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Time to put this angel out of his misery.

Uriel closed his metal wings as he ducked under a glistening support beam, moments before his head would have collided with the metal. Wind buffeted his body as he captured the air again, snapping his wings open. He darted around pillars and beneath passenger walkways, moving faster than any civilian transport. His target flew ahead with wings that beat off-rhythm, like the glitching angel didn’t know how to use them.

“Uriel, transmit your position.”

The words sounded in his ears instead of appearing directly in his mind. Uriel still had not grown accustomed to this way of communicating. But since the Angel Network had been shut down, it was all that was left to them. He missed the clarity of before, when he didn’t have to think about transmitting messages to his partner. No, before all thoughts had been shared. Truth be told, the connection between every angel had run soul deep. Despite being separate beings, they were also one.

Now their halos plugged into Heaven’s network, acting like the net connections every civilian wore plugged into the ports behind their ears.

The glitching angel staggered, his wings drooping as if unable to hold him up. He dropped onto a platform with a graceless move so unlike what an angel should be, tumbling onto his hands and knees like a child.

“A level below you.” Uriel lost precious time to send his coordinates. Raphael could no longer simply find him by feel—sensing Uriel’s place within the network. “I’ve got him cornered behind a support pylon.”

Silence for a moment, then: “Wait for me. It’s too dangerous to take him alone.”

“Copy.”

How dangerous could this poor lost angel be? The glitch made Saphiel 1634 confused. He shivered on the platform, holding on to one of the support beams that connected to the pylon. Little remained of the powerful angel Saphiel had been. Better to die in battle than go out like this.

Uriel held his position, hovering out of Saphiel’s sight, his powerful wings keeping him in the air. Raphael swooped in from above, making no attempt to hide his entrance, and alighted a few feet in front of Saphiel.

Apparently Raphael didn’t care about his own safety.

“It’s okay.” Raphael held out a hand. “Where do you think you are?”

Saphiel blinked at Raphael. “Whoa, look at you.”

What was Raphael doing? Talking to those affected did nothing. The glitch ripped apart their rational senses, making them see things that weren’t there. Even now, Saphiel didn’t appear to know Raphael, and he should.

Then it clicked. Of course—Raphael was keeping the glitching angel distracted. They’d played this game before, one of them cornering a suspect while the other flew in from behind. Only, of course, without the smoothness of the Angel Network, Raphael couldn’t waste the time to tell Uriel that. He must assume Uriel knew to play his part.

Uriel moved into position, unclipping his weapon. Orders were to destroy any glitching angel. Something held his hand. To kill Saphiel like this, like an animal being put down, felt wrong. Uriel was accustomed to battle, not this farce of mercy killing.

Still. He had his orders.

Uriel flicked the button on the handle of his staff weapon, extending it to full length before firing off a blast at Saphiel. It hit him square in the chest, sending him flying backward and over the edge of the platform. Raphael shouted something and took off after the falling angel.

Uriel followed a few moments behind, in time to see Raphael gently set Saphiel down in a much narrower space. He hovered, unable to get too close underneath this intersection of brackets and bracing.

“I didn’t expect him to fall off the ledge.”

“He was too close.” Raphael worked briskly, removing the halo from Saphiel’s forehead. He pulled a slim disk out of the pouch strapped to his belt and placed it over Saphiel’s chest. “Your shot did the trick. He’s dead.”

Those words, spoken in such a flat tone, hit Uriel like a blast to his own chest. He gripped his weapon tighter before disengaging it and clipping it back onto his belt. Perhaps if he didn’t hold the thing that killed one of his own, he wouldn’t feel out of sorts. A hitch rose in his lungs, and Uriel couldn’t understand it. What had made him nearly pull his shot at the last moment?

“It shouldn’t be easy to kill another angel.”

That had to be what disturbed him so much. These creatures had become helpless after the glitch. They needed to be put down. But that didn’t mean Uriel could forget they were once his brothers.

Raphael engaged the forcefield generator and blanketed Saphiel in an opaque gray cover. No one would be gawking at the fallen. He stood and handed Uriel the slightly bent halo, no longer a gleaming gold, but tarnished and dull.

“No, it shouldn’t. I’ll take the body to the recycler.”

Uriel stared at him. They often split up during missions, and yes, it would be far more efficient to do it this way. But why did he have the sense that Raphael wanted to hurry away? Uriel met Raphael’s amber eyes, the boldness of the color bright against his fair skin.

