked at him, such unadulterated joy. What had happened after that day? Did he still love her, even after three thousand years?

Guilt tugged at her heart. She shouldn’t be worrying about Gabriel’s past. Meretta’s future was what was really important. Even now, she was still in bed, all because she’d failed to protect her. She deserved better.

“Well, since we’re here, do you think it’d be okay to check on Meretta?” Azrael asked.

Gabriel hummed thoughtfully. “I suppose that’d be all right, as long as you keep to bed rest soon. Do you feel up to moving around? Don’t let the salve give you a false sense of health.”

“Yes. I just want to check on her.”

He rose, picking up his thin-backed chair and leaning it against himself. “Come along then, you can sit in my chair so that the Healers won’t fuss at me for letting you exert yourself.”

Walking around the corner to Meretta’s room, Gabriel sighed before squeezing through the narrow halls. It was even more difficult as he dragged the chair behind him, his wings bent awkwardly, nearly grazing the ceiling. But finally Gabriel situated himself and placed the chair next to Meretta’s bed. Motioning for Azrael to sit, he remained standing within arm’s reach.

Azrael sat gingerly, but the back of the chair grazed her tender skin. Even through the thin robes it felt like hot coals. She hissed and lurched forward, nearly oversetting the unbalanced chair. Meretta’s eyes flickered at the noise.

“Meretta?” she whispered. “Are you awake?”

Relief flooded her when Meretta’s eyes fluttered open and the golden film had nearly vanished.

Meretta squinted as if she couldn’t quite make Azrael out. “Why’s it so bright in here?” she murmured.

“It’s the effects of overexposure to Light,” Gabriel supplied.

Her gaze flicked to him nervously, and she relaxed when he rustled his wings. “What happened?”

Azrael felt the tears pricking at the edges of her eyes and tried to hold them back. “I’m so sorry. I didn’t mean—”

“Azrael saved your life,” Gabriel interrupted. “Mehmet tried to kill you both.”

Meretta’s eyes fluttered and she arched her neck stiffly. “You saved us.”

Azrael shook her head. “I hurt you.”

Meretta gave a small laugh. “No, you saved me.” She held her arms wide.

Azrael waved her hands. “Oh no no, I don’t want to hurt you, Meretta. You’re wounded.”

She wobbled her arms awkwardly. “Oh nonsense, I’m fine. Hug me, my sister.”

The brimming tears rolled down her cheeks. Azrael gave in and hugged Meretta as gently as she could.

After a few shaky breaths, Azrael released the embrace. “You’ll be back on your feet before you know it!” She squeezed Meretta’s hand. “You’ll see. And then you can help me talk to Mita, just like you wanted. It’ll be great. I’m sure we’ll all turn out to be best of friends. You always know how to bring people together.”

Meretta smiled. “That sounds wonderful. I can’t wait.” Her words faltered as her eyes drooped.

“I think it’s time to let her sleep,” Gabriel whispered.

Azrael patted Meretta’s hand one last time. “Goodbye, Meretta,” she whispered.

A glimmer of a smile lit Meretta’s plump lips, and Azrael could just barely make out her farewell before her chest slowed to the rise and fall of sleep.

Azrael looked to Gabriel as they retreated to her own room. “Thanks for letting me see her. She’s going to be all right, isn’t she?” Azrael dared to hope that Meretta would make it through this. They both would.

Gabriel chuckled. “Yes, she’ll be fine. Like I’ve been saying, you did the right thing.”

Finally, Azrael’s guilt melted away. Ignoring the stings and throbs, she laid down in her own bed with a sigh. It was as if an enormous weight had been lifted from her chest.

Gabriel placed his chair next to the bed. “I’ll stay with you until Queen Ceres returns. She might be a while, so try to get some rest. You’ll be safe, I promise.”

Azrael snuggled into the herb-scented sheets and her own eyelids drooped. “Thank you, Gabriel,” she whispered before drifting off to sleep.
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CHAPTER NINETEEN

Traitor
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MITA cowered in the corner of her room. She trembled amidst the wooden practice tools and scattered papers. When she’d seen Meretta’s broken body whisked away to the Healing Ward, she was sure that they’d find the footprints leading away from the Manor. Or perhaps a servant had spotted her sneaking into Azrael’s room. But no one came to drag her away. No one even gave her a second glance; she remained undiscovered in her act of treason. But still, she trembled.

She’d failed. 

How could she have failed? The task was simple: place the orb in Azrael’s room. The demon hadn’t specified where, or how close to her bed, so she’d placed it on the floor next to the sleeping girl. But that sleeping girl had not been Azrael. It’d been Meretta. Had that been her fatal mistake? Had it given Azrael enough time to react?

It didn’t matter. Azrael still lived. She wrapped her hands over her face and sobbed into them.

Why do you cry, sweet Mita?

Mita shot her head up. The voice was smooth as silk and echoed in her tiny chambers, but no one was there.

“Demon?” she whispered. “Is that you?”

Yes, it is I. I can feel your sorrow. I can feel your pain. Do you regret what you have done?

She pushed herself flat against the wall. He didn’t know? Should she lie?

Why are you silent? Are you afraid?

“Show yourself.” Her voice trembled and she didn’t dare say another word lest he smell her fear.

But I’m not here, not in the room. You have let me into your heart. I’m your ally now. But I will accommodate your request as best I can.

Mita froze as a dark silhouette formed and loomed over her. Her palms went sweaty as she grasped onto her ankles and pulled her legs into her chest. 

Shhh. Relax, sweet Mita. I will keep my promise. You have done as I asked?

She gulped down the lump in her throat. “Yes.”

Then why does your little heart thunder in your ears?

Mita lowered her head in-between her knees. “Because, Azrael lives. I’ve failed. They’ll find out it was me, and I’ll be executed. It was all for nothing.”

There was a moment of silence, and Mita swore she could feel frost on her nose.

She’s strong, sweet Mita. Stronger than either of us anticipated. You have done only as was asked. It is I who has failed you.

Mita managed to peek over the edge of her knee. The dark form had kneeled, as if to look into her face with its masked head. It didn’t make her feel afraid, but comforted. She wasn’t alone.

“What do I do now?”

The voice chuckled. It was deep and sweet, bringing a cautious smile to Mita’s lips.

You will take a risk. You’ll do what my own magic cannot. You’ll achieve what I could not. In this act, you will become the most powerful member of my clan. 

Mita’s Light-brightened eyes opened wide and cast the furniture’s shadows across the room. “How?”

You are Hallowed. Only you can perform the ritual that will change a body beyond recognition. Only you can embed Divine Material into the skin. 

“Divine Material?”

Yes. Embed it into yourself. Kill those who are closest to Azrael’s heart. Bring her suffering and pain. 

Mita crawled across the floor and reached to the shadow. It was only a dark wisp in her hands. “Gabriel said I would go mad if I did that. Why do you ask me to kill them? How will this help us?”

Learn to trust me, sweet Mita. Tattoo yourself. We have others among us who have done this very act. They are the most powerful creatures in Mhakdar. Become one of them. Kill. Seal the suffering that will play an integral part in your change. We are Fallen, sweet Mita. We don’t thrive on the Light, but the pain and suffering of the Dark. Mutate it. Manipulate it. Become one of us.

Mita remained still on her hands and knees, contemplating the demon’s request. His hold on her was strong. Even stronger was her desire for what should have always been hers. She would take what Azrael had taken from her. Then...she would go to her true home.
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AWAKING to a nagging headache, Azrael stretched and rubbed her head. She looked around and discovered a small grey bottle. She popped it open, contemplating again if unicorns really existed before snorting a laugh and dabbing the bottle against her palm. A sticky liquid trickled out and she rubbed it across the back of her neck. Her stiffness eased, and the stings on her lower back dulled. She appreciated the reprieve, especially since she would be completing the next part of her Acceptance soon, perhaps even today.

When her gaze drifted to Gabriel, still sleeping and his wings splayed behind him like a casually tossed cape, she realized it was still late at night. But something had woken her, something that had felt like a spark of pain, and she realized it was still there. A strange ache that wasn’t in her body, but without.

Rising slowly and rubbing her eyes, Azrael tottered over to Gabriel’s still form. She gently shook his shoulder.

“Gabriel,” she whispered, “Gabriel, wake up.”

Slowly opening his sea-blue eyes he handsomely brushed back his white hair. He blinked at her for a moment, his brow furrowing. “Is it morning?” His words came out fumbled and soft. 

Azrael shrugged. There were no windows to speak of in the Healing Chambers, so she couldn’t be absolutely sure.

When he saw her unease he instantly was awake. “What is it?” 

Azrael waved at the air. “It’s probably nothing. I just—”

Gabriel hissed and rushed to his feet. 

That’s when Azrael really felt it. A lingering scent had drifted into her room and hit her in the chest, and she realized it was an emotion. Someone else’s emotion, and it was terror.

Azrael broke into a run until she reached Meretta’s room. She flung the drapes aside and froze when she saw a large form slumped over Meretta’s bed. 

She trembled, approaching it. Then she saw the soft curls of hair mingling with Meretta’s. It was the Queen.

“Majesty?” Azrael ventured.

As she got closer she saw the Queen had placed her hand over Meretta’s face. It should have been a stifling position, and neither moved. 

Azrael’s heart clenched when she forced herself to roll the Queen over. A scream lodged itself deep in her throat at the sight of the Queen’s eyes dark as pitch as if her pupils had overtaken her irises completely. Her face was aged, contorted with agony. 

The Queen was dead.

Azrael desperately peeled the Queen’s fingers from Meretta’s face as her heart broke into a thousand pieces.

She pleaded with the Divine. There had always been the sinking possibility that the Queen’s time was soon coming to an end, but not Meretta. Please, not dear Meretta.

Azrael screamed, drawn into the void of Meretta’s lifeless eyes. 

“Not my Meretta, not her too,” Azrael cried.

“Blessed Divine,” Gabriel said breathlessly, having finally squeezed his way through the corridors.

Azrael collapsed as shock seized her lungs. She covered her silently screaming mouth with a shaking hand. Pain beyond her comprehension swept in like flames. It was a thousandfold worse than the Acceptance had ever been. She couldn’t tear her gaze from the lifeless bodies frozen in agony, her mother and her sister torn from her life.

Finally, her lungs unhinged and the sobs came. They took over her body like a massive force, ripping ragged breaths through her chest. Then a new pain came, a spear that snapped through her spine and sent flashes of red sparking across her vision.

“Gabriel!” Azrael cried as another blinding snap thundered through her shoulders. Had she been stabbed? Had the demon found another way in and was now tearing the flesh from her bones with its teeth?

They’re dead, her thoughts reminded her. Nothing mattered. No pain could punish her enough for letting them die. 

Her soul filled with agony, the Darkness squelching the Light. A battle ensued, the Light retaliating and sending blazing scars through her soul.

Azrael felt blinded by the loss. She was truly alone, for the first time in her life. She had no one.

“Azrael!” Gabriel’s voice shouted through the fog of her grief. “Don’t do this! I can’t lose you. I can’t do this. Not again.”

His words struck a cord and Azrael stilled in that place between life and death. It was just long enough for her to survive the next wave of agony that speared through her chest.

The raw stab of reality tore through her mind as the muscles in her back stretched and contracted in an unnatural way. A new scream erupted from her mouth as her spine loosened and made an audible crack. An unbelievable pain spread, sending shards through her shoulders and black discs dancing across her vision. Her body rejected oblivion and she endured the pain.

“Blessed Divine. It’s happening,” Gabriel whispered, as he stared in disbelief. 

Azrael screamed again, a sob catching in her throat. “What’s happening...to me?” She cried out. The pain shook her body to the core as a hot sticky stream of blood slipped down the ridge of her spine. She held herself up on the floor, her elbows buckling under the intensity of pain. I must endure. I must outlast this. The floor became slippery as sweat and blood trickled over her knuckles.

