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Chapter One

The cavernous maw of the warehouse was like the throat of some huge beast, and even though it was
large and airy claustrophobia gtill tore at my throat. | swallowed, tasted copper and the wet-ratfur reek of
panic. How do | talk myself into these things? "Come on, do a bounty, it's easy as one-two-three,
we've done a hundred of them." Sure.

Darkness pressed close asthe lights flickered. Damn corporate greed not putting proper lighting in
their goddamn warehouses. The least they could have done is had the fluorescents replaced.

Then again, corporations don't plan for hunters taking down bountiesin their warehouses, and my vison
was alot better than it used to be. | eased forward, soft and silent, broken-in boots touching the cracked
and uneven floor. My rings glinted, swirling with steedy, muted light. The Glockstryke R4 wasin my left
hand, my crippled right hand curled around to brace the left; it had taken me weeks to shoot |eft-handed
with anything like my former accuracy. And why, you might ask, was| using a projectile gun when | had
two perfectly good 40-watt plasguns holstered in my rig?

Because Manud Bulgarov had taken refuge in awarehouse full of plastic barrels of reactive paint for
spreading on the undersides of hovers, that'swhy.

Reactive paint is mostly nonvolatile—except for when aplasfidd interactswith it. One plasgun blast and
we'd be caught in areaction fire, and though | was alot tougher than | used to be | didn't think | could
outrun amolecular-bond-weskening burst fueled by hundreds, if not thousands, of gallons of reective. A
burdt like that travels at about half the speed of light until it reachesits containment edge. Eveniif | could
outrun or surviveit, Jace certainly couldn't, and he was covering me from the other sde of the T-shaped
intersection of corridors faced with blue barrel after blue barrel of reactive.

Just like agoddamn bounty to hidein awarehouse full of reactive to make my day.

Jace'sfair blond face was marred with blood that dmost hid the thorny accreditation tat and the
spreading bruise up hisleft cheek, he was bleeding from his shoulder too. Ending up in abar brawl that
alerted our quarry was not the way |'d wanted to do this bounty.

His blue eyes were sharp and steady, but his breathing was alittle too fast and | could smell the
exhaugtion on him. | fet familiar worry rise under my breastbone, shoved it down. My left shoulder
prickled with numb chill, ademon's mark gone dead against my flesh, and my bresthing came sharp and
deep, ribsflaring with each soundless gasp, afew stray strands of hair faling in my face. Thank the gods
| don't sweat much anymore. | could fed theinked lines of my own accreditation tat twisting and
tingling under the skin of my left cheek, the emerald et a the top of the twisted caduceus probably
flashing.



Tone it down, don't want to give the bastard a twinkle and let him squeeze off a shot or two.

Bulgarov didn't have aplasgun—or at least, | was reasonably certain he hadn't had one when he'd gone
out the back door of the PleiRound nightclub and onto an arbike with usright behind him, only dightly
dowed down by the explosion of the brawl. After dl, the PleiRound was awatering hole for illicits, and
once we'd moved and shown we were bounty hunters al hell had broken loose. If held had aplasgun, he
probably wouldn't have bothered to run. No, he would have turned the bar into afirezone.

Probably.

I'd @most had Bulgarov, but he was quick. Too quick to be strictly normal, though he wasn't apsion. |
made amentd noteto tell my scheduler Trinato tack 15 percent onto the fee, nobody had mentioned the
bastard was gene-spliced and augmented to within aninch of violating the Erdwile-Stokes Act of '28.
That would have been nice information to have. Necessary information, even.

My shoulder till hurt from clipping the side of ahover aswe chased him through nighttime traffic on
Copley Avenue. Hed been keeping low to avoid the patrols, though how you could be inconspicuous
with two bounty hunters chasing you on airbikes, | couldn't guess.

It wasillega to flee, especidly once abounty hunter had identified herself asaHegemony federd officer.
But Bulgarov hadn't gotten away with rape, murder, extortion, and trafficking illegal weapons by being a
law-abiding jackass who cared about two more counts of felony evading. No, he was an entirely
different kind of jackass. And staying low meant alittle more time without the Hegemony patrols getting
involved in the tangle, which made it him againgt just two bounty huntersinstead of againg full-scde
containment teams. It was a nice move, and sound logic—if the two bounty huntersweren't an
amost-demon and the Shaman who had taught her agood deal about hunting bounties.

My eyes met Jace's again. He nodded curtly, reading my face. Likeit or not, | was the one who could
take more damage. And | usualy took point anyway; years of working bounties aone made it atough
habit to break.

Hewas gill good to work with. It wasjust like old times. Only everything had changed.

| eased around the corner, hugging the wall. Extended my awareness alittle, just avery little, feding the
pulse thunder in my wrists and forehead; the warehouse was magshielded and had a basic corporate
security net, but Bulgarov had just walked right in like he owned the place. Not agood sign. He might
have bought a short-term quickshield meant to keep him from detection by psions or security nets. Just
what 1'd expect from the tricky bastard.

Concentrate, Danny, Don't get cocky because he's not a psion. He's dangerous and augmented.

My right hand cramped again, pointlesdy; it was getting stronger the more | used it. Three dayswithout
deep, tracking Bulgarov through the worst sinksin North New Y ork Jersey, taxed even my endurance.
Jace could fall adeegp dmost instantly, wedged in ahover or transport seet while | crunched data or
piloted. It had been afast run, no timeto catch our breath.

Two other bounty hunters—both normas, but with combat augments—had gone down trying to bring
thisguy in. The next logica choice had been to bring apsionin, and | was fresh from hunting aMagi gone
bad in Freetown Tijuana. From one job to the next, with no timeto think, perfect. | didn't want to think
about anything but getting the next bounty collared.

| would belyingif | said the idea of the two extramurder charges and two of felony evading tacked onto
Bulgarov'slong list of indictments didn't bring asmileto my face. A hard, delighted grin, as amatter of



fact, snce it meant Bulgarov would face capital punishment instead of just filling aprison cell. | edged
forward, reaching the end of the aide; glanced up. Nothing in the rafters, but it was good to check. This
was one tricky sonofabitch. If hed been apsion it would have made thingsalittle easer, | could have
tracked the smears of adrenaline and Power held leave on the air when he got tired enough. Asit was,
the messy sewer-smelling drift of his psychic footprint faded and flared maddeningly. If | dropped below
the conscious level of thought and tried to scan him, I'd be vulnerable to a detonation circuit ina
quickshield, and it wasn't like thisguy not to have adet circuit built in if he spent the credit for ashield. |
could live without the screaming migraine feedback of cracking a shield meant to keep anorma from a
psion's notice, thank you very much.

So it was old-fashioned ingtinct doing the work on thisone. Is he heading for an exit or sitting tight?
My guessis sitting tight in a nice little cubbyhole, waiting for us to come into sight, pretty asyou
please. Like shooting fish in a barrel . Sekhmet sales, he better not have a plasgun. He didn't. I'm
almost sure he didn't.

Almost sure wasn't good enough. Almost sure, in my experience, isthe shortest road to oh fuck.

Jace's auratouched mine, the spiked honey-pepper scent of a Shaman rising around me aong with the
cloying reek of dying human cells. | wished | could turn my nose off or toneit down alittle. Smelling
everyone's desth on them was not a pleasant thing, eveniif |, of al people, know Death istruly nothing to
fear.

Whenever | thought about it, the mark on my shoulder seemed to get alittle colder.
Don't fucking think about that, Danny. Nice and cautious, move it along here.

A popping zwing! made me duck reflexively, calculaing angles even as| berated mysdlf for flinching.
Goddammit, if you heard the shot it didn't get you, move move move! He's blown cover, you know
where heisnow.' | took off, not bothering to look behind me—Jace's aurawas clear, steady, strong.
He hadn't been hit.

More popping, clattering sounds. Reactive paint sprayed as | moved, blurringly, much faster than a
norma human. My gun holstered itsdlf as| legpt, claws extending sweetly, naturaly, my right hand giving
aflareof pain| ignored as| dug into the Sde of aplastic barrdl, hurling mysdlf up, get up, and from there
| leapt, feet smacking the smooth round tops of the barrels. My rings spat golden sparks, al need for
dlence gone. The racks holding the barrels swayed dightly as| landed and pushed off again, little glowing
spits and spats of thick reactive paint spraying behind me aslead chewed the air. He's got a fucking
semiautomatic assault rifle up there, sounds like a Transom from the chatter, goddamn cheap
Putchkin piece of shit, if he had a good gun he'd have hit me by now.

| was dmost under the floating pand of ahover platform. Its underside glowed with reactive paint, and |
could see the metal cage on top where the operator would guide the Al deck through manipulating the
dangling tentacles of crabhooksto pick up five racks at atime and transport them to the staging area. A
low, indigtinct male shape crouched on the edge of the platform, orange bursts showing from the muzzle
of the semiautomatic rifle with the distinct Transom shape. He wasn't aming at me now, he wasaming
behind me at Jace, and this thought spurred me as| gathered mysdlf and legpt, fingers sinking into the
edge of the platform'’s corrugated metal and arms straining, the deadweight of my body becoming
momentum as | pulled myself up aseaslly asif | were muscling up out of aswimtank. Almost
overbalanced, in fact, till not used to the reflex speed of this new body, proprioception till alittle off,
moving through space faster than | thought | was.

Don't hit Jace, you motherfucker, or I'm going to have to bring you in dead and accept half my



fee. Don't you dare hit him, you piece of shit.

Gun barrel swinging, deaedly littlewhistles as bullets clove the air. A smashing impact againgt my belly and
another against my ribcage; then | was on him, smacking the barrel up. Hot metd szzled, ajolt of pain
searing up my arm from the contact, then faded as my body coped with the damage. He was
combat-augmented, with reactions quicker than the normal human's, but 1'd been geneticaly dtered by a
demon, and no amount of augmentation could match that.

At least, none that I'd come across yet.

| tore the Transom away and grabbed hiswrist in my cramping right hand, setting my feet and yanking
sharply down. An anima howl and acrunch told me I'd didocated his shoulder. Fierce enjoyment spilled
through me, the emeradd on my cheek giving one sharp flash, the kia burst from my lipsas| struck, hard;
ringed fist ramming into the solar plexus, pulling the strike at the last moment so as not to rupture fragile
human flesh. My rings turned my fist into a battering ram, psychic and physica power wedded to astrike
that could kill aswell as daze. The oof! sound he made might have been funny if | hadn't felt hot blood
dripping down my ribs and the dight twitching as abullet was expelled from the preternatura flesh of my
belly. Ouch. It stung, briefly, then smoothed itself out, black blood rising and sedling the seamless golden
flesh. Another shirt ruined. | was racking up dead laundry by the ton now.