Raphael broke the gaze. He bit his lip and looked away. “I’ll see you at the barracks.”

Uriel stretched out his golden wings and took to the air. He had a broken halo to deliver.

***

THE ENTIRE FLIGHT TO the Aerie, Uriel could not settle the disquiet in his belly. Something about Raphael’s actions bothered him. They had worked together as smoothly as ever, dispatching their target with little to no trouble. Still, he could not explain it.

This would be easier if the Angel Network had been open to him. Then, of course, there wouldn’t even be a question. He and Raphael would share each other’s thoughts, unable to keep knowledge from each other. But since the first angel glitched and sent feedback all through the halos, Metatron had shut down the pathways that connected them.

It hadn’t been soon enough. Many angels had been infected from that first flood, but the glitch took time to manifest. They had to be put down before they hurt anyone.

Raphael had bitten his own lip.

That was the gesture that had Uriel questioning everything. It was such a human thing to do: banal, unguarded. But what did it mean? Could Raphael be infected? Uriel didn’t want to imagine it.

The symptoms were clear—not recognizing comrades, suddenly being unable to fly, losing sense of time and place. Raphael had none of those. He must be concerned about the glitch. That had to be it.

Uriel descended onto the sparkling crystal platform that circled the Aerie. He nodded to his comrades standing guard before entering the building. Even with the windows everywhere, the walls confined him. The corridors were wide enough for him to stretch his wings if he chose, but nothing compared to soaring the winds outside.

“Uriel 3019, report.” Anael stood in the center of the command room, her hands glued to a holo panel and her eyes unfocused as she gazed at something only she could see. Her white hair had been pulled back, revealing the wires plugged into her platinum halo.

“Mission successful.” He held up the battered halo. “Saphiel 1634 has been neutralized.”

Anael nodded to another angel, who came forward to take the halo. How many had been recovered? Uriel wanted to know if they were any closer to discovering the problem, but asking would be impertinent at best, disrespectful at worst.

“The body?”

“Taken to recycling.” Although Uriel didn’t understand why they didn’t want to examine the corpses of the defunct angels. Perhaps the problem was biological, not technical.

It wasn’t his job. Others were tasked with studying the glitch.

Still, he wondered.

“Excellent.” Anael touched something on the panel and frowned. “Uriel, you are being temporarily reassigned to Lady Julia Michaels. Report to her estate immediately.”

Uriel nodded. No matter how strange the order, if Julia Michaels asked, they jumped. “I am not expected for glitch patrol, then?”

“Not until she relieves you of duty. Dismissed.”

Uriel turned on his heel and made for the closest exit. Whatever Lady Michaels had summoned him for, he would obey. It was strange. They needed every angel in order to keep up with the plague of glitches and somehow keep Heaven safe as well. Her mission for him must be incredibly important.

The Michaels estate was only a few levels down from the Aerie, its nearness to the angels a mark of the Family’s status. Uriel had never gone there on official business before. He had to pause and check his account box to see if there were any instructions. Yet another delay without the Angel Network. Anael had placed a longer note there, which told him to meet Lady Michaels at her observation deck. At least he had a place to start.

Uriel drifted down, feeling the forceshield fizzle around his body as he slipped through it easily. It wasn’t meant to keep angels out. Why should it? The Michaels had been the ones to create the angels, as one of the Founding Families of Heaven.

The observation deck was easy to spot—an octagon-shaped platform of polished stone. Uriel floated on the currents until he alighted on the stone railing outside the floor-to-ceiling windows. He landed on the walkway outside of the deck. The walls were all clear glass, obviously set to transparent for the moment. Otherwise he could never see within.

He retracted his wings, the polite thing to do before entering the home of such an important person. By reflex, Uriel scanned his surroundings, running the situation report without even thinking about it. The scan showed five people inside, and he could clearly see Lady Julia with his unmodified eyes.

She knelt between her two children, playing a game of some sort. Her twins were the hope of the Michaels Family. For years, the gossips were certain she’d let the line die out. No one expected her to forgo marriage and have the children on her own.

It did violate one of the main morality codes, but the law had been modified shortly after she conceived. Lady Julia never made public the father’s name, but everyone knew it had been Henry Abraham. How they knew this, Uriel couldn’t say.