Azrael’s eyes shot open and blood spat out of her mouth with a gurgle. A muffled scream swelled in her throat as two knives sliced through her back. She screamed and wailed with each tear of her skin. The patterns on her lower back sizzled her flesh in the effort to keep her alive. The world spun as she convulsed with seizure.

What’s happening? 

Her grief felt like it had transformed to pieces of glass slowly slicing through her body; a pain a hundred times greater than the searing burns cascading down her shoulders and back. 

Separate voices were calling now. They’d made it past the demon that’d done this. They were now here for her. 

“We must complete the Acceptance, now!” Gabriel shouted.

Azrael clawed at the ground, writhing on the floor as her voice growled and gurgled, spitting out blood and curses. 

Azrael slipped to the ground and the cool marble tiles stuck against her cheek. I’m going to die here. Just like the hybrids before me... I will join the Queen... Meretta...

A hand reached to pick her up. She helplessly whimpered as she was dropped back onto the ground, the hand unable to keep its grip through the slick blood. 

Azrael’s back was alive with fire. Spasms shot up and down her spine and two distorted welts were trying to squeeze out of the slits that had been made in her flesh. No, she hadn’t been stabbed. Something’s ripping me up from the inside.

“Her body can’t handle this! She needs all of the Divine Material in her body to survive! Help me take her! Now!” Gabriel’s voice boomed. Hands rushed at Azrael and pulled her along with them. She screamed and protested. Couldn’t they just let her die? Why would they be so cruel as to keep her in a world without Meretta or the Queen? 

Azrael lurched forward as the welts in her back grew with a thrust, ripping her skin further apart. Hot blood spurt onto her neck and ran down her arms. She fell to the ground again, the pools of blood making it impossible to keep ahold by her arms. Finally, she was pulled along by her robes, no one seeming to care as they ripped and shredded. 

A gruff voice rumbled in anger. “How do you expect me to work like this? There’s blood everywhere!”

Azrael was thrown onto a table and she writhed and cried out hoarsely as hands held her down.

“She’s Turning! You must complete the Acceptance! Now!”

Azrael scarcely understood what was going on as pain cascaded across her vision in heaving waves. The sight of her dead Queen and Meretta flashed in her mind. 

She coughed and gagged as blood continued to trickle across her lips, tasting bitter and metallic. Cascading stabs of a hot poker rippled down her spine. 

Azrael didn’t know how to survive. Without them, she was dead. There was no reason to live. She weakly cried out as fire ran down her back, and then her shoulder blades heaved and broke like twigs. Blood ran out of her mouth like a river as she coughed and gagged until she felt as if she wasn’t even breathing anymore. Darkness slowly promised to give refuge. 

“We need you, Azrael! I need you...”

Who was that? Gabriel? Does it matter... Azrael wanted to welcome the darkness. Seek its cold embrace. Anything to be free of this torment. Go anywhere other than this nightmare. She let herself be taken away by the shrouds of blackness. Death? That couldn’t scare her, not now. She welcomed it gratefully.

Somewhere, there was a sound. Or maybe she heard nothing, perhaps it was a feeling. But there was a presence, somewhere close. Azrael lifted her eyes, and searched. Have the Divine come for me at last? There, barely visible in the darkness, an approaching figure. Eyes, golden and strange, but captivating, manifested and stared back at her. They beckoned. They called.

“Don’t leave me... I need you...”

Someone...needs me... Azrael reluctantly resisted the hope of refuge inside of the blackness. She turned away from the unknown presence. Her heart mourned for Meretta and the Queen. But she resisted the darkness. He... needs me... With a heavy heart, she let the Light take over, let the Light sear away the Darkness. Those promising eyes closed with resign. 

Cold and alone in a realm of Light, Azrael wept in mourning. Her hand clenched onto something. And she held onto it as if her very life depended on it. Her tongue tasting the metallic tinge of blood, she saw a blur of what she was holding onto and the azure eyes that stared back. 

Gabriel... Don’t leave me...
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CHAPTER TWENTY

Careful What You Wish For
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AZRAEL slept in something less than sleep, yet more than death. Heat radiated from her body, her skin constantly slick with her own blood. At some point, the bleeding stopped. Azrael’s breath flowed clearly again through her throat. On her stomach, she stared with unseeing eyes. Her vision blurred every time she tried to form a coherent thought. Her heart lurched whenever she thought of Queen Ceres or Meretta. There were trickles of blood seeping down her back whenever she remembered the contortion of agony and fear on their faces. In and out of something like consciousness, Azrael could feel the heaving welts that breathed like dying parasites on her back. They itched, but she couldn’t move to scratch them. Her lower back burned with thick, cracking scabs. A new path of pain seared up her spine, over her shoulders, and across the back of her neck. But it didn’t bother her. The real pain was in her heart. 

Even when a comforting hand soaked away the blood with a wet sponge now and again, Azrael couldn’t respond. It was pointless. The only thing that kept her going was the occasional glimpse of white wings. An occasional sight of deep blue eyes watching with fear and concern. They gazed with a desperate need that kept her clinging to life. They gazed with a promise for something more. She trusted those eyes. She let herself get lost in them when they were looking at her. It was the only kindness left in this world of pain and sorrow. 

Eventually, the times Azrael was trapped in consciousness overtook the times she was lost in her endless dreams. With great reluctance, reality began to take its hold. Gabriel’s face fabricated in front of Azrael’s eyes. She blinked at him slowly.

He leaned in, so close his nose almost touched hers. “Azrael? Are you awake?” he asked softly.

She wanted to answer, but felt numb. She just continued to stare at him. He got up and her eyes followed. 

“It’s all right. You’re okay now.” He rested a hand on her shoulder. Scarcely putting any pressure on her skin, it felt almost as if he’d laid a feather on her. He looked at the Healer who dabbed a cloth over her back, silently requesting that they be alone.

Azrael continued to stare at him as the Healer left. She opened her mouth to speak. But then closed it again, finding that words seemed pointless. Meaningless sounds that wouldn’t bring Meretta and the Queen back.

Gabriel sighed and his eyes seemed darker than usual. He sat in his chair that looked bent from use and clasped his hands together. 

“Azrael.” He paused, waiting for her to look at him. Finally, finding the energy to focus her eyes once again on his face, he continued. “I know you’re devastated right now. But you need to get ahold of yourself. I can’t imagine the pain, but I want you to try your best to listen to me and understand what I’m saying.” He paused again, waiting to see if she would cooperate.

Azrael felt as cold as ice, and coming into reality was hardly the first thing she would have liked to be doing. Her eyes flickered as she forced them to focus. What convinced her was his sense of urgency. Did he believe there was something she could still do? Something that could even begin to amend the gravity of her failure?

“I’m listening,” she croaked. She felt pathetic, hardly the graceful creature Queen Ceres had tried to create. 

“This wasn’t Mehmet,” he began. “At least, Dark magic wasn’t used. This was the traitor. This was murder.”

Murder... 

“The pain you felt when you saw them, the pain you feel, somehow, it triggered your Turn prematurely. When you saw two people so close to you in that state, your body was overwhelmed with pain even more powerful than the physical pain of the Acceptance. Even so, the Turning shouldn’t have been activated. It should have required more Light, and more time to develop your connection to the celestial realm.” He looked at the floor again and shook his head. “No matter how it happened, you began to Turn. You would have died without completing your Acceptance.” His eyes glazed over, as if remembering something horrific. “We had to perform the Acceptance while you were in the process of growing your wings. I can’t imagine the agony...”

Feeling reality take a firm hold, Azrael stiffly reached out an arm. Seeing her wince with the effort, Gabriel quickly took her hand. Azrael squeezed it as tightly as she could. “Meretta... My Queen...” she whispered. When tears stung her eyes she squeezed them shut. She wanted to retreat back into sleep. Her body shook with small tremors as she wept, unable to use more of the pointless words.

Gabriel curled his fingers around hers. “I know it hurts. I’m here for you. Azrael, the Hallowed will be coming in to have a look at you. You will recover from this. In time, your wounds will heal, even your emotional ones.”

Azrael doubted the truth of those words. She allowed him to pull away and his gentle voice spoke to a Healer, requesting the Hallowed be summoned now that she was awake. It would be customary that the Queen would judge her healing first. 

But she’s dead...

After a few moments, Azrael was warned of the Hallowed’s presence by the servant’s cheerful bells. She wanted to throw those bells on the ground. She felt anything but cheerful. Thankfully, the servant was sent to wait outside.

Azrael opened her puffy eyes and sniffled at the Hallowed. He towered over her, and wilting beside him was Mita, covered in a robe as if even she were in mourning. She hid her face in its hood and kept her head down. Indignation surged in Azrael at the sight. Mita knew nothing of true grief.

The Hallowed leaned and his face pooled with concern; it was the first display of emotion Azrael had ever seen from him.

“Are you in pain?” he asked.

Azrael felt that that was the most ridiculous question he could have asked. But obediently, she nodded her head against the pillow in confirmation. 

He inspected her back and grunted with disapproval. “The Acceptance seems to have been completed to satisfaction, but I don’t know how well it will heal, seeing that you have half-formed wings sprouting from your back.”

Azrael grimaced. “I didn’t know the cost of regaining my wings would be the deaths of those closest to me. I don’t want them.” Azrael whimpered as the pain of loss tore through her spine.

Gabriel leaned, wavering his hands just over her skin. “Azrael. I’m so sorry. It wasn’t supposed to happen like this.” 

The Hallowed grunted again, ignoring Azrael’s devastation. “Is this normal? Her wings, if you can call them that, look like they’re covered in some sort of filmy mucus, and acting like they’re stuck between her insides and her outsides.”

Gabriel winced. “It wasn’t supposed to be like this,” he repeated.

Azrael noticed Mita lingering behind the Hallowed elder and wondered why she wasn’t eagerly looking along with her master. Rage rippled through her when she decided Mita must be jealous. 

How could she be envious of me... No one deserves to go through this. I’m trapped in misery. The Queen and Meretta are dead...

As if Mita heard her thoughts, she clenched her fists against her chest and trembled. Azrael wondered why. 

Meretta wanted us to be friends. It was her last wish... For the first time Azrael felt a glimmer of hope. If Meretta can see me, then she would be happy if I tried.

“Mita...” Azrael said, even as the word pained her. “Please, come here.” Mita froze for a moment, and then as if she was unsure of what to do, slowly walked to the bedside. She kept her head low. Azrael took her hand with effort as she came close. “Mita, I want us to be friends.” 

Mita’s hand was cold and rigid. She didn’t respond to what Azrael had said. The Hallowed glared at her. “What’s the matter with you, child?” he snapped. 

Azrael tugged Mita’s cold fingers. “Can you look at me, Mita? Please?”

Again Mita remained stiff, still not responding. Bent over even further due to the response of her master. The Hallowed growled. Azrael was astonished by his display of emotion. She’d never seen any Hallowed angry, not once in her life. 

“Why do you not answer her?” he demanded. Mita remained silent. But after a few moments he lost what willpower he had. Swiftly he ripped off her hood.

Azrael froze as she stared into Mita’s eyes, or rather what was in-between them: a glowing golden triangle tattoo made of Divine Material.

“Y-you...” Azrael stammered.

The Hallowed grabbed her thin shoulders and spun her to face him. “What have you done?” he shouted. Expressionless, she blankly stared at him. He shook her violently and her body lolled like a cotton doll. “You dim-witted idiot. What have you done? Answer me!” 

“It was her...” Azrael whispered.

A slow cynical smile crept across Mita’s lips. A cold chill ran through Azrael’s body as she put it all together. 

“What?” Gabriel asked sharply.

“She killed them.” Azrael’s voice cracked. “She killed them!” she screamed, her voice going shrill. Azrael convulsed and tried to get up. Her efforts were rewarded by a cascade of snaps down her back and she collapsed to her stomach with a cry.