Of course, | could afford it. | wasrich, wasn't 1?

Knee coming up, he struggled, but he was off balance and | shifted my weight, hip striking as1 camein
close, hefel and | was on him; he howled as| yanked both arms behind his back, my fingers snking into
rubbery, augmented muscle fed by kcals of synthprotein shake and testosinjections. Gonna have to pop
that shoulder back in so he can't shimmy free of magcuffs. You've got him down, don't get cocky.
Thisisthe critical point. Just cuff him, don't get fancy. He bucked, but | had aknee firmly in his back
and my own weight was not inconsiderable, heavy with denser bones and muscle now. The quickshield
sparked and struggled, trying to throw me off; it was a doppy, hastily purchased piece of work—al right
for hiding, but no good when you had an angry Necromance on your back. One short sharp Word broke
it, my sorcerous Will dicing through the shell of energy—aMagi'swork, and agood one, despite being
s0 hurried. | snapped the mental traces aside, taking agood lungful of the scent; maybe we could track
down whoever did the quickshield, maybe not. They hadn't done anything illegd in providing the shidd;
quicks were perfectly lega dl theway around. But aMagi this good might have something to say about
demons, something I'd want to hear.

"Jace?' | called into the warehouse's gloom. The sharp smell of reactive paint bloomed up, mixing with
dust, metd, the smdll of human, hot cordite, swest, and my own spiced fragrance, alight amber musk.
Sometimes my own smell acted like ashield againgt the swirling cloud of human decay al around me,
sometimes nat; it wasn't the psychic nonphysica smell of atrue demon, but the scent of something
in-between. "Monroe? How you doing?' Jace? Answer me, he was aiming at you, answer me! My
voice dmost cracked, stroking the air with rough honey. My throat was probably permanently ruined
from Lucifer'sfingers snking in and cracking little bits of whatever dmost-demons had in their necks. |
sounded like avidsex operator sometimes.

Apparently | could hedl from bullets, but demon-induced damage to my throat was another thing entirely.

"Y ou're S0 much fun to hang out with, Vaentine," he caled from below. | tried not to fed the hot burst of
relief right under my ribs. The bitter taste of another hunt finished exploded in my mouth, my heart
thudding back to adower pace. My left shoulder prickled numbly, asif the fluid mark scored into my
skin wasworking itsway deeper. Don't think about that. "Got him?'



Of course I've got him, you think I'd be talking if | didn't?"Stuffed and almost cuffed. Seeif you can
find the control pandls and bring this sucker to the loading dock, will you?' My lungs returned to their
regular even task.

My tone resumed its normal, whispering roughness. Most Necromances affect awhisper after awhile;
when you work with Power wedded to your voiceit's best to speak softly. ™Y ou okay?"

He gave ashort jagged spear of alaugh, he was rubbed just asraw as| was. "Right asrain, baby. Get
you in asecond.”

My right hand clumsily rumbled for the magcuffs. Bulgarov mumbled a curse in some consonant-filled
Putchkin didect. "Shut up, waste." | sank my kneeinto his heaving back. Short squat man, corded with
heavy muscle and dressed in along-deeved shirt and jeans under hisassassn'srig, along rat-tail of pae
hair diding out from under the kerchief heid tied around his head like akid playing minigang. "Unlucky

day for you."

The magcuffs cooperated, and | had to hold him down while | popped his shoulder back into the socket
with amesty sound, €liciting a hoarse male scream. The cuffs creaked but held steady, and just to be
sure | dug in my bag and retrieved the magtape, spent afew moments binding the bastard's elbows,
knees, and ankles; | gagged him too. | was ready when the hover platform'’s control board lit up, | kept
the man down and watched him cautioudy while the platform jolted into life and began to glide on its
prearranged path. Bulgarov had escaped last year from a seven-person Hegemony police unit that had
him down and cuffed; | didn't want to underestimate him.

Four little girls, six hookers we know he killed for sure, three we're not sure of, and eight men,
mostly Chill dealers. | wouldn't have minded the Chill dealers, but the kids... My rings were back
to asteady glow: amber, moonstone, obsidian, and bloodstone al swirling with easy Power.

| surveyed the mess the bullets had made of the reactive barrels as the hover platform glided over
neatly-placed racks and rows. Glowing paint dripped thickly under dim sputtering light from fluorescents
turned down for the night pulsing outside in dl its shades of darkness. And he killed them slow. Gods.

| could understand killing when necessary, the gods know I've done my share. But kids... and
defensaess women. Even a sedayeen heder experienced with mentd illness could do nothing for this
man; he was a pure sociopath. No remorse, no hesitation, no conscience a al; he was neither the first
nor the last of hiskind the world would see. And probably not the last one I'd hunt, either.

Thetroublewas, I'd hed little difficulty tracking him. Thinking like him. Being like him, to catch him.
That was starting to worry me.

The hover platform settled with ajolt and Bulgarov thrashed, making a muffled sound behind the gag. It
probably wasn't comfortable, lying facedown on a cold metd platform with astretched-out, busted
shoulder and a bruised solar plexus. | might have broken his nose, too, when | had my kneein his back.
At leadt, | hoped | had. My hand tightened on the neck of his jacket as| finished searching him for
wegpons, finding the trigger to the quickshield—a pretty ceramic meddlion with a Seal of Solomon
etched into one side—four knives, two projectile guns, and alittle 20-watt recharge plasgun fitted into a
pocket on the thigh of hisjeans.

| turned the plasgun over in my hand. Gods. A tremor did through me, my teeth chattering briefly. That
close to blowing up this whole warehouse, would have taken a good chunk out of the
neighborhood here too. You son of a bitch. Thank the gods you didn't use this.



The assaullt rifle bothered me, but he could have had it stashed on the airbike. My tat tingled, ink running
under my skin, and my left shoulder tingled too. | was used to both sensations by now; did my best to
ignore them. I'd smashed my dichoard into the Sde of aconcrete building. If | was still human I'd be
dead by now.

Jace met me on the platform. He looked like hell, his clothes torn and his face bloody and bruised. He
also looked chaky-pale under his perpetud tan. I'd have to healcharm him, or find ahedler to doit.

"You okay?' My throat rasped alittle, but my voice still madethe air shiver like acat being stroked.

He nodded, his blue eyes moving over the trussed package on the floor, checking. | reached down, set
my feet, and hauled Bulgarov up, nodding toward the pile of weapons. Without the brace of his Shaman's
gaff, Jace dmost-limped on his ftiff knee over to the pile, his sword jammed through the belt on hisrig. It
was a dotanuki; heavier than the last sword I'd used. My right hand cramped again, remembering driving
the shattering blade through a demon's heart as we both fdll through icy air and smashed into the surface
of thefrozen sea

Don't think about that. Because thinking about that would only make me think of Japhrime.

| winced inwardly as| hopped down to the yellow-painted concrete of the |oading dock, the shock
graing in my knees. I'd goneawhole. .. what, forty-five minutes without thinking of him? Adrendinewas
wonderful, evenif | wasn't sure what the demon equivaent to adrenadinewas. Now if | could just find
another bounty as soon as| dragged thisguy in, I'd be all set.

"Chango," Jace breathed. "He had a plasgun.”

| could have laughed, didn't. The short man was a heavy limp weight, more awkward than hard to carry;

| wasalot stronger than | looked. He'd given up thrashing, hisribs heaved with deep breaths. | caught
him straining againgt the magtape and dumped him on the concrete. Drew one of my main-gauchesfrom
its sheath and dropped to my knees, my fingerscurling in hisgreasy hair. Thisclose | could seethe
blemishes on his skin, blackheads rising to the oily surface. A sde-effect of illega augments, hehad a
pallid moon-shaped face scarred and pocked by termina acne. Revulsion touched my stomach. | pushed
it down, pulling his head back and craning his neck uncomfortably. It would be easy to give asudden
twist, hear the snap like adry stick. So easy.

| laid the knifeblade againgt histhroat. "Keep struggling,” | whispered in his ear, my voice husky and
broken. "I'd love to rid the world of ablight like you. And I'm adeadhead, Bulgarov. | can easily bring
you back over the Bridge and kill you twice."

| couldnt, of course. Degth didn't work like that; an apparition brought back from the halls of the
hereafter couldn't be killed twice, only sent back into Death's embrace. But there was no reason for this
bastard to know that. 1'd seen the files and the lasephotos. | knew what this bastard had done to the little
girls before he killed them.

Hewent limp for amoment, then struggled frantically againgt the magtape. | held him down, easy now
that he was bound, and used the knife's razor edge to prick at hisflesh, right over where the pulse bedt.
"Comeon," | whispered. " Struggle harder, sweetheart. I'd love to do to you what you did to thelittle
blonde girl. Her name was Shdlley, did you know that?*

"Danny!" Jace's vaice. "Hey, I've keyed in for pickup; weve got a Jersey police transport coming to get
us and our little package. Want me to bag the weapons?' Did he sound uneasy? Of course not.

Or did he?1 might be alittle uneasy if | hung around me. | wasn't hinged too tightly these days. Cdl it



nerves.

"Sure. Make sure that plasgun’'s sealed.” My messenger bag's strap dug against my shoulder as| turned
my head, objectsinsde shifting and clinking alittle againgt my hip. A tendril of dark hair fell in my face,
freed of thetight braid I'd put in this morning. Bulgarov had gone limp and till asafresh corpse
undernegth me.

| resheathed the knife and let him go, his head thudding none-too-gently against the concrete. My hands
were shaking, even my crippled right hand, which rubbed itself against my jeans. | was duty and tired, no
time for ashower while | was tracking this bastard, barely time enough for food to keep Jace going, Since
my stomach usudly closed up tight on ahunt. Jace was|ooking alittle worse for wear, but he insisted on
coming aong. And | was soft enough to let him—after abit of bitching, of course.

Anything was better than staying at home, staring at the walls and thinking thoughts | would rather not
think. Especially sincethe only thing | seemed able to do while | was at home was research in Magi
shadowjournas and stare at the black urn that held ademon's ashes.

A Fdlen demon. Japhrimel.

You will not leave me to wander the earth alone, asoft mae voice, flat but till expressively shaded,
whispered in my head. | shut my eyes briefly. The mark on my left shoulder—his mark, the burning scar
Lucifer had pressed into my flesh to make Japhrime my familiar—hadn't faded with Japh's degth, just
gone numb asif shot with varocain. Sometimes it was hike amass of burning ice pressed into the skin,
pulsing every now and again with aweird necratic life of its own. | wondered how long it would fed like
that, if it would ever fade, and how long it would take for the cold burning numbnessto fade.

If it ever did.
Goddammit, Dante, will you quit thinking about that?