Uriel knocked politely on the glass. Lady Julia looked up at him and smiled. She turned and gestured to one of her servants, who came to scoop the children up and take them away. Only then did Lady Julia come to the glass and tap it. The barrier between them slid out of the way.

“Uriel 3019, I presume?”

“Yes, my lady.”

“Good. We’ve been expecting you.”

Uriel stepped inside and bowed to greet the other person in the room. He recognized Rebecca Abraham immediately. The last heir to both the Abraham seat on the Board and their company stood in the center of the Michaels’s observation deck, with her arms crossed over her chest and a dark expression on her face.

“Heiress Abraham. My service.”

“Please, it’s Rebecca.” She pulled off her white lab coat and draped it carefully over the arm of one of the curved couches in the center of the room. “Are we certain about this?”

“As certain as we can be in these circumstances. Rebecca, dear, do the honors.” Lady Julia moved across the room and curled up on one of the couches, tucking her bare feet underneath her. Despite the casual pose, she still emitted authority. If Heaven had a queen, this woman would be it.

Rebecca paused in the middle of sitting. She straightened and went to the holo panel in the center of the room. Her fingers slid across the controls and a haze fell over the room. A gentle hum thrummed throughout his metal bones, and when Uriel reached for the network, he found they’d cut off all access to the civilian network, the only one available to him now.

Losing the Angel Network had been like losing a limb. The lack of any connection at all was so much worse.

“Forgive us, Uriel, but no one can know about this conversation. We can’t take the risk of the network being hacked,” Lady Julia said.

“I don’t understand.” Uriel hadn’t even known it was possible to hide from Heaven’s network. What mission did Lady Julia have in mind for him? He straightened, prepared to take on the task, whatever the cost.

Rebecca didn’t leave her perch at the holo panel. She seemed more comfortable with her hands on the controls. “You can’t speak to anyone of this. Not even Metatron.”

Uriel bowed. He’d been told to obey Lady Julia and he would, despite being ordered to withhold information from the AI who commanded all angels. “You have my word.”

Julia nodded. “Thank you, Uriel. We have it on good authority—”

“I’d hardly call it authority—more like good probability.” Rebecca dared to interrupt the Michaels’s scion.

Uriel barely refrained from rebuking her. Though her status was nowhere near Lady Julia’s, the Abrahams were quite formidable. The Families were at odds at the moment. The fact that they were working together meant this was especially serious.

Julia let out a little sigh and folded her hands over her lap. “I do trust your skills in this, Rebecca, so yes, I’ll call it good authority.”

Rebecca’s cheeks grew pink, and she looked back down at the holo panel.

“Uriel,” Julia began. “We believe you are about to be approached by a group of angels who call themselves the Children of Samael.”

“I’m afraid the name is not familiar to me.” This was madness. As if any angel would form a group meant to exclude the others. They each had their Metatron-given roles, and Uriel knew of no such mandate from above.

“It’s only whispers.” Rebecca frowned again. “They show up on my list, and then they disappear.”

Uriel stiffened. Glitching angels disappeared because they were being picked off once the infection became obvious. “And I am on this list?”

“You’re on the second one. The most likely to be recruited list. You’ve been an angel for a relatively short period of time. You still have connections.” Rebecca counted off each on her fingers.

“What connections?” Uriel could hear the sharpness in his voice.

Julia gestured. “Your sister. I have one of her pieces. Exquisite work, really.”

He hadn’t noticed the sculpture, other than in his original assessment of the room. It was pure glass, and set before one of the windows where the light hit it, somehow making the angles sparkle. The sight of it disconcerted Uriel, though he couldn’t say why.

“I left behind my family when I transcended.”

“Still, it makes you a good candidate. They’ll harp on those connections—real or imaginary.” Julia had left her perch on the couch and moved over to the sculpture. Her hands hovered over the glass but never quite touched it. “When they do, I want you to accept. You will report on their doings to me and only me, in person, in this room, never over the network.”

Uriel could not deny the corruption that had destroyed the angels’ sacred Network, but to think the stink went beyond? He must do exactly as she asked. “Yes, my lady.”

“Remember, you can’t tell anyone. Even angels you trust.” Rebecca looked away from the holo panel long enough to stare him down. Her glare did not move him. She had nothing on Anael.

“I understand.” Uriel did know how to follow commands.