A cruel laugh rumbled in Mita’s throat. “Serves you right.” Mita’s face scrunched into a hateful glare. “Those wings should have been mine.” She blinked her eyes as they flashed softly. “You’re all a bunch of liars. I can use Divine Material. I could have Turned given a proper Acceptance.” She faced Gabriel and snarled. “I’m glad some of the traitors are dead. But I missed one!”

After that moment, it was as if the room exploded. Mita lurched toward Azrael with hands outstretched, teeth gnashing and grinding. Both the Hallowed and Gabriel dove over Azrael and pinned Mita to the ground. 

Thrashing, Mita fought back with surprising strength. Azrael watched helplessly from her bloodied bed as Mita’s eyes mixed with gold and black. Her skin sizzled, as if confused if it should shine or writhe in shadow. 

As the Hallowed went flying across the room, Gabriel snapped out his wings to their full length. He looked majestic, truly living up to the myths modeled after him. He twisted, whipping his left wing so that the arch went barreling straight into Mita’s head. With a loud thump, Mita’s eyes blurred as she staggered before collapsing to the ground. 

Gabriel ruffled his wings and looked to Azrael. Seeming satisfied that she was unharmed, at least any further than she already was, he assisted the Hallowed.

As ageless as he seemed, the Hallowed staggered to his feet, his face crumpled with pain and he grasped his side. 

“Hallowed, perhaps you should go see the Healers,” Gabriel offered.

The Hallowed glared. “I’m fine,” he grunted. He wobbled to the now unconscious Mita slumped onto the ground. He stared at her like she was a pitiful creature, hardly worth the trouble of stomping her face into the tiles.

“I should have known,” he grumbled. “A jar of my Divine Material went missing a few days ago, as well as some of my tools.” The blood steadily drained from his face, and Azrael could relate to the scent of self-inflicted guilt that wafted from his soul. “I just blamed it on some half-witted servant trying to tidy up.”

Gabriel lingered by the Hallowed as he absently rubbed the arch of his wing. “No, it was I who should’ve known. She gave an outburst not too long before the murder. I just never suspected... She didn’t seem the type to fall so far.”

Numbly, they both stared at Mita’s body crumpled on the ground like some kind of discarded tunic. She looked so small, so insignificant and fragile. With her eyes closed, she could even have been mistaken for peaceful, had it not been for the glimmering triangle tattoo on her forehead that writhed and sparked, as if angry.

Azrael stared, unable to fathom how Mita could have been the traitor all along. Her sadness and confusion didn’t flounder for long, turning swiftly to the tides of hatred and a building lust for revenge. This was the creature that had killed Meretta and the Mistress. She didn’t need to know anything else. She didn’t need another reason to live, if only to avenge their deaths.

“She should die.” Azrael formed her thoughts into words. They felt weighty and meaningful and the raw emotion that rolled off her tongue was sweet like a pastry. She licked her lips, finding it delicious and only wanting more. 

Gabriel ignored the comment. “She won’t be unconscious for long. I’ve dealt with Hallowed who’ve turned into abominations. She’ll be strong, and she’ll only get stronger. We’ll have to have the Healers properly sedate her, and she should be imprisoned until you’ve recovered.”

“Recovered?” Azrael asked. She didn’t need to stand to know what Mita deserved.

He nodded gravely. “Her life will be in your hands, but only when you’ve healed. You shall judge her with justice, not passion, not with the raw pain of your wounds telling you what to do.”

Indignation surged, but Azrael pushed it down like the bile in her throat. She could show restraint. In this regard, justice and passion were the same. She would deliver her verdict standing tall and proud, showing no hint of insanity that lingered behind her eyes. 

Azrael turned her face further into the leather padding of the bed to look at the angel. Her gaze didn’t waver from his. “As you wish.”

Seeming satisfied, Gabriel faced the Hallowed. “I’ll take Mita—”

“No,” the Hallowed snapped. “She’s my responsibility.” With that, he gave an apologetic nod to Azrael before he bent and flung Mita over his shoulder. As light as she was, she still seemed like a burden for the injured Hallowed. But Gabriel creased his lips together and didn’t offer any assistance as the Hallowed limped to the doorway. Both his body and his pride had been damaged. His own apprentice had committed the worst catastrophe in Manor Saffron’s history since Alexandria’s death. 

Azrael didn’t say a word as she watched him disappear around the corner, one last flash of Mita’s face bringing tears to her eyes. Strangely, anger was so close to grief, and she wasn’t sure which she was feeling.

Eventually, the Healers came, reprimanding Gabriel for allowing such disturbances to tear what small stitches they had been able to sew into Azrael’s wounds. He took the chiding without complaint, and only watched in silence as they repaired what they could of Azrael’s torn back.

One of the Healers, however, finally let out an exasperated sigh. “This is impossible. Shouldn’t we just pull them out?”

Gabriel’s frown of disapproval eased the instant panic that set Azrael’s teeth clacking. “No,” he said. “Trying to force them out will only make things worse.” When the Healer continued to obstinately stare at the angel, he continued. “Imagine a caterpillar. Do you tear it out of its cocoon before it’s ready? No, that would just kill it. Nature must let it grow until it’s ready to come out on its own. Her wings, like a butterfly, must develop.”

“But,” the Healer protested, “when a patient has an object stuck in their body, we pull it out.”

“They’re not objects,” Gabriel growled. “Her wings are part of her body.”

The Healer audibly swallowed and gave a short nod, resuming her task of dabbing away escaped blood.

To keep her mind off the pain, Azrael let her thoughts drift to her newfound goal. She had her traitor, and she had the power to do what must be done. Mita would pay. Although what came next was a dark void not unlike her nightmares. And like her nightmares, there was nothing she feared more.
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FOR days, Azrael’s wings grew, as well as her thirst for revenge. She held onto it as if it were the Light, the only thing that could keep her safe from the void. 

Except, her future was the void, and if she dared to imagine it, she saw only incomprehensible grief. She couldn’t imagine life without the Queen, without Meretta. And so she closed her blue eye, letting her green eye see only the now, only the revenge that she needed to take. To do that, she needed to recover. And so she patiently waited for her body to ease away from the brink of death.

Sleep came sometimes, although uneasily and with fits. Herbs helped, but gave her strange dreams filled with warped faces and gardens void of color. She was within such a dream, seeing a flower that was completely black, when she woke with a start. As always, she sought those azure eyes that were filled with love, faith, and everything she’d lost. Gabriel was nowhere to be seen, and she felt empty without him. Love and faith were no longer in her soul, only misery.

Green robes rustled and a friendly Healer gave her a light smile. “Hello, Majesty. I’m glad to see you’re awake.”

Azrael let her eyelids droop. She was so very tired, and had no patience for Healers who did nothing but poke and prod. 

“Gabriel’s gone to Celestia,” the Healer said, and Azrael opened her eyes wide. 

“Why?” she asked.

“You’re healing. I’m sure he hopes the good news will bring much needed allies.”

“Allies for what?” Azrael asked. She only needed to destroy Mita, and she didn’t need allies to do that.

The Healer’s smile took on a strained look, as if she forced her lips to stay curved. “While we found the traitor, the demons are still out there. Gabriel wishes to bring reinforcements to push them back to Mhakdar.”

Of course. There was more to the world than Mita, Azrael knew that. The demons were the root of the problem, but they were demons, they didn’t know any better. Azrael was struck by the intense desire to meet one, now that she was old enough to remember. Would their eyes be green? Would they have that obstinate look of righteousness like the Windborn boys? 

When Gabriel finally returned, she saw he’d gone not just for his allies, but for something else.

“What do you think?” he asked, holding up a glass vial wound with artistic, metal swirls. The cream inside was white, but it had a soft glow to it. 

“What is that?” she asked.

He smiled, and Azrael’s heart leapt at the sight. It’d been so long since he’d smiled. “It’s Divine Material ground to a fine powder and mixed with animal fat.” He gestured to her back. “Those scabs need to come off if your wings have any hope of coming out.”

Azrael twitched, wishing she could scratch them. They were terrible, crusted things, formed from the endless drip of her blood and sealing with the small stitches in her skin. There’d been so much blood, and the Healers had done what they could, but now it was like a shell that needed to be broken if her wings could ever come out.

A Healer holding a cup of steaming water and a sponge accepted the vial from Gabriel and got to work. Stings radiated down her shoulders as the Healers dabbed warm water to moisten the scabs. Each droplet was like a blade, sending stabs that signaled her scabs were relinquishing their grip.

“This cream should allow your scabs to completely detach,” explained a Healer. “You’re almost there, Princess. Are you ready?”

The cream was not unlike the “unicorn tears,” putrid and hopelessly mixed with soft scents of lilac that did little to mask the smell. 

“Ready,” she confirmed and squeezed her eyes shut.

Horrible stings radiated across her shoulders as the Healer’s tender fingers applied the cream. Azrael held in a whimper, but squirmed as the stinging intensified. 

“What do you feel?” Gabriel asked, so close she could feel the heat of his breath on her face.

“Pain,” she said through clenched teeth, and was about to say something else when a nauseated groan forced through her throat as the Healer tugged. The tug was slight and gentle, and after the wave of dizzying pain rolled over her head, there was a surprising aftermath of relief.

The Healer’s relieved sigh echoed her own as a soft squish sounded from the bowl. “They’re off,” she announced.

“Finally,” Azrael muttered. 

Gabriel smiled. “That surely must feel better.”

Azrael nodded with wide eyes. “Much.”

Gabriel leaned to inspect the damage and Azrael cringed, waiting for him to tell her how her Acceptance had been ruined beyond repair. Instead, admiration lit his face. “They’re almost free,” he said. “And your Acceptance isn’t damaged. In fact, I think once it heals, it’ll flow perfectly with your feathers.”

The thought of having feathers of her own gave her a floating sense of elation, but that bubble quickly burst as she remembered the cost of her wings. 

“Now that the scabs have come off, perhaps we can accelerate your healing,” Gabriel offered.

Azrael scrunched her nose. “I thought that you said I was a butterfly and my wings had to come out on their own.” She couldn’t hide the sarcasm in her words.

“No,” Gabriel countered. “I mean you could use your magic. Light can heal if you know how to use it.”

The images of Meretta’s blood-soaked hair filtered through her vision. “If you say so.”

He pulled the chair closer to the bed and leaned in. “First thing you must do is to utilize the Divine Material. Now that the scabs are gone, it won’t hurt.”

The Healer who had been silently cleaning materials on the other side of the room stomped her foot. “Gabriel! Her scabs just came off. I strongly advise against such an action, at least for a little while.” 

Gabriel dismissively waved a hand at her. “She’ll be fine. Trust me.”

The Healer grunted with annoyance. “You’d better listen to me one of these days,” the Healer mumbled, followed by angry clinks of tools and bottles. 

Gabriel continued his instructions, “Concentrate on activating your Divine Material. I want you to focus on the pain. Your subconscious mind should take over from there.”

The pain had been the only thing she could focus on since she’d gotten here, but she didn’t argue, and did as he asked. After a few moments of silence, she fluttered her eyelids open again, meeting Gabriel’s pensive gaze.

“Well?” he prompted.

Azrael shook her head. “Nothing.”

He took her chin in his hands and examined her eyes. “You aren’t using the Divine Material.” He sat back again. “It won’t work unless you do that first.”

Nerves set her teeth on edge as she closed her eyes again. She remembered lighting her soul on fire, opening the gates and setting the Divine Material in her skin ablaze. But no matter what she did, she couldn’t replicate what had been so easy before.

Gabriel shifted and his chair creaked. “I don’t understand. You couldn’t even stop using Divine Material before...”

Azrael frowned, frustration and anger brimming as she clenched her fists. “I can’t do it, Gabriel. I remember how I did it before, but it won’t work now.”

Gabriel was silent for a long moment. Then his face turned grave. “I don’t want to admit it, but perhaps the violent manner of your Turning could have... Well, maybe, it rendered you incapable of using the Divine Material.” 

Azrael’s eyes grew wide and she stared at him with disbelief. “How could that happen?”