Digtant Srens began at the edge of my hearing, dicing through the rattling whine of hovertrafric. All this
reactive paint, and the bastard had a plasgun al the time. What if he'd decided to take a potshot, take us
withhim?

Would areactivefirekill me?1 didn't know. | didn't know what | was now, other than amost-demon.
Part demon. Whatever. | was stuck with the face of aholovid mode and abody that sometimes escaped
my control and moved far faster than it should, and | was taking down bounties like they were going out
of style. Gabe called it "bounty sickness," and | wasn't sure she was far wrong.

I'd be home thisweek for my usua Thursday rendezvous with Gabe in the back booth they saved for us
at FaChoy's. I'd missed it last week. That's a good thought, | told mysdlf grimly asthe srensdrew
nearer and Jace finished bagging Bulgarov's wegpons. Keep that one.

But what | thought of, as | watched the shapeless lump of the man magtaped on the floor, was green
eyes, turning dark and thoughtful, and along black coat, golden skin, and afaint, secretivertilt to athin
mouth. Goddammit. | wasthinking about ademon again. A dead demon, at that.

Does a demon have a soul? The Magi don't know, they only know what demons tell them, and the
guestion's never come up. And what am 1? What did he do to me, and why didn't | die when he
did?

That was a bad thought. Jace brought the bagged weapons over, hisinjured knee dowing him alittle, and
gave meatight amile. "Fresh asadaisy,” hesaid in hisusud cardesstone. | hate that about you."



"Fuck you too." It was postjob banter, meant to ease the nerves and bring us down. It was working.

"Anytime, sweetheart. Weve got afew minutes before the trangport gets here.” His mouth quirked up
into ahaf-smile, and he rolled his shoulders back under the leather strgps of hisrig. But hiseyesdid over
the man on the floor, checking the magtape. Professiond to thelast. A handsome blue-eyed man, spirit
bag dangling from aleather thong around his neck marking him asa vaudun just asthe tat on his cheek
marked him as a Shaman. He'd cut his hair like Gypsy Roen's sdekick on the holovids, soft and spiky, a
nice cut on him. Especialy with hislazy smileand hiseectric eyes.

Despite mysdlf, | laughed. | tried not to; my ruined voice made it sound like arough invitation, velvet
curled under swesting figts. "Y ou're the soul of chivary, asadways."

"Only for you, baby." The srenswere screamingly close. "Wannacarry him outside?’
"Do | get to drop him headfirst?' | sounded only halfway joking.
So did he. "If you want, sweetheart. Make sure you do it on concrete.”

We caught the redeye transport back to Saint City; it deposited us onto the dock amid a stream of
normals. | was glad to get off the transport, claustrophobiatendsto run in psions. | was aso happy to get
rid of thewhine of hover travel. It settlesin the back teeth, hoverwhine, and rattles your bones. Normals
can't hear it, but they get itchy on long hover flightstoo. Of course, it could be because dl the normas
I've seen on transports are alittle edgy at being in acompartment with apsion. For some reason they
think we want to read their minds or force them to do embarrassing things, though the gods know that
the last place apsion wantsto tread is the messy, open sewer of anormal person's brain. Without the
regulation and cleannessimparted by training, minds can get rank and foul very quickly—and they stay
that way. | don't know how normalsendureit.

| waswearing my last clean shirt, but the fact that my jeans were dotted with black blood that smelled
like sweet rotting fruit might have had something to do with the sdelong looks and not-so-subtle
avoidance of normas. Or perhapsit was my rings, glowing faintly even in the gray thin morning light, or
the rig with the guns and knives, stating clearly that | was combet trained and licensed to carry anything
short of an assaullt rifle on public transport. Or the holovid-star face with velvety golden skin, and dark
eyes st above asinfully sweet mouth; or the way my right hand twisted sometimesinto a claw without
my redizing it, cramping up asif it wastrying to grab a corkscrewed swordhilt. | missed thefed of ahilt
and the clean confidence of carrying akatana; knivesjust aren't the same. But shattering asword ina
demon'’s heart isn't the best way to keep your swordhand whole. | was [ucky; if Japhrimel hadn't changed
meinto whatever | was now, killing Santino might have killed meinstead of just crippling my
dowly-hedling hand.

Y eah. Lucky, lucky me.

My skin tingled as we stood there, Jace leaning on his staff—rescued from the hotel roomin
Jersey—with itsraffiatwine at the top, smal bones dlicking and shifting against one another, even though
the staff wasn't moving. After awhile a Shaman's Saff tends to take on apersondity of itsown, much like
any object used to contain Power. There are even stories of Shamans who have passed their staves on to
students or children, mostly in the older traditions. Jace was an Eclectic, like most North Merican
Shamans; it's hard to work for the Hegemony and only stick with one discipline. Plus, psionstend to be
magpies. We pick up alittle of this, alittle of that, whatever works. The use of magicka and psionic
Power is so incredibly persona we'd be foolsto do otherwise.

Thetingling on my skin was my body adjusting to the flux of Power intherainy air, the transport well was
full so we had docked in an auxiliary outside bay. Rain misted down, athin barely-autumn drizzle that



smelled of hover-wash, the sdt from the bay, and the peculiar damp radioactive smell of Saint City.
Home. Funny how the longer | spent chasing down bounties, the more | thought of Saint City as home.

"Y ou coming home?" Jace tapped the butt of his aff againgt the concrete, but gently. Just a punctuation,
not the sharp guncrack of frustration. His wheat-gold hair was beginning to darken and dick itsdf down
with the drizzle; the bruise had faded and | could see thefaint pulsing of the hedlcharm I'd laid on him.
Hed dept on thetrangport, | hadn't; but we were both night creatures. Being out in the light of early
morning was guaranteed to make both of us cranky. Not to mention held need afew hours or so to
reaccustom himsdlf to the flux of ambient Power here, we hadn't been gone long enough for his body to
st itsdf to Jersey's Power flux. It was like hover-lag, when the body isn't sure whether it's day or night
because of the speed of transport, only harder and if a psion was drained and exhausted enough

potentidly very painful.

Glancing at the glass doors, | found my voice. Wherever we were going, we could take the lifts down to
the street together. If | wanted to. "No, I've got afew thingsto do."

"| thought s0." He nodded sagely, atdl, spare man with aquick famous grin, his assassn'srig easy over
hisblack T-shirt and jeans, the dotanuki thrust through hisbelt and his aff in hand. If it wasn't for the
accreditation tat, he might have been aholovid star himsdf. But there were fine fans at the corners of his
eyesthat hadn't been there before, and he looked tired, leaning on his staff for support instead of effect.
The last ten months hadn't been easy on him. "It'sthe Anniversary, isnt it."

| didn't think you'd remember, Jace. The last time you saw me do this was years ago. Before Rio.
Before you left me. | nodded, biting my lower lip. It was asign of nervousness | never would have
permitted mysdlf, before. "Y eah. I'm glad we're back intown, I... well, missng it would be rough.”

He nodded. "I'm going to pop in at Cherk's and have adrink before | go home." He tipped me awink,
the patented Jace Monroe grin flashing. That smile used to line up the Mob groupiesfor him, he never
had any trouble with women—as he was so fond of remarking—until he met me. "Maybe I'll get dl
drunk and you can take advantage of me."

Damn the man, he was making me smile. "In your dreams. Go on home, I'll be aong. Don't get too
drunk."

" 'Course not." He shrugged and stepped away, heading for the door.

| wanted to go after him, walk down to the street together, but | stood very till and closed my eyes. My
right hand lifted, dmost of its own accord, and rubbed at the numb spot on my left shoulder. Wasit
tingling more than it had before?

Sop it, Dante. It wasthe stern voice of my conscience again. Japh's gone. Live with it.
lam, | told that deep voice. Go away.

It went, promising to come back later and taunt me. | rubbed my shoulder, scrubbing at it with my
knuckles snce my fingers were curled under and cramped. At least it didn't hurt anymore. Not there,

anyway.

| wondered, not for the last time, why the mark hadn't faded with Japh's death. Of course, L ucifer had
firgt burned it into my skin.

That was an uncomfortable thought, to say the lesst.



Jace was nowhere in sight when | took the lifts down and emerged blinking again into the gray day.
Down on the street the drizzle had turned to puddles vibrating with hoverwash and splashing up
whenever an airbike or whed-bike went by, the ground hovertraffic moving alittle bit dower than usud.
The sdewaks were crowded with people, most of them normalsintent on their own business, since the
psions would probably be homein bed. It felt good to wak, my hands dangling loose by my sidesand
my braid bumping my back, my boots light on cracked pavement Bulgarov had been |eft in aholding cell
in Jersey lock-down; the fee for the collar plusthe extra 15 percent I'd told Trinato charge was probably
safely in Jace's bank account by now. | didn't need the money, as there was plenty left from Lucifer's
payoff. Even though | had no qualm about using it, | till flinched internally whenever | looked a my
statements or signed on through my computer deck. Blood money, a payment for thelife Lucifer had
manipulated and cgjoled meinto taking, even though left to mysalf | would have killed Santino.

| had needed revenge. Lucifer still owed me, both for Doreen's daughter and for Japhrimel. | didn't have
achance of collecting, but till. He owed me, and | owed my life to a dead demon.

| winced, pacing through therainy gray Saint City morning. The Prince of Hell might still be kegping an
eyeon me.

| owed him nothing, and that was exactly what the Prince of Hell was going to get from me. End of
dory.

Think about something else, Dante. You've got a lot to brood over. Like Jace.

Jace had given up hisMob Family for me, just handed it over to his second-in-command without aword
and signed the papersfor cessation-of-ownership. After fighting so hard to get his own Family held
turned his back on it and showed up a my door.

Dante, you are spectacularly good at thinking things you don't want to.

It took me an hour to get to the corner of Seventh and Cherry. | had stopped at a street vendor'sfor a
bouquet of yellow daises, and | stood on the south corner under the awning of agrocery store that had
been put in two years ago. The times I'd been here with Lewis, there had been a used bookstore across
the way.

My pulse best thinly in my temples and throat, asif | was taking down abounty again. | clutched the
daisesinthar plagticinewrap, their cheerful yellow heads with black centers nodding as| held memin
my trembling right hand. Coming back here every year was a penance, maybe, but who elsewould
remember him? Lewis had no family, substituting the psionic kids he fostered for aredl blood link. And to
me, he wasthe only family I'd known, my caseworker from thetime | was an infant until | was thirteen.

If I was anything to be proud of, it was because Lewis had taught me how to be.

Memory rose. That's the curse of being apsion, | suppose. The Magi techniques for training the memory
are necessary and ruthless. A Magi-trained memory can remember every detail of a scene, amagick
circle, acanon of runes, a page of text. Necessary when oneis performing Greater Works of magick,
where everything hasto be done right the first time, but merciless when things happen that you want to
forget.