Julia moved to stand in front of him. She took his hand, to his surprise, her fingers cool against his much warmer skin. “This is very important. We don’t want angels using Gabriel 1089 as an example.”

Gabriel 1089—the traitor. His apparent return from the dead six months ago had rallied all the angels of Heaven, who’d been prepared to take on the demons of below to get him back. But Gabriel had given up his halo and pled for mercy for the demons. The thought of Gabriel’s presence on the network filled Uriel’s mind like viscous fluid.

“That’s what you believe of these Children of Samael?”

“We don’t know what to believe, not yet. That’s why we need you.” Julia’s green eyes widened. “When you have something to report, you come here, to the observation deck, no matter the time. Remember, we must always speak in person.”

“I will do my duty, Lady Michaels.”

Uriel stepped out onto the ledge, leaving the network filter field behind. His connection snapped into place in the time it took him to release and unfold his wings....

Only to be welcomed by the blaring alert blasting on every single angel account.
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Raphael waited a heartbeat after Uriel had flown out of sight. He couldn’t risk checking Saphiel’s vitals again. It would be another record he’d have to delete later. If he moved fast, he could get the injured angel to safety in time. Luckily, they’d built angels to be durable, to survive things they couldn’t before the transformation.

Uriel had to know that. He shouldn’t have been convinced that a single blast had killed the glitching angel. But he trusted Raphael. And why not? Raphael hadn’t ever given him any reason to think otherwise. They were partners.

He should be grateful that Uriel hadn’t picked up on anything being dodgy, instead of worrying about what Uriel might be contemplating. If Raphael kept second-guessing himself, he would never get anything accomplished.

Right now he needed to get Saphiel some medical attention if there was any hope of him surviving. Raphael would take his usual precautions and trust that his own paranoia would keep him safe. No one would look twice at an angel carrying a body bag through the city. It was a grim duty, but not an unusual one. Bodies didn’t get buried in Heaven—they, like everything, were recycled.

He had to make a stop first, one not on the designated way to the recycling station. It would add time to his journey, but he couldn’t skip this step without risking everything.

Raphael ducked under the walkways to a building, running beneath the sewage lines. Carting the body made maneuvering in such a closed space difficult. He had to set Saphiel down to reach the shielded box he’d hidden, tucked away in the corner joist. Raphael removed his halo and placed it inside, locking the device with his thumbprint. Now, time became even more precious. Without his halo, he couldn’t access Heaven’s network. He’d be flying blind.

Raphael got back in the air as quickly as he could, towing the hovering bag behind him. He forced his wings into a burst of extra speed as he made for the thirteenth Circle. Yael greeted him at the entrance, beyond the hologram that shielded the level from prying eyes. “Another?”

“I think Flint can save him.” Raphael hoped.

“He’s got Eva in the medical center. Go.”

The thirteenth Circle’s medical center was nothing more than the area they’d set aside for treatment. It boasted no more than two rooms, with the second intended for private examinations or surgeries. As Raphael coasted through the entrance, he spotted Eva coming out of that room, her hands over her swollen belly. She took one look at him and her eyes widened. “Flint! Come quick! Bring the triage cart!”

Flint charged out of the back room and skidded to a halt. “Eva, I thought something happened to you.”

Raphael had already gotten to work unzipping the hover bag. “No. She saw I had a new delivery.”

She came to his side to help, and he gently slapped her hands away. Raphael didn’t want her to try doing something so foolish as lifting the angel. Not in her condition. “Staff blast to the chest. Heart is still beating but weakly. And of course there’s his brain to worry about.”

Flint plugged a diagnostic reader into one of the empty halo ports around Saphiel’s forehead. “The good news is that the healing system has kicked in and is already repairing the damage.”

“I assume there’s bad news?” Raphael asked.

“His brain is a mess. The old overlay is degrading badly, and I’m not sure there’s enough left to save....” Flint looked grim. “Let’s get him into stasis.”

That worried Raphael. They had a limited number of stasis pods, and they’d been lucky to steal those outdated models before they went to recycling. “How many are left?” he asked as he helped Flint move Saphiel into the back room.

“After this? One.” Flint’s lips thinned as he set the controls on the pod. It took both of them to lift the deadweight and place him inside while Eva watched on worriedly.

“I’ll be on the lookout for more.”

“Raphael, you be careful,” Eva lectured. “If we lose you, we’ll lose contact with the outside.”