Gabriel tapped his fingers on his knees thoughtfully. “It’s just a theory, perhaps the trauma is still too fresh.” He jerked to his feet. “I need to consult my allies. Maybe they can help.”

Azrael snatched his wrist and gasped at the pain that shot up her arm at the sudden motion. “You can’t leave me. Not like this.” She didn’t have to push desperation in her words, she was already on the verge of panic.

He hesitated, and Azrael wished she could taste his emotions. She had to settle for the flash of indecision in his eyes. “All right, I’ll stay. But if you haven’t made progress soon, I’ll seek help.” 

Relief eased her shoulders and she curled her fingers under her chest, resting onto the padding as comfortable as she could. “Thank you.”

Defeated, Gabriel lowered to his chair. He stretched his wings wide, as if he too felt cramped and yearned to be free of the stifling room. But then he settled, closing his wings tight to his shoulders and folding his arms over his chest.

He’d closed his eyes, easing into sleep as he normally did. Azrael couldn’t fathom how he could sleep, much less in a chair, but he did. But for Azrael, she felt as if something big was about to happen. It nagged like a buzzing fly and even when she drifted into a hazy sense of sleep, it warned her that she had no time to rest.

Deep in the night she lurched out of sleep, coughing up blood and bile. Gabriel woke with a start and a Healer rushed into the room, instantly holding a rag to her mouth. “Breathe,” she instructed with only sternness, no panic.

Blood soaked the rag within seconds and Azrael gasped ragged breaths through the rush of blood. 

She was about to try and tell the Healer that something was terribly wrong when she convulsed and pain jolted through her spine. A succession of cracks ripped screams from her throat. 

“Azrael, you’re doing it!” Gabriel shouted, even as a sudden hoard of Healers obstructed his view.

Azrael searched for his face, the love and faith in that azure sea that would give her the strength to survive.

When she caught his gaze, she knew the time had come. She didn’t need her magic to see the fluster of panic and elation wound like a ball in his gaze. She didn’t have time to dwell, and braced herself as the two oversized lumps finally broke free of their prison of muscle ligaments and skin. It felt as if her very spine was being ripped out, and she screamed as panic clenched around her heart.

Gabriel shot a hand through the wall of Healers and she latched onto it, drawing strength and warmth even as her skin was slick with blood. “You’re almost there,” he encouraged.

Azrael’s vision had narrowed and she couldn’t think of anything except the pain and terror. She prayed to the Divine for it to end, even if it meant her death. She couldn’t handle this anymore, not the loss or the Turn, certainly not both.

Her muttering prayers between screams were cut short as a wooden cylinder was shoved in her mouth. She bit down on it, hard, and just in time. Another convulsion took over her body followed by a sudden snap through her right shoulder. 

Azrael lunged to the side as another spear shot through her left, and what felt like arms stretched, wet and painful, in frigid air. She became cold, oh so cold, and she wheezed as blood spurt out her nose.

“So cold,” she whispered and closed her eyes against the nauseating dizziness that followed.

“She’s losing too much blood,” a Healer shouted. Hands rushed to put pressure on her wounds.

“That hurts,” she protested. Through blurry eyes she pleaded with Gabriel. “Help me.”

“They’ll stop the bleeding,” he promised and warmed her hands with his. “You’ve done it. It’s over.” He placed a hand on her freezing cheek and she trembled. “Can you feel them? Can you feel your new wings?”

Pain thundered through her body, but she realized he was right. There was something lying on her back that was wet and heavy, but waves of stinging needles channeled through the new nerve endings. She flexed, and fresh pain shot through her body. It was pain from her wings.

But the pain was receding, the blood flow was easing. She twisted, trying to see her wings like a mother straining to see her child. But pain arced through her neck and her head fell to the bloodstained pillow with a grimace.

For the first time, Azrael allowed the Healers to stab a hollowed needle in her arm and accept blood through dried animal intestines. She smiled when she realized it was Gabriel’s blood she was receiving, and he towered over her, his own bloody arm squeezing proudly over the needle. “Angel blood is a closer match,” he explained, barely glancing at the human healers.

Not seeming to take offense, the lead Healer wiped her hands clean on a cloth and gave Gabriel a nod. “Should we sew up the leftover tears?” she asked. “I don’t want her to keep bleeding.”

“Yes,” Gabriel said. “I agree.”

The Healer blew out a long breath. “Sorry to put you through more pain, child, but we must close these wounds. Then, I promise you a reprieve.” 

Azrael closed her eyes and wept hot tears. Her back protested with fierce throbbing and her body felt like it had been broken in half. She was tired of the pain. Azrael let the tears run streaks through the drying blood on her face. She wept for her broken body, and for her broken heart; for all that she had lost. 

Azrael wondered what she could have done to deserve such torment. But there wasn’t much of a choice in the matter. She tried her best not to move as tiny needles and organic thread were laced all too forcefully through her bleeding and open wounds. 

Healer’s hands were steady, but their aim was only to patch her up again. The jerks and knots of their stitches stabbed relentlessly. Blood mixed with salty tears around Azrael’s mouth.

After the Healer had finished, Azrael was finally left to mend on her own. A few stayed behind to clean the blood and organic substances out of her new feathers. Meanwhile, another wound a long strip of cloth around her chest, providing support and also blessed coverage. 

Gabriel sat beside her during the procedure, a cloth pressed on his arm, telling her that it was necessary for her wings to be cleaned, unless she wished to have bloodstained feathers. Azrael most certainly did not, so she tolerated the prying hands to pick and prod into her delicate and sensitive wings. 

When finished, the servants cleaned up the blood that had spattered onto the floor. And indeed, a Healer had already slipped in a puddle of the stuff. In her numbed haze, Azrael wondered how so much liquid could reside in her body. She was grateful that she was allowed to keep the rest of it.
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PERHAPS it was simply the trauma, or perhaps it was a reaction to Gabriel’s blood, but she soon slipped into a fever. Gabriel went to Celestia against her wishes, but she was too ill to stop him. When he returned, his grim silence told her that she was truly on her own, and nature would take its course.

Azrael needed to live. Justice needed to be served and a part of her wanted to get through this out of sheer spite. She couldn’t let Mita have the satisfaction of seeing her dead from her own wings. And so she slurped bitter soup, gulped nasty tea, and slept even when she felt she couldn’t sleep anymore.

In the early light of dawn just at the end of fall her fever finally broke. Pain had become an unwelcome, but accustomed, companion. And when it finally eased, Azrael was amazed. For the first time in weeks, she was able to rise from her bed.

“Careful, Azrael. Careful now,” Gabriel instructed.  

Azrael trembled and shook even as she managed to sit up. The sheer weight of her wings made her want to fall back to the bed again. They slumped down her back like weights, and moving them seemed entirely out of the question.

She frowned as she looked past her dangling feet, just as limp as her wings. “I don’t think I can walk.” 

Gabriel took ahold of her arms. “I’ll help, don’t worry. I know the Healers have been giving you sponge baths, but surely you’ve been dying for the real thing.” He smiled his handsome smile. 

A weak grin found its way across Azrael’s lips. A real bath. The Healers had tried to heat the water before they slathered it on her like butter, but it always turned cold. If they wanted a method to induce tremors, it seems they’d already invented it. 

With the thought of steam enveloping her withering body, breathing life into it again, a newly found surge of determination brought Azrael to her feet with a jolt.

Of course, she immediately went tumbling to the floor. But Gabriel was standing ready. He held her up with ease and the reminiscent memory of Meretta nearly sent her tumbling again. “That’s the spirit,” Gabriel said cheerfully. “Now, can you step forward?”

Azrael looked to her feet in concentration and wiggled her toes. “I think so.”

With slow steps, Gabriel and Azrael made their way to the bathing chambers. Azrael was sure it was quite the sight. Gabriel, in all his glory, stooped down to hold a greasy, young girl with infant wings straddled on her back. Gabriel lifted her on her toes, desperately trying to keep her thin feathers from touching the ground.

As they made their way through the glittering halls, Azrael was met with affectionate smiles from servants passing by. An occasional Healer would nod her head and say, “Good to see you up and about, Majesty.” Azrael wanted to slap them for calling her that. She didn’t want to recognize that the true Queen was really gone. But Azrael was too weak, too tired. It took all of her concentration just to keep putting one foot in front of the other. 

Finally at the baths, servants stood ready in Azrael’s own private chamber. The beige and brown marbled walls were veined with Light and she sighed at the steams that rose to the ceiling.

“I’ll be right outside,” Gabriel assured her. 

He handed her over to the servants. Azrael slumped against their grasp as they pulled her into the room. They dragged her over to a backless chair as two servants held her upright. They were young, and gazed at Azrael with wonder. Azrael had to admit, she felt a little bit special then, despite her awkwardness. 

Slowly, they unwound the bloodstained cloth from her upper body. It hurt, but she was glad to get the wretched thing off. As the last of the cloth was removed, she wrinkled her nose at the sharp and sour stench. As careful as the Healers had been, Azrael imagined it was impossible to keep any infection at all taking hold somewhere. 

Azrael gazed with longing at the warm bath that was coated with rose petals. She was tired of feeling disgusting and bloodied. She knew it would hurt, but she wanted more than anything to be clean. 

The servants inspected Azrael’s back, and though they kept their vow of silence in front of a Windborn, there were no rules against admiring sounds of awe. They cooed at her Acceptance, and nodded their heads at each other with satisfaction. Clearing her throat, the servant girls giggled and helped Azrael into the bath. 

Azrael was shaky, and the sting of the water’s cleansing splash spurred a gasp from her throat. But the pain ebbed, and the warm water embraced her like a mother’s touch. Azrael sighed and suppressed the urge to immerse herself completely and never come out. 

The servant girls delicately washed her body with soft sponges, clearing off the layers of blood and grime. The skin was sensitive where the wings had burst out, but she could feel that the wounds had healed nicely. The stitches must have been absorbed by my body by now. For once, Azrael was grateful for the Healers’ wild inventions.

The servants lathered oils and soaps over Azrael’s body and through her hair. At first, it burned, and Azrael bit her lip from making a sound until eventually the pain receded. Azrael curled her toes with pleasure at the sensations. After so many weeks, she was clean. How she had taken for granted the wonderful gift of cleanliness. 

The servant girls worked quietly, leaving no spot unwashed. They were well trained, and kept their scrubbing to a light pressure, careful against the raw skin where her wings had thrust their way out and the skin closed. Under their care and attention, Azrael’s mind drifted to thoughts of her Queen and Meretta. Did Queen Ceres ever wish to be bathed like this with infant wings of her own? What would Meretta think if she saw me now? Pain speared in her stomach as the grief of loss reminded her how alone she truly was. For the first time in weeks, the tears came, not from her physical pain, but from her heart.

The servant girls patted her on the shoulder and offered understanding frowns. Queen Ceres had been their Queen too. Even Meretta had been kind to the servants, learning their names and treating them with respect. To learn a servant girl’s name who could not speak was no small feat. 

The servant girls stopped their washing and held Azrael’s hands, lifting them to place on their foreheads: A display of their sorrow. 

“Do you miss them too?” Azrael asked.

When the maidservant went to jingle her right wrist, Azrael stopped her. She unclasped the bells and let them sink to the bottom of the bath. “Speak.”

All the girls stilled and stared. The maidservant who’d lost her bells swallowed and licked her lips, before pushing out the words, “Yes, Majesty.”

Azrael’s tears ebbed and she offered a weak smile of gratitude. The girls smiled back, motioning for her to leave the now murky waters. 

Azrael was hauled out of the bath. The girls couldn’t hold Azrael on their own, and she went toppling to the ground. Her wings were such waterlogged weights that she couldn’t hold them up. The girls rang silvered bells for help, and two more girls came bounding into the room. 