The prickling in my shoulder had gone down, thankfully. There wasn't much of acrowd here, most
passersby ducked into the small grocery and came out carrying a plasbag full of alcohol bottles or
synth-hash cigarettes. | stood just around the corner, tucked out of the way close to the wall, and stilled
mysdlf, forcing the memoriesto come clear and clean.



He'd brought me down to the bookstore, a specidl trest, and the smooth metal of the collar against my
throat wasless heavy on that unseasonably sunny autumn day. The crisp cinnamon smell of dried leaves
hung in the air and the sky wasimposs bly deep blue, the type of blue that only comesin autumn. Blue
enough to make the eyes ache, blue enough to drown in. Lewis had pushed his spectacles up on his
beaky nose, and we walked together. | didn't hold hishand like | did when | was alittle girl, having
grown sdf-consciousin thelast few years. | had ached to tel him something, anything, about how bad
thingswere at schoal, but | couldn't find the nerve.

And so wewalked, and Lewis drew me out, asking me about the last books I'd read, the copy of Cicero
he'd loaned me and the Aurdlius hewas saving for if | did well on my Theory of Magick find coming up
at the end of the term. And did you enjoy the Ovid? he asked, dmost bouncing with gleeinsde hisred
T-shirt and jeans. He didn't dresslike a socia worker, and that was one more thing to love about him.
He had given me my name, my love of books, and my twelve-year-old salf had cherished wild fantasies
of finding out that Lew redlly was my father and was just waiting for theright timeto tell me.

| enjoyed it, | told him, but the man was obsessed with women.

Most men are. Lewisfound the oddest things funny, and it was only once | reached adulthood thét |
understood the jokes. When | was young, of course, | had laughed with him, just happy that he was
happy with me, feding the warm bath of his gpprovad.

| had been about to reply when the man blundered around the corner, jittering and wide-eyed, stinking of
Clormen-13. It was a Chillfreak desperate for his next dose, his eyes fastening on the antique
chronograph Lewiswore, aglittering thing above his datband and looking pawnable. Confusion and
chaos, and aknife. Lewisyeled for meto run, my feet rooted to the ground as the Chill-freak's knife
glittered, throwing back ahot dart of sunlight that hurt my eyes. Run, Danny! Run!

My eyeswere hot and grainy. Drizzle had soaked into my hair and coat. | was standing exactly where I'd
stood before 1'd obeyed him, turning and running, screaming while the Chillfreak descended on Lewis.

The cops had caught the freak, of course, but the chronograph was gone and the man's brain so eaten by
Chill he could barely remember his own name, let done what he'd done with the piece of antique trash.
And Lew, with his books and hislove and his gentleness, had left me for Death's dry country, that land
where | was ill agtranger even if I'd known my way to its borders.

| laid the flowers down on the wet sdewalk, as| did every year, their plaswrap crinkling. The bloodstone
ring on my third left finger flashed wetly, arandom dart of Power splashing from its opague surface.
"Hey," | whispered. "Hi."

He had agrave marker, of course, out in the endlesdy-green fields of Mounthope. But that wastoo far
for astudent to ride public trangport and get back to the school by curfew, so | ended up coming here,
downtown, where he had died amost immediately. If 1'd been older, combat-trained and afull
Necromance, | could have run off the Chillfresk or mended Lewissviolated body, held him to life, kept
him from diding off the bridge and into the abyss, under the blue glow of Desth... if Yd been older. If I'd
had some presence of mind | could have distracted the Chillfregk, diverted his attention; wearing a collar
meant | couldn't have used any psionic ability on him, but there were other ways. Other things | could
have done,

Other things| should have done.

"I missyou," | whispered. | had only missed two Anniversaries, my first year at the Academy up north
and the year Doreen died. Murdered, in fact, by ademon | hadn't known was a demon at thetime. "l
missyou so much.”



MM desperandum! he would crow. Never fear!

Other kidswereraised on fairy tales. Lew raised me on Cicero and Confucius, Milton and Cato,

Epi ctetus and Sophocles, Shakespeare. Dumas. And for specid treats, Suetonius, Blake, Gibbon, and
Juvend. These are the books that have survived, Lew would remind me, because they are as close
to immortal asyou can get. They're good books, Dante, true books, and they'll help you.

And oh, they had.

| came back to mysdf with ajolt. Morning hovertraffic whined and buzzed overhead. | heard footsteps,
people passing by on Cherry to get to the shops, but nobody going down this side of Seventh because it
was gpartment buildings, and everyone was gone for the day, or in bed. The daisies, abright spot of
color againg cracked hard pavement, glowed under the thickening rain.

"All right," | said softly. "See you next yesr, | guess.”

| turned dowly on my hed. Thefirst steps, as usud, were the hardest, but | didn't look back. | had
another appointment today. Jace would beat me home, and he would probably aready have afew
holovids from the rental shop on Trivisidero. Maybe some old Father Egyptos, we both loved that show
and could quote damn near every line of didogue. What evil creeps in the shadows? Egyptos, the
bearer of the Scarab of Light, shall reveal all! Uncharacteridicdly, | wasamiling. Again.

Chapter Two

Morning had leapt gray into drizzling afternoon when | knocked on the wooden door, the street behind
me gathering circles of orange light under each streetlamp. A glowing-red neon sign in the front
window—ared antique—buzzed like hovertraffic without the raitling whine, its reflection cast on the
bank of yarrow below. | felt wrung-out and alittle sore, as usua after abounty, and the blood on my
clothes, with itssmmering stink of decaying spicy fruit, didn't help.

The door was painted red, and the shidlds over this small brick house with its cheerful ragged garden
weretight and well-woven. Kdifor poppies vied with mugwort and feverfew, nasturtium and foxglove;
there were some late bloomers, but mostly the plants were now merely green or dying back, getting
ready for the rainy chill of winter. | smelled the sharpness of rosemary, she must have just harvested her
sage too. In summer the garden was ariot of color, the property-line shields smooth and carefully woven,
an obvious stronghold. Then again, I'd heard Sierranever left her house. I'd never seen or heard of her
around town, and | didn't care either.

No, | came herefor adifferent reason. | blinked againgt the gray sunlight, wished it was darker. Like
most psions, | never fed quite mysalf during the day; amarker for nocturnalism crops up with amazing
regularity in psion gene profiles. When darknessfalsiswhen | fed most dive. At least that hadn't
changed, even if everything e se about me had.

| was glad | was back intime. I'd missed my appointment last month and been alittle out of sorts ever
ance. | lifted my hand to knock at the door but the house shields had dready flushed awarm, welcoming
rose color, and the door pulled open. | pushed back afew stray strands of my damp hair and met Serra
Ignatiuss eyes.

Her gaze was wide and pae blue, irisesfading into the whites, the pupils sometimes flaring randomly.
Therewas an odd film over her eyes, the sign of congenita blindness. Usudly blindnessisfixed with gene



therapy during infancy, but for some reason she hadn't received the therapy then or in later years. Despite
that, she moved around her little brick home with an accuracy and assurance some sighted people never
achieve. Rumor had it that her parents had been Ludders, but | wasn't curious enough to find out. Her
blindness made her, like me, an anomaly; it was probably why | alowed mysdf to come here.

"Danny!" She sounded camly delighted, a short thin woman with thistledown hair and athorn-laden
cruciform tat on her left cheek. My cheek burned, my tat shifting. | felt another unwilling smiletug the
corners of my mouth up. Sierralooked like atiny pixiefull of mischief, and her aurasmelled of rosesand
wood ash, aclean human smell | somehow didn't mind as much as others. | wondered if you'd come
back. Y ou missed last month."

Behind Serra, taking her hand off the hilt of her short-sword, was arangy femae Shaman with thekind
of tendle grace that shouted combat training and atat that matched Sierra's. Sheinclined her chin
gracefully, turned on her hed, and stamped away. Kore didn't like me, and the feeling was mutud. Wed
tangled over abounty once, one of her Skinlin friends I'd hauled in for murder and illegal genesplicing.
She didn't hold agrudge but she didn't have to like me either, and whenever | showed up for my
appointment, Kore took herself upstairs out of theway. | appreciated her restraint.

| would have hated to kill her.

"Sorry | missed last month.” | stepped inside, took a deep lungful of kyphii incense and the smell of dried
lavender. The air was gill and close, and as soon as Sierra closed the outside world out | felt my
shouldersrelax fractionally. Her front hall waslow and dim, candles burning in aniche under a statue of
Aetlepius. Thewallswere wood paneling and the floor mellow hardwood. "'l was out on abounty.”

"Y ou've been out on abounty since I've met you, swestie. Come on back, the table's set up. What's
hurting you today?' She was, asusud, al business, setting off past me with a confident step, faster than |
could have gone with my eyes closed. | saw her aurafringing, sending out little fingers of awareness, the
perfume of spiced Power trailed behind her, reminding me of Jace. We waked down the hadl, through
the nest little kitchen with its racks of potted herbsin the window and the suncaicher above lazily hanging
on astring. Her counters were clean and the kitchen table clear except for two wine-red place-mats and
avase of whiteliliesthat sent ashiver up my spine. There were few flowers| could see anymore without
thinking of Santino.

"Hurting me?' Asusudl, | pretended to give the question my full attention as she led me into the round
room at the back of the house, where afountain of piled black stones dripped. She stepped down onto
the plush carpet and moved into the middle of the room where the table sat, draped with fresh white
sheets. Hurting me? Nothing, really. Only my shoulder. My hand. My heart. "Not much. | fed pretty

okay."
"liar. All right." She smoothed the sheets, ahabitua movement. "What do you want me to work on?"

| shrugged, remembered she couldn't see the motion. Slid out of my coat, hung it up on the peg by the
door, and undid my rig with the clumsy fingers of my right hand. "My back, whatever else. Like usud.
Just work your magic, that'sdl."

Seerracocked her pale pixie head, listening as| hung my bag and my rig up. "Cordite," she noted mildly.
"And | can smdll that sweet Stuff. Y ou got clipped?’

| found mysdf smiling again. | could remember going months without smiling, before Rio. "Y ou're
amazing. Yeah, I'm alittledirty. Sorry." | leaned down, working my boots off with my right hand, then
padded to the table in my sock feet. "Do you mind?'



If I had still been fully human, | would have had to chemwash to get the blood oft Asit was, only my
clothes were bloody; my skin had absorbed the thick black ichor. She, tike dl psions, could seethe
gtaining of black-diamond firein my aura, marking me as something close to demon; she never asked me
to chemwash, figuring whatever communicable nasties | had weren't dangerousto her. It was open
wounds she had to watch out for, and | didn't have any of those.