More and more awakened angels like Raphael had come to live on the thirteenth Circle. He brought as many of the glitching as he could, but Raphael was only one angel fighting against a tide. Things had to change, and fast.

Maybe it was time to bring Uriel in. He could use the help, and they needed it more than ever, especially with Eva close to her time.

She gasped and reached for Raphael’s arm. “Would you like to feel her kick?”

Raphael nodded and let her guide his palm to her abdomen. A tiny bump greeted him, as if the child inside her was saying hello. With a grin, he looked up at Eva, only to see her eyes fill with tears. “Eva? Are you all right? Do I need to get Yael?”

She laughed through the tears. “Oh no. I’m fine. I cry at anything these days.” Eva rubbed her belly again. “I never thought I’d get to have this.”

None of them had even thought this was possible. They’d been changed when they’d become angels, their bodies twisted and shaped into another man’s dreams. But Eva had proved them all wrong. Raphael needed to protect her and the others. He was the only one who could.

Decision made, he said his goodbyes to Eva and Flint before heading down to the gardens to find Samael. The flowers he’d helped plant around the borders had bloomed. Raphael smiled as he landed on the path between the cultivated “dirt” beds that they used to grow everything. The smell of hyacinth reached his nostrils and it made him think of Eva. She’d put so much work into this garden—into everything they’d built here. It was starting to feel like a home.

He made his way to the center of the gardens, where he found Samael sitting on his bench. The most striking thing about the other angel was how he lacked any of the artificial beauty that marked many of them, Raphael himself included. He’d long suspected Samael’d had some kind of surgery to correct what had been done to him but did not dare ask if that were true.

“Sir?” Raphael said hesitantly as he stepped into the clearing between two midheight trees.

“Raphael. Please, have a seat.” Samael gestured beside him, but Raphael couldn’t quite bring himself to join him.

“I’m afraid I don’t have time to stay.” No, he needed to get to the recycling station and hack the receiving logs posthaste. “Though I wish I could visit longer.”

“You are doing important work for us.” Samael leveled that intense gaze on him. Those eyes were deep, as if they collected all of his wisdom. “Someday, because of you, we all will be free to live as we wish.”

“May it be,” Raphael repeated the refrain many of the others intoned. He cleared his throat. “I’ve spoken of my partner, Uriel, many times. I think... perhaps now might be the time to bring him in.”

“You believe he’s ready?”

Raphael opened his mouth to respond. The problem was—he wasn’t sure exactly. What did he have to go on? An odd-timed question from Uriel? A look in his eyes? “If not now, then soon.”

“You must be sure.” Samael got to his feet and put his hand on Raphael’s shoulder. “If you have the slightest of doubts, you cannot risk everything to bring him in. Do you understand?”

Raphael nodded. He would never put anyone here at risk. Somehow he’d make Uriel understand.

He thought about it on his way to retrieve his halo. There was no way he would put the others in danger. He had to carefully consider Samael’s words. Was Uriel ready? Or did Raphael merely want him to be ready? He’d longed to share this burden with his partner, desperate to have someone else backing him up on the outside.

Maybe it was more than that. He was too self-aware—he had to be, as a free angel—not to acknowledge his attraction to Uriel. No, more than mere attraction. What bloomed inside him for Uriel was something more, an extension of the bond that had grown between them over the years. And while he was still under the yoke of the halo, Uriel could never feel the same.

Raphael wanted to give him the chance to feel.

He’d made it halfway to the recycling center when the alarm started to blare across the network. Raphael had to make a decision about Uriel, but he needed to head to the recycling center first; otherwise he’d risk getting caught out. There needed to be a record of him bringing a body there, and he could only modify the systems in person. They’d come too far for him to be discovered now. He’d have to respond late and hope no one noticed. At least with the Angel Network out of commission, they’d have a hard time tracking him.

He ducked his head and caught the fastest wind he could.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter Three


[image: ]


ANGELS REPORT!

The coordinates transmitted along with the alarm led to a very busy shopping district in the higher levels. Uriel banked to the left. He wasn’t precisely close, since the Michaels’s estate hovered so high up, but whatever situation called for all nearby angels had to be serious.

Uriel rode the winds, darting between pillars and under bridges, swooping down, down, down, into the lower levels of Heaven. He emerged on the scene to a swarm of media bots surrounding what should have been a bustling shopping area—walkways converged over a square with high-end stores along the border.