With great care, they pulled Azrael up. They took towels and fanned out each feather, wiping down each one. It was a long process, but eventually the weight lessened and Azrael straightened her back with confidence. When she was completely dry, the servants brought her to a giant mirror encased by golden swirls. The Divine Material embedded into the frame cast a pleasant light on her body and made her seem alive and beautiful. Azrael was stunned to see herself and how much she’d changed. While she was far too skinny, she was otherwise breathtaking. Her hair was long and dark, much darker than she’d ever seen it before. And behind her were beautiful wings of midnight. She tried to spread them out to see them better, but as if they were asleep, they remained limp.

“Help me turn around,” she requested.

Azrael leaned on their supportive arms, turning and arching her head over a wing to see her back. Her Acceptance shone bright, and her breath was taken away to see its true glory. A twirling pattern of gold and faint blue-like colors wound intricately from points on her buttocks, to a wide scene arching up the small of her back, winding between her wings, and crawling up like the tips of flames licking the nape of her neck. It was the most beautiful thing she’d ever seen. 

Azrael reached around to touch the place on her back where her wings jutted out. A hard, white crust rimmed each wing-stem. Azrael couldn’t feel it from her back, just her fingers. 

For a long moment, Azrael just let her eyes wander on the pattern. Beauty was deceiving. Hadn’t it cost the lives of Meretta and her Majesty to attain it? Could she allow herself to appreciate it?

As she stared at the Acceptance, her mind deciphered the design and a marvelous scene came to life. Like the Manor itself, intricate patterns wound with the fleeting Windborn language. The light surged and revealed spirals and characters for a passing moment, before it blurred into golden trails once again. Azrael marveled as it flowed with the spirals perfectly, and she wished desperately to know their meaning. Soon, she promised herself, she would learn everything. 

The cool air eventually began to seep under her skin that had been warmed by the baths. The servants were well trained, and only after a single shiver had they brought her new robes to be worn. They were the kind she could never put on herself, a large band wove around her neck and supported the robes as they draped attractively over her chest. The servants elegantly moved, only fumbling once or twice to find the best way to wind the cloth past her wings in a way to help her support their weight. 

She sighed at the sight of such a beautiful dress flattering her figure. If only she could spread her wings like Gabriel, she could truly do it justice.

The servants eased Azrael to the entrance of the bathing chambers until they came upon Gabriel standing somber. His eyes lingered only for a moment on the maidservant who’d lost her bells. His charming smile lit his face when his gaze was drawn to Azrael “You must be feeling better.”

Azrael sighed. “You have no idea.”

He eyed her up and down. “The Windborn robes fit you well.” His grin widened. “They were made for the males among us, but it seems all it took to feminize them was you.”

Azrael blushed as Gabriel shooed away the servants and took her arm around his shoulder with ease. “Back to bed with you. You’ve had enough exertions for today.”

“I don’t want to go back to that wretched bed,” Azrael said, frowning. “If I ever see it again, it’ll be too soon.”

He laughed. “I know, and I can understand. But you must rest. Your strength will return, albeit slowly. No good will come from rushing yourself. I can promise you that.”

With annoyance, Azrael silently obeyed his command to take to her bed and rest. At least while she’d been gone the Healers had changed the sheets and replaced them with silk. She was tired of being tired; and the last thing she wanted to do was to sleep, no matter how exhausted she felt. Furthermore, her thirst for revenge hadn’t been forgotten. If anything, the long, agonizing weeks had only intensified it. 

Right now my goal is to heal. I must take this one step at a time. Meretta and Queen Ceres will be avenged! Azrael stubbornly glared at the golden tiles along the floor as Gabriel helped her move onto the bed. I will rest, and regain my strength. Once I have healed, I will serve justice.

Azrael wanted to lie on her back, but Gabriel said she would have to learn to sleep on her stomach. He didn’t want her breaking any feathers, especially since they were so new. And Azrael knew what he meant; anything that touched them ran invisible needles up her spine.  

As her eyelids grew heavy, Azrael curled a pillow under her head. “Gabriel?” she whispered.

He knelt at the side of the bed. “Yes?”

“When I first met Mita, she introduced herself as Hyanthia Mitralia. I don’t want to call her Mita anymore. Her name is Hyanthia. Mita was a sweet girl and Meretta’s friend. Hyanthia is her murderer.”

Gabriel pinched his lips and Azrael closed her eyes, lest she see his disapproval. But his warm hand found her cheek and she willed herself to look at him. To her surprise, his blue gaze was fierce with righteous anger.

“Mita is already dead. Hyanthia took her place,” he agreed.

Azrael breathed a sigh of relief. She vowed to herself that Hyanthia too, would soon be dead.
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CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

First Flight
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MITA huddled in the back of her cell, barely lucid. The Healers would come in another few hours and force more of the putrid liquid down her throat. She couldn’t remember how much time had passed. Days? Weeks? It all ran together now. 

She tried again to reach her demon, but the drugs seemed to interfere. She scratched the burned skin of her forehead around the fresh tattoo, fruitless efforts.

A jarring rattle against the prison bars forced her to sway her head over her shoulder.

“Sweeeeeet Mita... That’s what he calls you,” said a girl’s voice. Mita strained and could hardly see a thing. The poison and lack of nourishment had rendered her vision useless.

“Who...” Mita tried to form the word as her cracked lips puckered. The effort came as a long drawl with expelled air. But the girl understood.

“I’m your ally, sweet Mita. Come to me. Come.” The voice was cynical and high-pitched. But Mita trusted her. She said the words that only he would know. Mita jerked her arm and flopped over on her side.

“Yes, yes, that’s it! Come closer.”

Mita took the one arm that seemed to function and dragged herself across the grainy floor. The pit of her chamber was covered in sand, a countermeasure to her excrement. When she was herself again...

Mita reached the bars and grasped her working hand onto them. Her other arm hung limp and useless over her chest.

The girl reached in-between the bars and lifted a small vial to Mita’s mouth. It didn’t smell sour like the Healer’s tonics, but sweet. Mita greedily drank the offering.

“Yes, sweet Mita. This will take time to have an effect, but it’ll repel the poisons they feed you. You will gain new strength. Then, you come to us. Yes. Come to us.”

Mita blinked her watering eyes at the girl. Faint lucidity was returning to her vision and she could make out the frail form guised in silk robes with a pink sash.

“You... Who...” Mita strained to say.

“I’m one of many who worship our clan master.” The girl reached into the cell and stroked Mita’s face. The tiny silver bells at her wrists had blood on them. 

Mita almost purred as the girl’s hand swept down her cheek. It was the first kind touch she’d felt since being banished here. 

“You have joined a powerful master. He claims humans, and occasionally, a Windborn or two. But Hallowed? You are a treasure, sweet Mita. You mean so much to us. Why did you stay? Why not come to us when the deed had been done?” The girl’s voice was chiding, but soft. 

Mita had no words to offer. Instead, a growl rumbled in the base of her throat.

The servant girl laughed. The tones were delicate, but tinged with madness. “You’re angry. You needed to taste the sweetness of your revenge against the Princess. I understand.”

Mita tried to talk, but spittle foamed at her mouth.

The girl shushed her and stroked her cheek, but Mita had one important question.

“Please... His name...” 

The girl smiled as Mita struggled to keep her eyes open. “Your demon? He’s called Xorn.”

For the first time, Mita noticed the dark shade that was overtaking her skin. She held her arm up and examined it with effort.

“Your change has begun. They can’t stop it. Come to us when your strength returns, sweet Mita. Complete your transformation.”

A wicked grin spread slowly across Mita’s face.
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AFTER a month of recuperation, and learning to gain control of her delicate wings, Azrael impatiently waited for Gabriel’s announcement that she was fit to dole out Mita’s judgment. When he entered her chambers grim-faced, she knew she wouldn’t like what he was about to say.

“Azrael, I’m afraid I have some bad news,” he began.

“What kind of bad news?” Azrael inched around in her chair. Her wings were uncooperative and bulged out in every direction. Stress destroyed any tentative control she had over the unruly things.

Gabriel’s jaw clenched before he answered. “Hyanthia has escaped.”

Azrael intended to jump out of her chair, but a wing caught on the edge of the desk and she went sprawling to the floor. She scrambled to her feet and clutched at Gabriel’s robes. 

“What? She can’t escape. She murdered them! You promised she would get a just punishment. By me. You promised!”

Delicately, he disengaged Azrael’s clenched fingers from the silk fibers of his robe. “I know, and I’m sorry.” 

She snarled and tried to hit him, pound his chest no matter what little damage she could do. 

He held her wrists, probably to keep her from hurting herself. “This is Mehmet’s doing,” he said. “This isn’t over.”

Azrael bore her gaze into him. How could he let her escape like this? This is unacceptable! How could he?

“I felt a presence when I was in the halls,” he continued. “And I went as fast as I could to the dungeons. But by the time I got there, she was gone. Luckily, there were no Healers in the room at the time of her escape, or surely they would have been made victims.”

Azrael stared, hardly able to comprehend his words. All she could hear was the one meaning she had left in life had now escaped...all because of him. 

“I don’t care about stupid Healers! With their smelly potions and salves. I hope they all die!” Azrael screamed and her voice cracked. 

Gabriel let go of her wrists and she began to beat her fists violently against his chest. But her strength was not what it once was, and shortly after she fell against him, soaking his robes with salty tears. Without saying a word he embraced her. His large wings encased her body. Azrael clutched her own wings tightly against her back as rage and grief rolled in great tremors through her body. 

Her wings trembled, still twitching as if agitated by her outburst. Gabriel ignored it and wrapped his arms around her shoulders. Azrael shivered when he grazed her feathers.

“Gabriel, she killed them,” Azrael pressed. “I have nothing left except my revenge. Nothing at all.”

“They will be avenged, I promised you that. I don’t break my promises.” 

Azrael’s tear-streaked face looked up to his. His gaze was distant. Lost in a forgotten time and place. Without thinking, she reached up and stroked a white eyebrow with her thumb until his face softened. She watched him silently, and unspoken they shared a moment of understanding. Her hand fell and she leaned her face against his hard chest. 

“What do we do now?” Azrael asked.

His hand stroked her back underneath the roots of her wings. “We’ll leave tomorrow for Celestia. You are skilled enough now to fly. A Windborn girl has been chosen to be the next Terran Queen and will undergo the Acceptance. Another angelic Ambassador has already been chosen to guide her through the process.” Azrael stiffened at the news. “I didn’t tell you because I knew how much you have been through already. But now it’s time for us to move on.” 

Numbly, Azrael nodded. He’d never intended for her to take her place as Mistress of Manor Saffron. 

An ache throbbed in her chest. She knew deep down that as a Windborn with wings, she couldn’t be exposed to the general public. True reign as Terra’s Queen was impossible. Her rule was now meant for Celestia, and had she not such revenge seated in her heart, it would have been a kingdom far greater than the human’s realm could possibly ever be. And yet, it seemed the one thing she wanted would forever be out of her reach. 

Her fists clenched onto his robes with a flash of anger. She made herself relax and buried her face further into the ruffles of the cloth. I trust you, Gabriel.

Azrael wondered if he could read her thoughts, for he stroked her dark hair thoughtfully. 

“I’ll be by your side, Azrael. Since the day I met you, it was determined by fate that I would be your protector. And even if I may be a failure in your eyes, I give you everything I have to give.”

His words were delicate and soft. A part of Azrael wanted to hate him. Wasn’t it his fault that Hyanthia had escaped? Hadn’t he been charged with protecting the Queen? Grief choked her throat and she clutched onto him. No matter if she hated him or loved him, he was the only goodness she had left.

After she had managed to regain her composure, Gabriel let her slump onto her chair. Azrael didn’t want to see her reflection and angled herself away from the mirror. She knew her eyes were red and puffy as she placed a hand to her heated cheek. Gabriel offered an encouraging smile as he stroked her arm. 

Somberly, she looked up to him. “You have nothing to look so sorry for, Gabriel. I don’t blame you,” she lied. If he was all she had left, she couldn’t push him away.