Not on the outside, anyway.
"Of course not. Y our back, you said. What about that |eft shoulder of yours?'

| reached up with my right hand, touched my shirt over the mark. "Leave that aone for right now." It was
the standard answer, and as usua, she accepted it gracefully.

| stripped down, Ieft my clothes on the straight-backed chair set to the side, and eased mysdlf onto the
thigh-high table, squirming onto my belly while Sierrapulled the sheet up over me. I'd told her she didn't
haveto leave while | disrobed, most psions are pretty comfortable with nakedness. | wasn't precisely
uncomfortable, but taking her up on her offer to give me privacy while | undressed seemed wesk. | fitted
my faceinto the facecradle, seeing the carpet below mein the flickering wash of candldlight and my braid
swinging to the sde, and let out an involuntary sigh.

"| livefor that sound." Shefolded the sheet down low on my hips. The bolster went underneath my
anklesto take the stress off my lower back, and | sighed again. "Ooh, twice. Must have been ahard
month.”

"Y eah. Couple of bounties." | closed my eyes as she rubbed her hands together, heating them up, the
warm good smdll of dmond oil blooming. She didn't scent the ail, for which | was grateful.

"Alwaysworking." Shelaid her handsflat on my back, oneright between my shoulder blades, the other
at the base of my spine. A few moments of pressure, then she rocked me back and forth alittle, gauging
the way my body mass responded. "Too tense, Danny. When are you going to learn to loosen up?"

"Perfectly flexible," | muttered. "Got to work to pay you, sweets."

It wasn't true, | had enough money now. | had al themoney | could ever want. | didn't need the bounty
fees. But oh, gods, | did need the bounties.

She moved to the head of the table. Then what 1'd been waiting for. .. sheleaned in and smoothed both
her hands down on either sde of my spine, digging into my muscles under the tough, perfect golden skin.
| et out another sigh. Her hands were cool and forgiving, my skin warmer than hers because of the hiked
metabolism. | shivered with delight as she started the usua routine, kneading at me. My right hand
relaxed and dangled off thetable as| let go, fraction by fraction, Sierras hands seeking out knots and
nodes of tension.

Gabe had bought me my initia consultation with Sierra, and I'd thought it afrivolous gift even after she
bullied and dragged me to the red-painted door at the appointed time. The first two-hour massage had
ended with mein alanguid puddle, more relaxed than | could ever remember. I'd gone home whistling,
arrived at my door in the closest thing to agood mood I'd had since before Rio, and promptly burst into
tears on my way upstairs. Thank the gods Jace had been out shopping for groceries. I'd locked mysdlf in
the bathroom and had a completely uncharacteristic fit of sobbing, then took along hot shower. Asdawn
had risen through my bedroom window, | had falen adeep for thefirst timein weeks, athin restless
troubled deep but deep nonetheless.

That did it, | was booked. | came back once a month unless | was on a bounty, and each time it was the



same: her ddicate iron fingers digging into me, smoothing me out. Herswas atouch | didn't have to fend
off or worry about what it cost me. | paid her, she touched me, it wasthat smple. Even and
uncomplicated.

Why couldn't everything be like that?
"Areyou staying in town long?" Her voice was soft, if | chose not to talk she would be silent.

"A while. Don't know when the next bounty's coming up.” | felt the involuntary quiver go through me. She
must have, too, because her touch gentled.

"Too much pressure?”

You couldn't hurt meif you tried, Shaman. At least, not without steel or a plasgun and a whole ot
of luck. "No. Not too much.” | wish | knew exactly what | was. | wish Japhrimel would have had
timeto tell me.

There| was again, thinking about him. | let out along soft breath, keeping my eyes closed. "Just
thinking," | explained, grudgingly.

"About?' Again, the soft tone; if | parried the question sheld let it drop.

About a demon. About a Fallen demon, a dead demon, that | only knew for a short time but |
can't stop thinking about. He won't leave me alone. And neither will the only other man | ever
loved, the one that betrayed me so honorably. A ghost | can't have and a man | can't touch, and
skipping from bounty to bounty isn't helping any. "About the past.”

A soft laugh. She kept working at my back, smoothing down the muscles, moving to one Sde or the
other and using her elbow or theflat of her forearm, her entire weight pressing down through tough skin.
"Never acomfortable subject.”

That's the under statement of the year, sunshine. "No." | shifted in the facecradle alittle, the emerald
grafted into my cheek digging into my flesh. She moved to my legs, flipping the sheet aside, and |
swdlowed dryly.

"You have great skin." Tactful of her to change the subject. The spicy smdll of kyphii was stronger now,
reminding me of Gabe's house. Gabe loved burning that stuff. "L ucky girl."

"Mh." A noncommittal sound in reply. She took the hint and the rest of the massage was spent in blissful
slence on her sde and increasingly ill-tempered brooding on mine.

It was the bounties that were bothering me, | tried to tell mysalf. Jace was beginning to look alittle
ragged. Ten bountiesin under sx months, none of them cakewalks, and he hadn't uttered aword of
protest. Not only that, but he'd insisted on coming aong, and I'd caved each time. Allowing it, expecting
it, treating him asif it was the old days when he had taught me how to track, how to let my intuition do
the work for me, how to find amark and stick on him, how to scent the prey and become the thing you
hunted, how to find clients that would pay for things other than alegitimate tag but short of actua murder.

Admit it, Danny. You don't want to let him out of your sight. You're afraid he'll vanish and never
come back, or that you'll come back to an empty house.

It was uncomfortably closeto the truth. The fact that Jace never asked about Japhrimel only made it
easer to pretend nothing was happening, that we were just living together. Just roommates with agood
thing going, alucrative bounty-hunting partnership and a carefully charted dance where he moved



forward and | retrested, but never fast or far enough.
Was he waiting for me to forget Japhrimel?

It was only a few days, Danny. And he was a demon. He lied to you about Doreen's daughter,
about Santino, about Lucifer's plans. What isit with the men | fall for and their aversion to truth?

"Timeto turn over,” Serrasaid softly, and | did while she held the sheet; then she dipped the bolster
under my knees and started working on the front of my legs. The sound of water from the fountain in the
corner soothed me, just like the smell of kyphii and Sierras strong fingers. She knew just wherethe
acheswere. What | would have given to know about this when | was human. But when | was human
| never would have let anyone do thisto me, evenif | was paying them and thus absolving mysdlf of
obligetion.

She even massaged my abdomen but left my shoulder done, and | didn't glance down to seethe fluid
glyphinits pretty scarred lines, looking more like a decoration than a brand, the mark of ademon. Isit
his Name? | wondered, not for thefirst time. Or isit "best opened by this date"? Lucifer put it on
me, like Nichtvren mark their thralls. Maybe it's like a brand. A swift spill of feding roiled through
my stomach, revulson and heat al mixed into one pretty package. Japhrimel's mouth on mine, hisskin
againgt mine, the semaphore of desire that needed no trandation... My rings flashed, went back to
swirling lazily; my aurarang with the twisted black-diamond flames of demon and the sparkles that meant
Necromance. | looked like nothing else in the landscape of Power now.

The massage ended with Serrataking my hair out of its braid and rubbing my scalp. | had never known
what kind of tension lurked in the thin tendons and flat muscles over the cranium. It was unred. By far my
most favorite moment of the massage was when she undid my braid; it was like having Doreen play with

my hair again.

Doreen. It wasturning out to be aday of unpleasant memories al around. | wished Trina at the agency
would cdl in with the news that shed scouted me another bounty. There had to be ajob out there that
would keep me going so fast | didn't have time to dow down and brood.

And remember. Memory, rage, guilt. The holy trinity, asfar as| was concerned. Good fuel, channeled
into bounties and justice. Hadn't | ever felt something softer?

Wéll, we could add shameto theligt, couldn't we? My shame, that | was il grieving for adead demon |
hadn't known more than afew days, who had augmented me into something even my best friendshad a
hard timelooking .

| Sghed as Serrasfingerstrailed through my hair, regretfully. "Better?" she asked.

"Much." | made amenta noteto tip her 40 percent thistime. | opened my eyes, my left hand curling asif
seeking adim sheathed shape. It was areflex, asif | hadn't just spent almost ayear without asword. My
right hand wasn't cramping either. It had straightened out, the fingers relaxed. The mark lay cold and
quiescent againgt the hollow of my shoulder. "Thanks, Sierra.”

"No problem. Want sometea, or would you liketo let yoursdlf out?"
So tactful. "I'd better et myself out Thanks."

"Y ou're very welcome, Danny. See you next month." Sheretreated, trailing the spiky spicy smell of
Shaman and the decaying smell of human with her. | took another deep lungful of kyphii and exhded into
thedark air, staring at the white-painted ceiling. The door closed softly behind her, and | rested there



againg the table for amomen.

Seeif Trina can find another quick job. Just one more, | told mysdlf. Then it might be time for a
vacation. Close up and magseal the house, go to the islands or something. Sart chasing down
more Magi shadowjournals and break their codes, see if any of them know what you are. Maybe
even seeif there'sa Magi circle that will apprentice you, even if you are too old. Your initial
training's sound, you're not rusty, and who knows how long you'll live now? Demons are virtually
immortal unlesskilled by violence or suicide. Who knows how long I'll be around?

| hated that thought It usualy waited until the middle of the day while | wastrying to deep, to show up.

All right, Valentine. Get your assin gear, you need to go home and change. | surged up off the
table, taking the sheet with me, was dressed in five minutes and fully-armed in another five. | would let
myself out the back door and through the back gate, up to Ninth, cut through the University Didtrict to
gretch my legswhile | did somethinking. | thought best while moving, and that would get me homein
time to get some serious trash holovid-viewing in. | tapped my datband, paying Sierrasfee and tacking
percent on for atip; 1'd have Trina schedule me another appointment next month.

Outside, the afternoon was wet and fragrant, the smells of Sierral's garden temporarily overwhelming the
drowsing stink of Saint City air. | glanced up at the sky, scanned my surroundings out of habit, and felt
my shoulders come up under the habitual burden of tension as| stepped back into my life.

Chapter Three

Two days later, the buzzing sound jolted me out of an uneasy thready haf-trance. Jace muttered
something next to me, blowing out between pursed lips. | rolled over, checked the clock, and sighed.
The cotton sheets tangled around my legs, I'd been tossing again.

Three PM. Another drunken night of watching old Indiana Jones, Magi and Father Egyptos holovids
shot to hell. There had been aletter in the afternoon mail, an un-addressed vellum envel ope with a heavy
bloodied wax sedl. Even as| picked it up, I'd caught awhiff of heavy, spicy scent. Demon. My hands
had moved despite mysdlf, trembling, and torn the heavy beautiful envelope open.