The streets were mostly deserted, with frightened faces looking out the shop windows. Broken glass and shards of concrete littered the ground, and it looked like a huge chunk of a bridge had been broken off. A group of angels had a struggling angel subdued between them. Uriel realized that for the first time members of the public were witnessing an angel glitching and causing quite a bit of property damage in the process.

Some of the media bots noticed Uriel’s arrival and began to swarm him.

“What happened here?”

“What are the angels trying to conceal?”

“Would you give us an interview?”

Uriel knew better than to reply. He reached for the staff weapon buckled to his belt. It would give him great pleasure to shoot the pesky bots out of the sky.

Anael descended from above, her eyes glowing as her presence created a hush. “Enough. Be gone. This is an angel matter, and we will discuss it with you when we are ready.” She made a gesture and the bots dispersed into the air. “Anyone not given a task, return to the barracks.”

Too many angels hovered around doing nothing. The last time many of their kind had been gathered, it had been for battle. It had been senseless to send the alarm to every angel instead of finding those closest. Another problem with their lack of a proper network.

“Uriel.” Raphael emerged from the chaos and hovered by his side.

“Raphael, what happened?”

“An angel glitched in a crowd and nearly killed some innocents when he took out the footpath.” Raphael pressed his lips together so tightly they were nearly white. “This one they can’t kill. There will have to be a trial.”

“A public trial.” To save face. If Heaven started to fear its angels—

“Yes.” Raphael looked down at the chaos and seemed to make a decision. “Don’t you wonder why this is happening? Even after they’ve shut down the Network? If the problem was the Angel Network, we should all be safe from glitching.”

Uriel had taught himself not to wonder, to listen to what he was told. But now that Raphael had said the words, the traitorous thoughts circled. “What are you saying?”

“Not here. Come with me.”

***

URIEL FOLLOWED RAPHAEL, his mind filling with more questions the farther they flew. Raphael ducked and closed his wings, diving beneath the waterfall of the Fountain of Grace. Uriel held his breath and then followed. The water surrounded him for a moment, and then he was clear, truly beneath the massive waterfall. He hovered for a moment, trying to spot Raphael.

Raphael had found a tiny alcove carved into the walls, with enough room for the two of them to perch. Uriel flapped his wings once, twice, then settled next to Raphael in the small space.

“Why here?” What could be so horrible that Raphael had to drag them to what was probably the most secluded place in all of Heaven?

“I come here sometimes.” Raphael withdrew his wings and curled up his legs until his knees touched his chest. “It’s quiet.”

Here they were completely surrounded by the water, its rushing sound louder even than Uriel’s own heartbeat. There were no flashing holo ads, no buzz of gondolas, no voices.

Uriel retracted his own wings. His legs hung down, and he curled his fingers over the edge. “Safe from spying ears?”

“No place is safe from that.”

“Tell me, Raphael, what you think is wrong with the glitching angels. That’s why you brought me here, isn’t it?” What did Raphael know? And had it anything to do with Uriel’s mission for Lady Julia? His heart raced in anticipation. Uriel should be able to stop his body’s reaction. He should be in control. But he couldn’t deny that Raphael’s actions were suspect.

“The angels are glitching because there’s something wrong inside of us,” Raphael blurted. “They forced us to forget everything, everything we were. When Gabriel 1089 burst into the network, he set something loose. It’s starting with the older angels. They can’t deal with hundreds of years of memories all at once.”

Uriel frowned. “This is not our concern. Anael is looking for the solution.” They had their assigned roles, and while, yes, most angels had been shifted off their rotations in order to root out the glitching angels, they were still bound by Anael’s orders.

Raphael shook his head and snorted. “You think Anael isn’t part of the problem?”

Uriel drew back, unable to comprehend such a human reaction. Raphael followed, moving close in the enclosed space, backing Uriel against the wall. He’d been foolish to let Raphael corner him like this, when Lady Julia told him that he’d be a target.

Raphael loomed closer, and still Uriel did not reach for his weapon. For the briefest of moments, he had the strangest thought—that Raphael meant only to kiss him. But when Raphael raised his hands, it was not to cup Uriel’s face between them. Instead, he took hold of Uriel’s halo and pulled it from his forehead. The network connection disengaged with a snap.

“Remember, my friend.”

Uriel fell backward, catching himself on the wall of the alcove. His blood thrummed in his ears, and for a moment
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