He nodded. “You’ve been through so much. I wouldn’t blame you if you accused me of neglecting my duties and allowing Hyanthia to escape.” He leaned, drawing her in with the intensity of his gaze. “I do promise you your revenge, Azrael. As much as revenge is considered a sin, there’s a fine line between that and justice. Therefore, I will do all that is in my power to keep my promise to you. We will find her. And justice will be served. But this will come in its own time and place. We must move on, for now, for your own safety.”

Azrael didn’t voice her anger, frustration, and confusion. Instead, she buried her head in her hands and sighed. “I understand.”

“Let us get some sleep then, and rest. For tomorrow will be a difficult journey.” He grinned. “Your first flight.”

Azrael rewarded him with a strained smile and climbed into her bed.

Gabriel ruffled his feathers and snuggled into his chair, his arms folded and his chin rested lightly on his chest. Within moments, Azrael marveled as his breath came slow and deep. 

Azrael clenched her fists, empty with nothing but air and her thirst for revenge. Hyanthia had escaped her grasp. 

She’s out there... Somewhere. How can I wallow in pity and silk sheets?

She shifted her wings and sighed. She held back a whimper as depression weaved through her body like an unwelcome chill. She needed to get out. Get out of this room. Get out of this cursed Manor. Get away from the steady rhythm of pain and suffering that had become the heartbeat of her home.

I can’t stand one more night in this place. 

Azrael pushed herself up and glanced at Gabriel. He seemed in a deeper sleep than usual. 

He must be exhausted from flying back and forth to the Council all the time. Good. Let him sleep. 

Leaning on the edge of the bed until the tips of her toes rested on the floor, she glanced at Gabriel. He didn’t budge. She swept out of the room. 

Azrael’s heart longed for comfort, for something to bring it hope. The gardens had become a place of refuge, and so she went to it without thinking. Scarcely any servants were roaming the halls at this hour, so her passage was unhindered. 

Outside, a loving wind kissed her cheek, forcing a light smile on her face. The scents of night-blooming flowers embraced her in the humid darkness. The moon gave light to the silvered paths encircling the grand fountain. The only sound was the water as it kept its never-ending struggle to reach the heavens. 

Looking up to the sky, Azrael pondered what star the fountain desperately was trying to reach. Wind caught under her feathers and they fanned out in reaction. A laugh escaped from her throat. She was pleased that control of her wings had progressed so much.

Azrael’s wings shrank and flexed at her back. I’ll be taken away to the Windborn city tomorrow... What if this is my last chance for revenge? No... To serve justice?

Hesitating, Azrael’s wings squished up against her back tightly. She shook her head with defiance. 

“I will not confine myself to conformity or propriety,” she announced to the watching flowers and singing water. As if in an encouraging response, a spurt of water lurched to the sky from the fountain. Taking that as a sign, Azrael gave her wings a great plunge toward the ground and was flung into the air.

Azrael suppressed a screech. Her strength surprised her. Flapping her wings with effort, she was lifted further and further into night. Fear stung until she felt the elation of flight. She giggled as the Manor shrank beneath her. Spanning around it, she was greeted by fields of dark green reflecting the silver moonlight. 

Keeping in a quick and steady rhythm, Azrael climbed higher into the sky. She spread out her hands and delighted in the new rush of ecstasy. Gabriel had taught her a few things about flight, but it was nearly all theory and practiced moves on the ground. She hadn’t truly gotten to fly yet. But the sensation! It was freedom she’d always craved, the sense of absolute security and bliss. How Meretta would have loved it.

A grin stretched across her face. She was not only free, but safe. What could reach me here? What evil could possibly find me in this beautiful nothingness, this place of joy that surged from my heart and gave my wings flight?

For a short while, Azrael simply enjoyed the new sensations. She let the wind sing its new songs in her ears. On the surface, it was nearly as confined as she. But up here, away from the world and free, Azrael could truly hear its voice. It wove through her hair, sung through her feathers, and soared up with her higher and higher into the clouds. 

Curiosity soon made her gaze wander downwards, to places below that she’d never seen. The Manor was nothing but a rose petal with the Inner Sanctum making it glow amid the looming shadows. She searched the land and spotted a span of blue. She squinted at the rippling reflections and realized it was a sea. 

I’ve never seen the sea before. Amazing! 

Excited with her new find, Azrael’s wings folded against her back. A scream escaped her as she plummeted to the ground. She panicked and snapped out her wings to their full length. Azrael was jerked up and winced from the jolt. But soon the pain abated and she drifted into a smooth glide. 

Her descent was less than graceful, to say the least. Azrael alternated in death-gripping falls and zig-zagged glides. After a few cycles, she managed to make an awkward landing close to the water’s edge. She tripped onto the ground and went sprawling. Her hair flung in her face and her wings tingled from the expended effort. Finally calming her frantic heart, Azrael fell silent and listened to a sound she had never heard before, the lapping of waves. 

As the wind had sung stories of freedom in her ears, the water had a new story to tell. It was a rhythmic song, telling of the cycles of nature. The waves splashed against the shore playfully as sleepy birds dove into the water in the moonlight horizon for fish. It was miraculous. Azrael could never have imagined such beauty as this moonlit portrait. She took in a deep breath, marveling at the cool, salty air.

Azrael gingerly sat in her new grassy domain, entranced by the scene. For a long while, she let her worries and cares sink away into the sounds of watery foam joining with the soils of the land. The air encircled her like a wonderful dream.

It was an untold peace, until twigs crunched violently behind her. 

Azrael spun, but there was nothing there. Crouching low, Azrael studied a strange light in the night’s fog. It grew closer and closer, bobbing like a spirit. The mists parted, revealing a girl with brown curls. Azrael jumped to her feet with a gasp. 

Meretta?

Azrael stepped forward, then sucked in a breath and hesitated. The girl was coming closer. She looked as if she was glowing, or did it just seem that way because of the moonlight? The girl was close enough for Azrael to see her face. She had no doubt who was standing before her, possible or not.

“Meretta?” Azrael shouted. 

As if the phantom hadn’t realized someone was there, she started and looked at Azrael for a brief moment. Meretta smiled, and then turned and ran.

“Meretta! Wait!” Azrael flung herself forward and tripped. Pulling herself up, she stumbled in desperation after the apparition. 

Azrael snapped her wings out and thrust herself into the air, panic aiding her untrained flight. Azrael couldn’t gain altitude, but she found a rhythm between flight and foot. She beat her wings with wide thrusts as she bounced across the grass, barely able to keep up with the running girl.

“Meretta! It’s me!” A gust of wind caught her wing and she went flinging into Meretta. But Meretta vanished and Azrael went rolling into the ground. A sharp stone seared across her rib and Azrael cried out. Falling painfully on her back, Azrael clutched onto her side. 

Out of a cloud of mist a crouched silhouette formed. Still gasping for air, Azrael stood alert and watched the unmoving shadow. Oily feathers reflected the moonlight, revealing wide, dark bat wings rimmed with grimy feathers. Talons pierced the sky on the wing’s arches. Even at the tips, the feathers grew together and formed talons of their own. Azrael shivered with terror at the sight.

Underneath those wings, a looming shadow squirmed and drew cold breaths, sucking life out of the very air. Faint laughter gurgled in the creature’s throat. 

Azrael had never seen a demon before, and she wasn’t sure what she had imagined, but it was nothing like this. It had lured her with Meretta’s ghost, and now she was trapped. 

Azrael shrunk her wings close to her body in horror as the stench of sulfur reached her nostrils. The creature approached, Dark oozed down its white legs, leaving steaming footprints in its path. Its face was hidden, but Azrael could feel it watching her with a crooked smile in the darkness. 

Slowly, it unfurled its wings; Azrael trembled as two red eyes appeared in the blackness. She’d expected green, but this was something beyond evil. A strange and disturbing contrast of death and life swirled underneath that gaze. Her skin was pale, as if she had been dead for far too long. Underneath the black unruly hair Azrael saw a creature of nightmares. A she-demon, with facial features of a goddess, and eyes filled with insanity. A gleaming gold tattoo on her forehead blazed, seeming out of place between her beady eyes. The demon wheezed in a giddy laugh at Azrael’s fear, revealing sharp fanged teeth and a slithering tongue. The demon crouched, naked, and without shame. Though sanity seemed to have been lost from her long ago, her head tilted in eerie recognition. 

“Alexandria?” she wheezed.

Oh Divine... She thinks I’m Alexandria. Azrael crouched and trembled, too afraid to speak. 

Again the demon wheezed a laugh, her tongue licking happily on her blood-red lips. “Do you not remember me, Alexandria? Do you not remember what I did to you?” Suddenly she shrieked at the sky, fanning out her wings with a loud snap. Azrael cowered and fell back onto her feathers, hearing a slight crunch as some of the stems broke. “Do you come back for more? Was one death not satisfying enough?” the she-beast continued. 

Trembling on her broken feathers, Azrael whimpered from the fear in her heart and the pain rushing up her wings. The demon slinked toward her, clearly enjoying every moment of Azrael’s terror. She snapped out an arm and clasped her long slender fingers around Azrael’s ankle. Her ice cold skin made Azrael freeze with fear. With a pointed nail, she took her other hand and slowly slit a line up Azrael’s leg, bright red followed in its wake. 

Azrael watched as if she were a helpless observer inside her own body, no longer aware of the pain that began to throb.

A strong burn ran up Azrael’s back without warning. As if she shared the sudden pain, the she-demon leapt away, watching Azrael with wide eyes. The pain intensified, and Azrael’s stone position was broken. Azrael fell forward, hearing more crunching from her feathers as she gasped for air. She spread her wings away from her back as far as they would reach. Still, the pain grew as Azrael gasped and groaned.

The she-demon danced on bent legs, shaking her head. Azrael’s lips curved into an unbidden smile before she closed her eyes. 

The familiar Light of the heavens that had shone on her sleeping face countless nights in the Manor now beat against her eyelids. She clawed her fingernails into the soft soil and her spine flamed with a pain similar to that which she had only felt under the Hallowed’s needles. Waves of molten fire encircled her body. 

In the distance, war trumpets sounded above the clouds.  Their long, solid tones brought reassurance to her trembling body. 

The she-demon hissed and sputtered. “What are you doing, little angel? What’s this trickery?” she screeched. She lunged as if to choke the life from Azrael right then and there, but was repelled as she hit an invisible barrier. She hissed, clawing at the ground, effectively spraying weeds and soil in all directions.

Rising tones of approaching war-trumpets were now accentuated by male voices. They shouted in anger and cheered with might.

“Remove your filthy claws from our Queen!”

“Step away from the Queen!”

“Be gone, wretched beast!”

Queen? They couldn’t possibly mean me. Could they?

Azrael opened her eyes as the last of her pain finally melted away. She was met with the frightened stare of the she-demon, red eyes seeming suddenly dull as Divine Light shone out of her own. 

Azrael flexed the muscles in her wings and found them healed. A warm and comforting sensation spread out from her Acceptance in pulses, like a steady heartbeat. Slowly, she felt a presence gather within herself. Memories that were not her own flooded her mind. Her mouth opened to speak... Yet, she had not commanded it to do so.

“Nethara!” Azrael’s voice boomed with unfamiliar confidence. 

The she-demon recoiled within the safety of her own leathery wings with a frightened squeak.

“You think you’re so cunning, so powerful to have slain the almighty Alexandria.” Azrael’s face, unbidden, formed a disappointed scowl. “Yet you came in secret. You came to me in the night with a blessing from your new Lord. The power that caused my death was not your own! You couldn’t even face me on a battlefield. You are a cowardly traitor!” 

Light flashed in strength as the intrusive presence within Azrael grew, staring down at the pitiful creature. 

Strong wingbeats carried angels on the wind. 

“Mehmet will punish you for this,” the she-demon spat. With an angry glare she placed both hands on her chest. Azrael flinched as the she-demon’s nails stabbed into her flesh with an audible snap. As dark blood oozed from her wounds, she thrust out her fingers, causing steaming droplets to spatter on the ground. 