Careful scripted calligraphy marched acrossthick linen paper. Dante. | would speak to you. And
sgned, smply, L. Asif | wouldn't know who it was from.

The Prince of Hell. Lucifer himself, sending mealittle note. I'd tried to tell myself | didn't care, tossed it in
the garbage compacter, and matched Jace drink for drink.

Not likeit helped. | couldn't even get drunk.

Jace muttered again and turned away, presenting me with his broad, muscled back. The scorpion tattoo
on hisleft shoulder blade shifted uneadily, its black-edged stinger flexing. Thin lines of pale scarring traced
across muscle hard astile, marring skin that had never lost its Nuevo Rio tan. Hed collapsed on my bed
for once because the room down the hal wastoo far away when he wasthat inebriated. Besides, it was
amogt soothing to hear him breathing next to mewhile | lay and tried to deep, achieving at most a
half-trance that tried to rest the mind and |eft me feding amost astired aswhen | started.

Something's up. Ingtinct raced along my spine, my rings flashed. A golden spark popped from the amber
cabochon on my left middlefinger. Of course something was up, nobody would cal meinthelae



afternoon unless something was up. And no holomarketer would call aregistered psion's number, we
tended to be abad return on that advertising dollar. Even though it wasillegal to hex anorma out of
Spite, some of us had anasty habit of disregarding possiblelega action when it came to bloody
holomarketing jackals. It was a so expensive for corporations to keep the required coverage that would
bring apsion out to remove the hex.

My left shoulder ached, a sudden fresh bite of coldness burning al the way down to the bone. If |
touched it, | might dmost fed the ropes of scar moving under my fingers. | refrained from touching it, as
usual, and shifted position, rolling the shoulder in its socket as| shook the amost-dream away. The
phone shrilled again, the most annoying buzz I'd heard in along time.

| scooped up the receiver, cursing at whoever had thought it was agood ideato plug in a phone up here,
It had seemed like agood idea at the time. Which meant | was muttering imprecations at mysdlf. "
Sekkmet sa'es. What?'

All things congdered, it was as polite as| could get. | never use the vid capability on modern phonesif |
can help it, me thought of someone seeing meinside my own private house without havingto get ina
goddamn hover and come out just rubbed me the wrong way.

Plus, if | want to answer the phone naked, it's nobody's business but mine.

"Danny." Gabe'svoice. Of al the people| could identify with one word, she was at the top of thelist She
sounded strained and urgent. "Get your ass up. | need you."

| sat bolt upright, dragging the sheet away from Jace, who made alow, deepy sound of protest and
curled into atighter bal. "Where?'

Click of alighter, inhaled bresth. She was smoking again. Bad news. "I'm at the station. How soon can
you be here?"

| reached over, shook Jace's shoulder. His skin was cool under mine, my lacquered fingernails scraping
dightly. Hewoke up alittle more gracefully than | did, Sitting up, sheathing the knife he kept under his
pillow as soon as he redlized | was on the phoneinstead of under attack. We were both jumpy; going
from bounty to bounty will do that to you.

"I'monmy way," | told her. "Hang loose."

She hung up. | dropped the phone back into its cradle and stretched, the ligamentsin my right hand
cracking as| tried to spread the fingers al theway. | hadn't been dreaming, but it had been the closest I'd
gotten to real deep for agood three weeks, and | didn't like having it interrupted. Bounties weren't good
for resting; deep usualy meant your prey was getting away.

Then again, I've dways had bad dreams; the only stretch of good deep I've ever had was when Doreen
lived withme. A sedayeen could tranquilize even the unruliest Necromance, and that was one more thing
| missed about her: the gentlenessin the middle of the night when she calmed me down from anightmare
and sent me back into grateful blackness.

| could count the time I'd spent with Japhrimel, but we hadn't done awhole lot of deeping.

"What's up now?" Jace sounded deepy, but he did hislegs out of the bed and grabbed hisjeans. | was
aready acrossthe room, pulling afresh shirt off the hanger with no memory of the intervening space. I'd
blinked through the room again, using inhuman speed. Got to stop doing that.

Ten months and counting, and | still wasn't used to it. | remembered just how eerily, spookily quick



Japhrimel could move, and wondered if | looked the same way when my body blinked through space
and my mind tried to catch up. A piece of my power, he'd said. To make you stronger, less easy to
damage.

If it wasn't for that gift | might be dead now. Lucky Danny Vdentine, tougher than your average psion.

"Gabe. At the station. Wants usthere now." | didn't need to yawn, but | did take a deep bresth,
wondering where the weariness came from. If | didn't need to deep, why should | be tired?

Did part-demons need degp? None of the Magi shadow-journas or demonology books could tell me,
and hunting down bounties was cutting into my research timein abig way. But research just gave metoo
goddamn much timeto fret.

"Puck." Jace yawned, stretched. He stripped whesat-gold hair back from hisface, yanked his shirt down,
and shrugged into his n'srig. Oiled, supple leather; guns, knives—my own hands moved
automatically. My right hand throbbed uneasily until | shook it out, joints cracking and popping. | ducked
my head through the strap of my black canvas bag and had to stop, taking another deep breath, settling
the strap diagondly across my body.

Maybe it was another bounty. | hoped it was another bounty. A big one, acomplex one, one that would
keep me occupied with the next thing to be done, and the next, and the next.

It didn't matter. | jerked my coat from its hook, shrugged into it My two main knivesrode in thelr
shegths; the guns easy and loose in my rig, and my rings popped afew more golden sparks. Familiar
excitement mixed with dread deep in my belly, tainted the air | blew out between my teeth.

"Did she say anything else?" Jace rubbed hisface, yawning again. His aurarippled, the spiky darkness of
a Shaman prickling theair. My own cloak of energy responded, singing an dmost-audible answer. "I
mean, do | need to bring therifle?’

"No." | plunged my fingersin my bag and checked for extraammo clips, the plasgun didn't need mem but
the projectile weapons did. Sunlight glowed under the edges of my bedroom blinds; | felt logy and Sow,
as| usudly did during the day. "Just your staff. If she needed your rifle she wouldn't have dided, shed
have shown up persondly.”

"Good point." How did the man sound so casudly amused, especidly after drinking three quarters of a
bottle of Chivas Red?| could still smell the sourness of his body and Power metabolizing the a cohoal,
running through the depressant, converting the sugars. "Fuck. | think I'm gtill drunk, Danny."

"Good." | stuffed another two ammo clipsinto my bag. It paysto be prepared. "That'll keep you relaxed.
Let'sgo.”

Chapter Four

L ate-afternoon sun made Jace's hair glow like afurnace. | blinked, rubbing a my eyes, and did out of the
cab while Jace finished paying the bespectacled cabby. The man had taken afifty-credit tip to get usto
the Saint City South station in record time. My stomach was gill churning. Thank the gods part-demons
didn't throw up often.

Or at leadt, | didn't, and | wasthe only one | knew of. It made sweeping generdizationsawholelot



easer. |'ve never been afan of sweeping generdizations, but I'm dl in favor of efficiency.

Jace clambered out, stood next to me as the cab lifted off and zipped into the traffic lanes, its underside
glowing with hovercells and reactive paint. | took adeep breath of the stink that passed for air in Saint
City, full of the effluviaof dying cdls, the cloying smell of decay—my nose wanted to wrinkle. | let out a
short whigtle, my rings swirling with steedy light.

"Would you look at that." Jace scratched at his hairline with blunt fingers. He tapped his staff once,
sharply, on the sdewak pavement, making asound like two antique billiard balls smacking together.

Gabriele Spocarelli was waiting for us. She stood on the steps of the police station, ashort woman, dim
and graceful asabdla dancer, her deek dark hair cut in ashort bob that framed her classicaly pretty
face. Therewas afaint shadow of crow's-feet at the edges of her dark eyes, and her air of serene
precision had deepened—if that was possible. A cigarette hung from the corner of her chisaled mouth,
unlit.

Yep. She's not happy. If shed lit the cigarette it would have been different. But unlit cigarette plus
strained, tense shoulders and an aura singing with blue-violet under its Necromance sparkles all added up
to avery unhappy Gabride.

Her emerdd flashed agreeting. Thetattoo on her left cheek shifted dightly, inked lines running on her
pae skin. My |eft cheek burned, the emerad flickering in response, sending an electric zing al the way
down to my neckbones. Power shifted, stained the air with eectricity.

| approached cautioudy, my right hand starting to ache. It wasanormal ache, so | ignored it. She
watched us both come up the steps, unmoving, her aura flushed adeep purple-red like abruise.

Nope. Gabe was not amused.
"Wdll," Jace said from behind me. "Still as pretty as ever, Spooky. How's Eddie?"

"Monroe." Shetilted her head dightly, the only mark of respect sheld give him. Neither she nor Eddie had
forgiven Jace histreachery, his connection to the demon who had killed Doreen and damn near killed me
aswell—but they were civil for my sake. I'd only presided over one short, strained meeting Six months
ago, where we hashed out that nobody was going to kill anyone else and dl accounts balanced. Jace
hadn't known that the head of the Mob Family held run from was Vardima Santino, and just this once,
we agreed, the circumstances were extraordinary enough that Jace could get a pass.

Well, Gabe and | had agreed. Eddie smply glowered and quit threstening to kill him. Wewere dl alot
happier when just Gabe and | met at Fa Choy's once aweek.

Gabe'seyes cut away, asif she couldn't bear to look at him anymore. " Sends his greetings. Y ou made
good time.

| shrugged. "What good areill-gotten gainsif you can't use'em?’ The sunlight blurred as my pupils
reacted, squeezing down to pinpricks. That was one thing about having excellent demon vision—bright
lights were more painful than ever. "What's up? | assume you didn't cal me out here to stand around
chatting.”

"Fuck you too." Shetorethe unlit cigarette out of her mouth and tossed it into the trash-laden guiter,
maybe for effect, maybe because she was too upset to remember she hadn't lit it. If it was agesture, it
was agrand one; my mouth curled up in an unwonted smile, my cheek burning asthe tattoo settled again.
"Comeonup."



Wefollowed her up the steps and into the police gation. Old blue linoleum flecked with little sparkles
squeaked underfoot. Fluorescents buzzed—they didn't have the budget for full-spectrum lightsin the halls
where normalsworked, and | shuddered at the thought of working under that soullesslight day after day.
| followed at Gabe's iron-draight back and felt my hands shake dightly with the urge to touch aknifehilt,
caress the smooth butt of agun. It wasn't like her to be rude. It doubly wasn't like her to call and demand
my presence. We met once aweek, when | wasn't out chasing bad guys, had dinner, carefully didn't talk
about Nuevo Rio or demons. Instead, we traded stories about bounties, bullshitted, and kept a careful
distance that was aswelcome asit was teeth-grindingly annoying. But | couldn't complain. The distance
was there because of me.