“Until we meet again, little angel.” The she-demon cackled and her eyes turned black as she rolled them to the back of her head. A strange deep sound vibrated in her throat. The air shimmered and split. She was gone.

A few moments too late, the army of angels landed with a disoriented pattern with no enemy in which to fight. They turned to Azrael for guidance. 

Azrael tried to speak, yet she was not in command of her body. Panic surged as she tried again and again to force her body to move, but it wouldn’t listen.

A blue-eyed angel appeared in the distance, surging through the clouds. 

Gabriel. 

Spearing to the ground with wings flattened to his back, he snapped them out at the last possible moment. Landing, he approached Azrael with eyes wide. He kept a respectful distance, as if he didn’t believe what he saw. Crystal tears formed and glided down his flawless face. 

“Alexandria?” His voice shook as he said the name.

Azrael’s own vision blurred as tears fell from her Divine-lit eyes. “Gabriel...my love. How I have missed you.” Her lips formed unfamiliar shapes as her voice spoke the Windborn tongue. She’d never learned such words, but she knew their meaning.

Gabriel raced to her and they embraced each other in heart-aching passion. Or rather, Gabriel and Alexandria embraced each other. Whose feelings are these? Mine? Hers? Both? Azrael felt sorrow, and relief, and she felt her soul cry along with Alexandria’s. 

Carefully, Gabriel undid the tight embrace and gazed unblinking into her eyes, despite the blinding Light. “Alexandria. You can’t stay. You should never have come. You know this.” His hands shook as pain distorted his face as he ran his fingers through her hair. “I can’t do this again.”

Like a puppet, Azrael’s head bobbed as Alexandria nodded with sympathy. “Allow me this, at least.” 

With parted lips, Azrael’s body leaned forward. Alexandria’s feelings of pain, love, and longing flooded into Azrael’s soul. And together, they kissed him. A kiss beyond expression, all the love they both had for him expressed itself in that kiss. Gabriel held onto Alexandria tight, or Azrael? She wasn’t sure as he kissed her back with such passion it made Azrael ache.

Azrael’s voice whispered softly in his ear. “I love you.” The Light then faded away, along with the presence that had controlled Azrael’s body.
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CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO

Hope
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IT was a frightening and disconnected moment after Alexandria had left Azrael’s body. Azrael remembered feeling dazed, confused, and panicked. Luckily, the trauma from the encounter with Nethara, and the possession itself, blessed her with the darkness of unconsciousness. 

Awakening in a new place, Azrael was welcomed by the moist air of dawn. She found herself alone inside a comfortable tent whose sides heaved with the wind. Smelling a new and strange aroma, she discovered a plate with food had been placed at her bedside. Her pallet was accustomed to the raw oats and healthy fruit offered every morning at the Manor. But today the plate was a hearty breakfast of meat and bread. 

She sat up, wincing as the skin on her back stung. Azrael had grown all too familiar with the cost of utilizing the Light. 

Pain thronged in her stomach and she licked her lips as she eyed the overflowing plate of food. She pulled it onto her lap and inspected it with prodding fingers. The meat had been cooked tender, and the bread was soft to the touch. 

Leaves rustled at the entrance. Gabriel’s cautious blue eyes peered at her as he poked his head inside the tent. 

“Oh, you’re awake.” He stepped inside as if he was afraid she might lash out at him. “I... hope that you aren’t... Well, that you aren’t angry.” He rubbed the back of his reddening neck.

Azrael lowered her head and feigned interest in the food. I kissed him... Does he know it wasn’t just Alexandria...but also I who kissed him?

“Don’t worry. I understand.” She hoped he couldn’t detect the quaver in her voice.

He hesitated, as if unsure of what to do. Then he cleared his throat. “Alexandria’s power transcends her body, and she may be gone, but her spirit is not. I’m sorry I never told you. I didn’t expect she’d ever use you like that. I’m sorry.”

He gracefully lowered himself to a Windborn-style chair at the foot of her bed. 

“We are safe, then?” Azrael questioned, letting the words linger. “The demon,” she pressed when he blinked at her, confused.

He nodded, tufts of silver hair falling into his face. “You’ve been brought to the Forests of Zarathustra.”

As if her ears popped and she was no longer deaf, she heard the tumult of a hundred men clinking weapons and exchanging soft chatter. She tensed, looking to Gabriel for assurance. 

“My allies were already on their way to escort us to Celestia when you’d disappeared. They’re here now, and they’ll protect you.”

Azrael sighed with relief. She knew of the forests. It was a place of holy sanctuary that demons and evil couldn’t penetrate. But hadn’t the same been said of the Manor? Azrael shook her head. The forests would be safe. And if not, there was an army of angels between her and Nethara.

Azrael’s wings ached and she stretched them carefully. As the large plumes brushed up against her shoulders, a flash of white caught her eye. Azrael reached over her shoulder to grasp onto the feathers, ignoring her body’s protests. The pale stems were like snowflakes, plush and delicate. With a gasp, she ran her hair through her fingers. The silvered strands glittered in her palm. Azrael’s vision blurred and she wondered at the implications of her midnight black now turned to white. 

Gabriel cleared his throat and nodded. “Yes, the Divine Material usage for...possession. It takes significant power to connect with another soul. It’s purified your body from past suffering.”

Azrael wanted to reprimand him, remind him that purification from the Dark could never be complete. She was a hybrid, and forever would have a foot in both worlds.

But even so, as she stared at the silver strands resting in her palm, she felt somehow cleansed.

“Do you remember anything from last night?” he asked.

Azrael let her hand fall to her lap, pushing her plate back onto the small bedside table. Memories of sulfur and talons gave no room for an appetite. “I remember you coming to save me.” She shot an angry glare up at him. “If you hadn’t let Hyanthia escape, if you hadn’t told me we’d be leaving for Celestia, I wouldn’t have gone after her like that.” She shook her head as tears stung her eyes. “Again, your actions fail me.”

Gabriel grimaced, looking torn between guilt and misery. “I’m sorry, Azrael. I wanted to take you to Celestia before Uriel...” his words drifted into silence. 

Azrael pinched her lips together. “I haven’t heard you speak of him in quite a while.”

Gabriel nodded gravely and wouldn’t meet her gaze. “He was wounded during your second Acceptance session. I had hoped he’d pull through but... That’s why I had to get you to Celestia as soon as possible. Without him, my word doesn’t hold as much weight with the Council as it once did.” His blue eyes locked onto hers. “You’re what we’ve waited for. For centuries... Eons... The Council cannot be allowed to ignore who and what you are.”

Azrael wrung the furs wrapped around her legs. The news of Uriel’s death gave her both relief and guilt; relief that she’d never have to tell Gabriel of his romantic notions. Grief that one of her few allies was gone. “And what am I? What have you been waiting for?” 

He straightened. “You’re our Queen.”

Without thinking, a nervous laugh burst from Azrael’s throat. “Queen? I don’t care about being the Queen of angels.” Her face hardened. “I want revenge for the deaths of Meretta and my true queen, Queen Ceres.” Rage mounted in her chest. “I fell from Celestia a long time ago. If you cared for me at all, you’d help me to achieve that instead of catapulting me into damn Celestial politics.” Azrael’s voice had gone shrill and she would have screamed, but a wave of fatigue crippled her and pushed her onto her forearms with a groan.

Gabriel grasped her wrists before she fell faint. “Please, don’t exert yourself. The possession has its own set of dangers, one of which is overexposure to Light. You’re lucky to be alive, and for the most part, unharmed.” A blush crawled up his neck. “I’m sorry she did this to you.”

Azrael wasn’t sorry. “She saved my life,” she murmured. “The she-demon almost had me. You wouldn’t have made it in time.”

Gabriel lifted one brow. “She-demon?”

Azrael nodded as a new wave of dizziness blurred her vision. “Nethara.”

He growled at the name and leapt from his chair. “That slithering snake still lives?”

Azrael trembled. The memory sent icy chills down her spine. “Gabriel, I’m not ready to speak of it. Please.” Her body tensed and ached. Azrael held back the tears with a quiver of her lip.

Gabriel relaxed, but she’d never seen true terror behind his blue eyes. It overpowered any love and faith that had carried her through loss and agony, and she allowed her gaze to fall from his, unable to face this new emotion. 

She tensed as he eased his hand over her shoulder, and then down one wing. Her feathers being as sensitive as they were fluttered at the touch. “Forgive me,” he whispered, drawing closer. “I understand why she came to you now. She knows I would do anything to protect you, even if it meant I had to endure seeing her again.”

Azrael shot him a glance with surprise. “Endure? Is it so difficult to see someone you love?”

His smile was more a grimace as he eased onto the bed. “It is. I do it every day.”

And there it was. Azrael knew he loved her, just as she’d always feared. “What does it mean,” she asked, her voice barely above a whisper, “to love someone like me?”

He pulled her close and pressed his lips against her forehead. The moist warmth of his kiss made her eyelids flutter closed and she sucked in a breath. “It means the only thing I’m good for is failure. Loving you will only put you in more danger.”

Hesitantly, she wrapped her fingers around his neck, pulling his face to hers until his lips hovered, breath hot and full of anticipation and fear. She didn’t like the taste, and when she pressed her lips to his, a sweeter scent enveloped her tongue. He allowed himself to love her then, in that small moment. It tasted like hope.

#
[image: image]


IN the night, Azrael stared at the ceiling of the tent as she twirled the fur-lined sheets around her fingers. Gabriel was asleep in his usual sentinel chair, ever protecting over her through the night. 

The tent’s material was thin, and she could see the moon glittering in the star-dotted sky. As the tent heaved, the orb that was the moon’s light fluttered and danced. If she squinted, she could imagine it was the Queen’s pearl necklace, dangling on a thread from the heavens. Maybe she was there, watching over her.

Azrael smiled as Gabriel’s soft, sleeping breaths mixed with the sounds of the forest.

“Little angel, little angel, where is the precious little angel?” Azrael’s skin crawled as a slithering voice called out for her in the darkness. Frozen in fear, she scarcely breathed. Gabriel’s body stiffened. If this is a demon come to kill us in the night, then surely the forest will protect us. Her thoughts held little comfort as an evil and cold presence surrounded her bed. 

Azrael gasped when a cold claw scraped across her arm. A fine red line followed in its trail. A startling screech sounded as Gabriel slammed the arch of his wing into the demon’s side. A golden glow filled the tent as Gabriel unsheathed his sword.

“Run!” he shouted.

His words speared into Azrael with sharp reality. She spread her wings, seizing the chance to escape. She hurled herself out of the tent, sped with the force of her own fear. 

Once outside, Azrael spun back to the tent with her heart in her throat. Two angels who’d been standing guard were now slumped and unresponsive as pools of glittering blood gathered at their feet. 

Azrael strained to look past the tent’s dark opening. All was quiet as she stared anxiously into the void, far darker than night could ever be. Fear urged her to run away, but concern for Gabriel rooted her to the ground. 

“Gabriel!” she shouted. Woken from the panicked cry, angelic warriors sprang from their tents. 

Eyes fixed on the nothingness, Azrael’s thoughts raced through a million things that could be transpiring inside that tent. Why hasn’t he come out? Does he need my help?

She clenched her fists as the ringing of unnatural silence vibrated in her ears and a growing hoard of angels fell in line behind her.

I don’t have time to be afraid! 

Azrael didn’t know if she was even capable of accessing the Light within her, or if she could call upon Alexandria’s invisible aid. But whichever force heeded her desperate need, Azrael’s plea was answered. Light shone through the Darkness as she seized the hidden powers within herself. Demon wails broke the silence of the night and the angels readied their weapons. She took a step forward holding her palms toward the tent. She sucked in the metallic air of darkness with slow, deliberate breaths. The Light grew, her own vision becoming pained under the strain. 

The flaps of the tent bent and tore. Azrael leaned and desperately looked for any sign of life. Yet, inside, the tent offered only more of the thick void. Azrael willed her Light to pierce it. Like bolts of lightning, she pummeled against the sludge. Her efforts bore fruit, and she breathed out a hot, steamed breath as the Darkness broke like a shattered mirror, falling piece by piece. 

Like she’d woken an ant’s nest, teeming clumps of demons escaped from the broken void. The angels launched for them, sounding their war cries as they speared and thrusted golden swords and lances. Dark blood spattered against white wings in the moonlit forest.

There was no time to aid them. Gabriel needed her help now. She kept towards the tent, pushing her Light onto it with renewed fervor.

In the void, smaller creatures twittered and crawled. They fled into the remaining darkness, scurrying from the scope of her sight. Their chitters were followed by an angered girl’s cry. A golden, spiral triangle flashed in the darkness and then suddenly vanished. 

Azrael’s power grew as rage flooded her body, her sight becoming hazed in a fiery red. “Is that you, Hyanthia? Have you come to kill me?” Azrael shouted. “You think that I can be easily disposed of in the night? Do you think I haven’t learned from the first time? You and your pitiful creatures!” Light flared from her eyes and hands, and tufts of flames began to lick at the corners of the tent. 

Manic laughter sounded within the void. “I don’t deserve to be called Mita any longer? Sweet, little angel.” Hyanthia stepped out from the Darkness. 

Tiny scaled creatures trailed around her ankles and crawled up her shoulders. Long, black talons spread from her feet, her legs warped into scaled extensions. A tail whipped and scraped the ground behind her. Thick scales curled over her shoulders and fitted plates wrapped around her middle. The only thing that remained of the old Mita was the wild, white stare of a Hallowed. 

Azrael screamed. Not with her voice, but with her heart. Against all caution, the gates that held back the Light opened wide, and Azrael pummeled Hyanthia with all her strength. 

The forest lit up as if the sun had risen. Male voices cried out in horror, and Azrael was lifted off the ground by the heat and force of her true magic. She commanded the Light and the Dark, and both had found their target. She spread her arms and wings and let all of her hatred and lost love hurl down at Hyanthia’s dark form.

The demons at Hyanthia’s feet spewed out Darkness and shadow, but Hyanthia laughed at Azrael’s onslaught. She stood there...and laughed. 

“Is that all you’ve got, little angel?” Hyanthia hissed. Her voice carried over the storm of Light and took the breath from Azrael’s lungs. Azrael lurched forward and coughed up blood. 

Then Azrael felt it. The cold pull of the demon she’d made a deal with to become Queen.

Azrael plummeted to the ground. Dust fanned out as she landed. Light flashed in a shockwave and the forests fell silent under her failure.

“You are nothing,” Azrael cried as the Dark shard in her soul suppressed her will. “You have fallen so far from grace. You couldn’t have my wings, so you took my demon?” Azrael swallowed and scanned the dark forests. He must be here.

Hyanthia giggled, a dark, slithering sound, and Azrael’s stomach turned. No, he wasn’t here. Like the cowardly demon that he was, he would test the firmness of their deal, putting only Hyanthia at risk. His blood was what had changed Hyanthia, and thus qualified her for the deal’s terms. The deal... “I” cannot kill you.

Hyanthia fanned out a black, webbed hand into the haze behind her. “Gabriel,” she drawled his name. “He made it clear I was on the wrong side. I was unappreciated, unloved. But my demon called to me. He told me that I would be made immortal, powerful...respected.” She crouched and rubbed her palms over her grey face. “I am beautiful, no? I am an amazing creature, am I not?”

Azrael seethed at her narcissism. “The price was my Meretta, my Queen.” Light swelled in her chest. “You will pay!”
Azrael struck out, not with her own magic, but with Alexandria’s. Alexandria latched onto her call and surged power through Azrael’s eyes. This time was different, this time Azrael was ready for Alexandria’s overpowering presence. Azrael embraced it and gave Alexandria full domain over her flesh, a soul who was not bound by a demon’s deal.
Alexandria’s rage and power far exceeded her own, and Alexandria ripped open the gates of Light in Azrael’s soul without hesitation, flooding the forests once more with brilliant luminescence. But this time it came with a purifying wave. Flames erupted through the trees and seared the darkness. Hyanthia’s pets shrieked and flitted into the pitch as Hyanthia cried out in pain.

“Xorn!” Hyanthia called his name. 

Azrael faltered. She couldn’t defy him. Her soul couldn’t dream of it. But Alexandria could.

“Obedience to the Fallen will bring only death and destruction.” A wise and ancient voice boomed from Azrael’s throat. “Be gone, foul beast!” The flames soared as an ancient song hurled around her, singing the promise of life in her ears. To Azrael, it was beautiful. But to the Fallen, it would be death.

Hyanthia hissed and shielded her eyes. The Darkness chipped and burned at her flesh. “Xorn!” she called again, but he didn’t come. She’d served her purpose.

Hyanthia’s white eyes glittered with tears as she turned and fled.

The wails of the creatures grew and diminished as they began their retreat into a Dark portal, swift on Hyanthia’s heels, leaving the dead and wounded behind in their haste. The sounds of battle faded and Azrael knelt as exhaustion overwhelmed her. She watched the tent, now a mass of sticks and shreds of cloth. The Darkness fell in on itself, cracking and bleeding like a dying creature. 

The threat was gone. But Alexandria pressed against Azrael’s heart, promising one last thing before they parted once again.

Azrael’s gaze was snapped up and she focused on Meretta’s ethereal form. 

With tear-misted eyes, Azrael clasped a hand over her mouth. Could she fall for this again? Was it another one of Nethara’s tricks?

“Azrael, it’s me.” Meretta’s melodic voice brought Azrael to her knees. 

“Meretta? Is it really you?”

Meretta’s form wavered like a mirage as she smiled. “Alexandria has shown me what has transpired since my death. Azrael, let go of your vengeance. My soul is at peace. The Queen, she is at peace. You must live for a better future for angels, humans, even demons. Only you can change the way things are. You must survive. You must try.”

Azrael scraped her knees against the pebbled ground as she crawled toward Meretta’s phantom. “But, you’re gone. How can I survive? How can I live when you aren’t here to live with me?”

Meretta drifted like a wisp and placed a cold hand on Azrael’s cheek. Azrael shivered as if morning’s dew touched her face. “Azrael, you must live because I want you to live. Live on, for me.”

Meretta smiled and began to fade. “No,” Azrael whimpered. “No, don’t go!”

As Meretta disappeared, Alexandria took no unnecessary risk and abandoned Azrael’s body without another thought.  

The air cleared and Azrael gave a sharp gasp. Gabriel’s limp body half buried in the tent’s ashes shone like a diamond trapped in coarse stone. 

Gentle smoke puffed from Gabriel’s charred feathers. Azrael scrambled to his side, careless of the angelic warriors rushing in to kill off the abandoned demonic beings that still squirmed in the ashes. 

“Water!” Azrael shouted. She was met with startled stares, golden blades poised halfway through dark flesh. Her eyes flashed with Light. “Get me water, you idiots! His feathers are burning!” 

Comprehension dawned on a few faces, and the angels ran out of the now crowded remains of the tent. 

Frantically, Azrael waited at Gabriel’s side, cooing in his ear. “It’s over now. I know it hurts. Help is coming.” His body lay like a corpse, unreceptive to Azrael’s concern. She would have feared the worst if she hadn’t noticed the slight rise and fall of his chest.

After what seemed like hours, scrambling angels came with bowls and jugs filled with water. A sizzling sound filled the air as they doused him. Gabriel’s wings shook in light responsive shakes. They were soaked and charred black and she searched his face for his lively azure eyes, but they remained closed.

Azrael looked up at the angels holding empty containers. “Help me take him to Celestia. It’s time for us to go.” Azrael’s voice sounded more confident than she felt. I will do this for you, Meretta. I will live on.  

A guard with dirt streaked across his otherwise flawless face stepped forward. “Shouldn’t he recover here? The forests are supposed to be sanctuary.” He hesitated, looking into Azrael’s eyes now void of Divine Light. “My Lady,” he prompted.

“It’s obvious we can no longer trust the forest to protect us. We must leave this place before more demons return to avenge their fallen brothers.”

He nodded solemnly. Still crouched protectively over Gabriel, Azrael eyed the small force of angels, now seeing them as a Queen would. This wasn’t enough to protect Manor Saffron, much less drive Xorn and his hoard back to Mhakdar. She couldn’t rely on Alexandria to save her a third time. To begin her reign of change, she’d need all the Aedium on her side, much less alive. “Tell the others to stop wasting time patrolling for demons, we won’t gain any power while their master still lives. We need to go to Celestia and demand reinforcements.” 

Slowly, the guards spread word to the others. Azrael kept watch over Gabriel while angels chopped wood and tied animal skins scattered among the encampment to make a stretcher. She prayed that at least until their departure, the forests would hold their promise of the sanctuary it’d always been. To her relief, it was one prayer, heard or not, that was granted. 

Taking flight, Azrael left the false sanctuary behind. As she pumped her wings to reach the winding updrafts, she didn’t dare cast her gaze to Gabriel’s limp form. She prayed he would survive.

After knowing all her life that she’d fallen from the heavens, it felt strange to return. It was on Terra that she’d learned how to survive, found love and faith, found grace. Now she would rise, and build upon the hope she’d tasted in Gabriel’s kiss and face the corrupted angelic Council that had left Meretta in Manor Saffron to die. She would find a way to change them, to get through to them and make them see their evil, even through their violet eyes.

When the golden city came into view, peeking through the clouds, she wasn’t sure if hope would be enough.
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To Be Continued ...

PLEASE ENJOY VOLUME 2 of the Celestial Downfall Trilogy: Rise to Hope, available now from your favorite retailer! Click Here ⇨ https://www.books2read.com/RisetoHope
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Thank you for reading Fallen to Grace! Please take a moment to leave a review by clicking here for your favorite retailer and clicking here for Goodreads!
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Series Order
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Lucifer’s Fall: Short Story Prequel (FREE!)
Fallen to Grace : Book 1

Rise to Hope: Book 2

Stand for Justice: Book 3

Manor Saffron: Bonus Full-Length Standalone Novel
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Also by A.J. Flowers
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Indulge in the Ancient Realms Collection of Short Stories
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Don’t miss a new A.J. saga, Soul Bound!

The gods are dying... Thane thinks they deserve it.
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Sign up For AJ’s Mailing List
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Learn about exciting new releases and giveaways by joining AJ’s mailing list at http://www.subscribepage.com/AJNewsletterSignup[image: image]
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Exclusive Sneak Peek
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Enjoy this exclusive look at Manor Saffron!
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THE SKY DARKENED AND a red hue took over the horizon, as it always did when the demons were near. The heavens bled when demons took the lost souls that drifted on the winds.
Altera imagined there should have been screams or cries, but the aftermath came upon her in its crushing silence. Only her heart thundered in her ears, her blood rushing with fear that this time, the demons would not be satiated with what they’d found in the clouds as they’d done once before, a terrifying night she’d never forget.
A golden orb dotted the sky, proof that this wasn’t an event of her imagination. Her grip tightened on her husband who stood rigid as they stared together at the descending piece of heaven. Uruk hadn’t known true terror. He’d only seen the result of it in her eyes, a void of loss that would always be a part of her soul. 
But this child that drifted through the sky had survived what her sisters had not. Its mystical warmth still radiated, somehow having surpassed so many demons winging through the clouds.
Altera didn’t dare look beyond the orb. Bat-like wings still cast shadows over ruby clouds and her tongue locked to the roof of her mouth as she dried up a scream in her throat. 
“They’re leaving,” Uruk said, his voice a broken sound across the still sea of silence between them.
She caught her breath enough to speak. “She’s still alive,” Altera whispered, knowing that this would be a daughter of the sky, a Windborn child of beauty and grace that would be an undeserved blessing for them all, should the babe survive their cruel world.
Her husband’s grip on her tightened. “She won’t be for long.”
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Enjoying this snippet? Be sure to grab your copy of Manor Saffron!
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