Because of what 1'd become.

My back prickled dightly, uneasy; fine hairs risng on my ngpe and the coppery tang of demon adrendine
inmy mouth. | could fed it trembling on the edges of my awareness, the scorching smdll of fate likethe
kick of hard liquor against the back of my throat.

Just like abounty.

Up on thethird floor, the Spook Squad hung out. They weren't chained in the basement likein the old
days—no, now the parapsychic arm of law enforcement had corner offices, agood budget, and decent
equipment at last. Computer decks hummed on desks buried under drifts of paperwork, full-spectrum
lamps sat on every desk. | saw a Shaman with a staff made of twisted ironwood prop his boots on his
desk, leaning back in his chair, hisauraswirling red-orange; three Ceremonias clustered at the
watercooler, laughing about something. All three of them wore s dearms—police-issue plasguns—and
long black synthwoal coats, their accreditation tattoos shifting on their cheeks. The air resonated with
Power, my rings sparked again. Heads turned as | followed Gabe.

They weren't supid and head-deed like normals. Even if they couldn't name what it was, they could see
the twisting black-diamond patterns saining my auralike geometric flames.

Part-demon. Unique, even among psions. | could have done without the honor.

We reached Gabe's cubicle, and she dropped into her cushioned ergonomic chair. She pointed at the
two folding chairs on the other sde of her desk. "Take aload off." Her mouth turned into ahard line. The
expression didn't do anything for her pretty face, but it would take alot more than that to make Gabe
look ugly. ™Y ou want some coffee?’

| shook my head. My braid tapped against my back. "Jace?"

"Chango, | need abeer." He shook his head, leaning his staff againgt the cubiclewall. The bonestied to
the raffiatwine crowning the length of oak clacked uneasily. "But no. What the hell's goin' on, Spooky?*

"I've got acase." Her voice was pitched low and fierce. "I need you, Danny."

Now | wasn't just uneasy. | was heading into fullblown alarmed. "What for?" | was curioustoo. It wasn't
like her to pussyfoot.

She pushed the file toward me. There were only one or two clear spots, the rest of the desk taken up
with paperwork, a nice custom Pentath computer deck, an inlaid-wood box that probably held a
mismatched double set of tarot cards (Gabe was secondarily talented as atarot witch), an in-box buried
under more paper, and two dusty, full bottles of brandy perched precarioudy near the edge. "Take a
look."



| sighed, scooped up thefile. "Youreared lady of mystery, aren't you." Flipped it open, the smooth
manilagiving under my black-painted nails. My back wasn't crawling with gooseflesh—for some reason
my new demon body didn't have the reflex—Ibut the sensation of prickling on my skin still remained, a
human sensation | would have been glad for if it hadn't been so creepy. To fed goosebumps rising under
your skin but unable to pressthrough to the surface isweird, like aphantom limb complete with ghost
pain and areflexive shudder.

They were homicide lasephotos. Of course—Gabe was a Necromance. What €l se?

Thefirst photo was of aman. Or | assumed it was aman, once | took a closer look at the shape.
"Anubis" | breathed, as the shapes snapped into a horrible picture behind my eyes. The worst part
wasn't the loops of intestine or the pool of blood. The worst part was one outflung hand, unwounded, the
fingers clutching air. The arm was amess of mest flayed off the glaring-white bone.

Gods above, that's gruesome. "Gods above. When wasthis?!
"Four months ago. Keep going.”

Jace shifted dightly, his chair squeaking. He knew better than to ask. I'd give him the filewhen | was
good and done.

| flipped through a coroner's report, a standard para-psych incident report, the homicide report, neatly
lase-printed. No red leads, nothing of much interest except the savagery. Finaly, | looked up at Gabe.
"Wdl?'

She pushed another file across her desk. With asinking heart | handed the first one to Jace and took the
second; Gabe's eyes were dead level and gave nothing away. "This one's about eight weeks old.”

Jace whigtled out through histeeth, along low note. "Damn." From someone who had seen the type of
carnage Jace Monroe had, it was dmost a compliment.

| flipped open the second file. "Fuck."” My voice held disgust and just atrace of something
stronger—maybe fear. Paper stirred uneasily on her desk, stroked into motion by thetensioninthe air.

Thisonewas even worsg, if it were possible. The body lay, exposed and raw, spread-eagled on what
appeared to be a cement floor. "L ook past the body.” Gabe's tone was soft, respectful of the corpse on
the two-dimensiond glossy paper.

It was hard, but | did. | saw the blurred edges of achak diagram, right at the very margin of the photo. |
flipped to the next one—the photographer had pulled back, and | could see the chalk lines clearly. It was
adouble circle, inscribed with fluid spiky runesthat twisted from one form to another even as| watched.
Even through the lasgphoto they seemed to hum with maignant force. They weren't symbols| knew.

That's not from the Nine Canons, | thought, and my skin seemed to roughen with gooseflesh again. |
was secondarily talented as a runewitch, and the runes that made up the acceptable and studied branches
of rune magick were mostly ingtantly-recogni zable to me. Most psions have a good working knowledge
of the Canons, since runes have been used since before the Awakening, when psionic and magickal
power began to be alot more reliable and alot stronger in certain talented humans. A rune used for so
many years, for so many psions, isagood shortcut when you need aquick and dirty spell effect Not to
mention the Mgor Works of magick that required perfect performance of drawing, defining, naming, and
charging runes.

| reached up with my aching right hand and touched my Ieft shoulder, massaging at the congtant cold ache



of the demon glyph through my shirt. "L ooks like Ceremonid work, the double circle and runes.” My
eyesmoved over the picture. A pile of something wrinkled lay off to one sde. "Isthat what | think..."
Don't. Don't tell meitis.

"The fucker flayed her." Gabe pushed another file at me. My gorgerose, | squeezed it back down. |
don't throw up, | reminded mysdlf. | hate throwing up.

| was grateful that thirty years of that habit was hard to break. | scanned the remainder of the second file
and handed it to Jace. Then | took the third one.

"Thisonewaslast night," Gabe said tightly. "Brace yoursdf, Danny."
| opened thefile and felt dl the blood drain from my face.

Gabe watched me, dry-eyed and fierce. Her tension stirred the dust in her office, made it swirl in graceful
patternsin the climate-controlled air. This keyed-up, with the sharp powerful scent of Power on her, she
smelled like pepper and musk. It wasn't so bad, not like the usual human stink. I'd toyed with the idea of
becoming a Tester to keep my hand in, since | could now smell Power and psionic talent instead of just
seeing and fedling it with human senses. That sort of work wouldn't give me an adrendinejag and keep
me from thinking, so the gpplication papers ill lay on top of my laseprinter, haf-finished.

It can't be. | turned to the coroner'sreport. Thereit wasin black and white, the name of the victim who
had been dismembered in the middie of acircle, bones and gristle and muscle torn into unrecognizable
shapes, amurder of exceeding savagery al the more chilling because it was done to apsion like me.
However shattered and wrecked the body was, there was just enough of her face for me to recognize.

Christabdl Moorcock.
A Necromance.

Likeme.

Chapter Five

"Sekhmet sa'es,” | breathed, looking down at the photographs. "Thisis..."

"Doesit look familiar, Danny? Y ou're way into scholarship these days, can't drag your nose out of books
when you're not out trying to kill yoursalf with bounties. Doesit ook like anything you've read about?
Seen before?' Gabe's eyebrows drew together, her mouth tight. She pulled out another cigarette and
tucked it behind her ear, the dight smdll of dry synth hash mixing with the aroma of the citrond shampoo
she used.

| stared at the picture, my eyes heavy and grainy. "No. I've never seen anything likethis. I've been
studying demons, old legends, Magi stuff. When I'm not working bounties.” Tore my eyes away from the
pitilessimage. "But that's not why you called me down here."

Gabe's voice was heavy. "We've got Christabel down in the morgue. | need you to bring her out so | can
question her."

Jace went completely gtill beside me. On any other day | might have found that funny. Or touching.



| swalowed hitterness. Rubbed at my |eft shoulder asif trying to scrub the scar away with my shirt.
"Gabe..." | sounded like I'd been punched breathless.

There wasn't much on earth that could hurt me these days, not since Japh had changed me. Changed,
gene-spliced, molded into something new—~but my heart was till human. 1t pounded under atough,
flexible cage of ribs, my pulse thready in my wrists and throat. Pounding so hard | felt alittlefaint.

"I know it'shard for you," Gabe continued. "Since... since Rio. Please, Danny. | can't do it, I'vetried,
there'sjust... not enough body. Or some kind of wall, some barrier. | can't doit. Y ou can. Please.”

| stared at the photo. | hadn't gone into Degath for ten months.

Not since Nuevo Rio, hunched on awide, white blazing-stone plaza running with sunlight, sobbing as|
prayed. | remembered cinnamon smoke drifting in the air, as the demon's body in my arms crumbled bit

by bit.

That wasamemory | usualy kept to torment mysalf during long, dow daylight while | tried to deep. |
shoved it away, shut my eyes, opened them again. Shapes jumbled in front of me, my vison blurring. My
god still accepted my offerings, but | had not goneinto Hishals.

Sekhmet saes, Danny, call it what it is. My heart pounded thinly, my eyes unfocused. You're afraid
that if It you go into Death, Japhrimel might be waiting for you. "Danny?" The concern in Jace's
voice was aso equaly amusing and touching. Did he think | was going to pass out? Start to scream?

Was 1?1 fdt close. Damn close.

| blinked. | was staring at the photo. Gabe was swesting now, tendrils of her deek dark hair sticking to
her forehead. The temperature in the room had gone up at least ten degrees. The climate control would
kick on soon and blow frigid air through the vents. Power blurred out from my skin, Power and heat and
asmoky fragrance of demon. Tierce Japhrimel had smelled like amber musk and burning cinnamon; |
amelled like fresh cinnamon and alighter musk. Demon lite, half the Power, all the nasty attitude, the
humorous voi ce that accompanied bad news rang out inside my head.

| felt my chest condrict asthe vison rosein front of me—ash drifting up from white marble, a hot breeze
lifting smudges and scatters of it. Ash and the Single, restrained curve of ablack urn, left asafind crue
joke.

My right hand twisted into a claw.

| owed her too much to easily walk away from. Gabe was old-school. Sheld gone with meinto hell and
nearly been eviscerated on the way. She hadn't ever uttered aword of anger at my rudeness or my
distance or about the fact that she'd amost died because of my hellbent need for revenge on Santino. Or
about the fact that | held her a arm'slength, refusing to talk about Rio or demons or anything else of any
real importancethat lay in the air between us, charged and ready to legp free.

"I don't know, Gabe." Why is my voice shaking? My voice never shakes. "l haven't gone... there...
forawhile

And | missed it. | missed communing with my god, feding ever-so-briefly the weight of living taken from
me. | made my offerings and kept my worship, and every oncein awhile when | meditated the blue light
of Death would weave subtle traceries through the darkness behind my eyes, acomfort familiar from my
childhood.

But still, if 1 went into Death, what would | meet on the bridge between thisworld and the next? Would |



seeatdl dimmanin along dark coat, his golden hands clasped behind his back as he consdered me, his
eyesflaring first green, then going dark? Would he tell me held been waiting for me?

You will not leave me to wander the earth alone. But held left me, burned to degth, crumbled in my
arms. Seeing him in Degth's country would makeit find. Too final. Too unbearably find.

"Y ou're the best, Danny. Y ou can even hold an gpparition out of abox of cremains, you've always been
the best. Please." Gabe never begged, but her tone was dangeroudy close. She didn't even shiftin her
chair, leaning forward, her elbows on her desk. She'sready for action, | redlized, and wondered just
how tense and staring | looked. | was bleeding hest into the air, ademon'strick.

It wasn't just that Gabe was asking me. | closed Christabel'sfile and met her eyes squarely. At least she
didn't flinch. Gabe was perhaps the only person that could look me in the eyes without flinching.

Shedtill saw me. For Gabe, | hadn't changed. | was till Danny Vaentine, under the carapace of golden
skin and demonic beauty. She wasn't afraid of me—treated me no differently than she had ever since
we'd become friends. For Gabe, | would aways be the same person; the person she had dropped
everything, leveraged her personal contacts, and hared off to Rio for. She had never even considered
letting me face Santino by mysdlf.

| would go into Death just for that reason aone.
| looked away. "What elseis going on, Gabe? Come clean.”

"Can't fool you, can 1?' She shrugged, reaching again for her crumpled pack of cigarettes. She couldn't
smokein here, but she tapped the pack twice, ahabitual gesture both soothing and oddly disturbing. |
had never seen her thisdigtracted. "It's not much, Danny. If | had anything more to work with..."

"Giveit up." | sounded harsh, my voice throbbing at the lower registers of "human.” The brandy bottles
chattered against the desktop, my right hand ached. | wished the a cohol would do me some good. If it
would have, | would have reached for it.

"Moorcock was found in her apartment. | searched the place, of course, and found exactly nothing.
Except this" She held out afolded piece of pale-pink linen paper.

| took it, the black molecule-drip polish on my nailsreflecting stripes of fluorescent light. Actualy, they
looked like nails, but they were claw-tips, just another mark of how far away from human I'd been
dragged. My rings shimmered. They were always awake now, not just when the atmosphere was
charged—though the air in here was heavy enough with Power and tension to quadify. | wasradiating,
and so was she. Theline of force between us was amost pa pable. Jace, of course, lounged like abig
blond cat, smelling hungover and human with asoupgon of musk and male thrown in; spiky, spicy Power
contained and deadly within a Shaman'sthorny aura.

| caught afleeting impression from the paper—awash of terror perfumed like cloying lilacs, an
impression of awoman. Necromances are an insular community, for al that we're loners and neurotic
primadonnas. We have to be acommunity. Even among psions, the juncture of talent and genetics that
makes aNecromanceisunusua. | had known Christabel peripherdly for most of my life.

The paper was torn on one corner. | gingerly opened it, asif it held asnake.
It paysto be careful.

| looked at it. All the breath dammed out of me again. "Fuck," | let out astrangled yelp.



Her handwriting was ragged, asif sheld beenin ahell of ahurry. Grest looping, spiky letters, donein
dragons-blood ink; the pen had dug deep furrows in the paper. Like claw marks.

Black Room, it said. And below, in huge thick capitds, REMEMBER REMEMBER RIGGER HALL
REMEMBER RIGGER HALL REMEMBER REMEMBER—

Therewasalong trailing dash a the end of the last letter, daggering downward asif she'd been dragged
away whiledill trying to write.

| gasped for breath. The lunatic menta image of my body flopping on the floor like alanded fish receded;
| forced my lungs to work. The world had gone gray and dim, wavering through a sheet of frosted glass.
My back hurt, threelines of fire; another throbbing pain right in the crease of my left buttock. No. No, |
don't have those scars anymore. | don't. | DON'T.

It took me afew moments, but | finally managed to bresthe again. | looked up at Gabe, who sat till and
solemn behind her desk, her dark eyesfull of terrible guilt. "Fuck." Thistime| sounded more like mysdlf,
only savagely tired.

Only likel'd been hit and lost haf my air.

Gabe nodded. "1 know you went there. Before they had the big court case and the Hegemony closed it
down. Moorcock was afew years older than you, she actudly testified at theinquiry.”

My mouth was dry as desert sand. "1 know," | said colorlesdy. " Sekhmet sa'es, Gabe. Thisis..."
"Blagt from the past?* For once her humor didn't make mefed better.
Nothing would makethisfed better.

| realized | was rubbing a my left shoulder with my wounded right hand, fiercdly, asif trying to scrub
away the persstent ache. | stopped, dropping my hand into my lap as| examined the paper again. There
was atiny ward-glyph at the top of the page, sketched hatily. It held no Power—it hadn't been charged.

Maybe sheld been interrupted by whatever had torn her body apart Whatever. Whoever.
Could a person do this?1'd seen some horrible things done to the human body, but thisweas....

"When did shewritethis?' | actually sound like myself again, maybe because | can't breathe enough
to talk. Hallelujah. All I haveto do is get the wind knocked out of me, and I'll sound normal.

Smple.

"We can't tll," Gabe said. "We had Handy Mandy try it, but she just passed out When she cameto, she
said it was too thick and headed straight for a date with the bottle, hasn't sobered up since. It wason
Moorcock's desk in her bedroom; she wasin the living room when shewas. .. killed. Therewasno sign
of forced entry—her shieldswere il in place, fading but still in place, and ripped from the inside.”

Fromthe inside?"So it was someone she knew?' | wanted to rub at my shoulder again, stopped myself
with an effort that made my aching fingerstwitch. | smelled something new ontheair.

Fear. A sharp, sweaty tink, asif | were tracking a bounty.
Except it was my own.

Gabe's eyes were darker than usud, the line between her eyebrows degpening. "We don't know,
Danny."



"What about the other two victims?"

"They're... interesting, too. Thefirst one—Bryce Smith—was registered as norma. Except helivedina
house with some mighty fine shielding, but he had none of those damn chalk marks around his body. And
the second, Y asrule—she was one of Polyamour's girls." Gabe's mouth twisted down briefly.

Mine did the same. Polyamour, the transvestite queen | of the sex trade in Santiago City. It wasn't her
fault, sexwitches were born sexwitches, and the psionic community was too hated as awhole by normals
for usto consder shunning our own. Still... | wasglad | hadn't been born as one of them.

"A normal, asexwitch, and aNecromance." | shook my head. A stray strand of silken ink-black hair fell
inmy face, | pushed it back impatiently. "Gods."

"We can't get anything €lse from the scenes," Gabe said. " That's when your name came up.”

Lovely. The cops call mein when all elsefails. Am| supposed to feel honored? The sarcasm didn't
help. | swallowed sourness again, looked down at the pale-pink paper. Gabe had made no moveto take
it back.

REMEMBER RIGGER HALL. Thewriting glared up a me, accusing. | didn't want to remember that
place. I'd done everything | could to forget it, to go on with my life.

I wish | could tell her I'd do this just because she asked me. | tossed the paper back onto her desk,
asif it had burned my fingers. | wouldn't have been surprised if it had.

The phone shrilled just as | opened my mouth to tell her | couldn't take the fucking case. | couldn't.
Nothing could induce meto even think about Rigger Hall for longer than absolutely necessary. Asa
matter of fact, | was eyeing the brandy, wondering how much more than two bottles it would take before
the liquor would have some effect. I'd lost interest at about six last time. | suspected | couldn't drink fast
enough to cloud my Magi-trained, demon-enhanced memory. Not with my fucking metabolism.

"Spocarelli,” she snarled into the receiver. A long pause. "Fuck me... You're sure?' Her eyesdrifted up
and met mine, and for an ingtant | saw through her cam.

There were dark circles under her eyes, and her pale skin had a pasty tone she'd never had before. Her
collarbones jutted out, and so did the cordsin her neck. She was too thin—and there was something torn
and frightened in her dark eyes.

Something terrified. And furious. She was a psionic cop, and something had killed two psions on her
watch. A normal, maybe one of the Ludders, gone mad and deciding to murder instead of smply protest
the existence of psions? But what norma human could do this and tear psionic shieldsfrom theinside?

Wasit a vendetta springing up rank and foul from the deep filth of the place where I'd learned just how
powerless a child could be? What revenge would wait thislong and be thisbrutal? A group, working
together? Or one person?

"Kegp them off aslong asyou can,” shesad findly. "I've got Vaentinein here right now. We're heading
to themorgue." Another long pause. "Okay. Seeya."

She dropped the phone back into its cradle with excessive care. "That was the Captain. The holovids
have gotten wind of this"

| winced. Then | opened my mouth to say, No. | can't do it. Find someone else.



Instead, what came out was, "Y ou weren't at Rigger Hall, Gabe." | knew her career like | knew my own,
like I knew John Fairlane's. Necromances were rare among psions, we listened for news about one
another. If Christabel Moorcock was dead, there were only threeleft in the city, two of them in thisvery
office.

Of course Gabe hadn't gone to Rigger Hall, she hadn't been poor or orphaned.

"No." A flush roseto her cheeks. "I went to Stryker. My mom'strust fund, you know. But... Eddie went
to Rigger.”

Eddie. Her boyfriend. The Skinlin.

He'd gone with usto Nuevo Rio, had amost lost Gabe to my quest for revenge, and been knocked
around agood bit himsdf. And Eddie had been to Rigger—which meant he would have hisown
nightmares. The net of obligation closed tight around me.

Oh, fuck. "I guesswe're going to the morgue.”

| was rewarded with alook of relief so profound that | was sure Gabe didn't know how loudly her face

was speaking.

Jace made no sound, but he hitched himself up to hisfeet, scratching at hisforehead under ashdf of
tawny hair. He stretched dightly, his auratouching mine, thorn-spiked Power offered in case | needed it.
| pushed the touch away—but gently. He didn't sway on his feet, but he did scoop his staff up and twirl
it, the smdl bones clicking and clacking together. The familiar sound did nothing to comfort me.

"Hades," Gabe said, "l was afraid you'd—"

"l won't promise anything. It's been awhile. I might not be able to do it, might need to practice before |
can get back into the swing.”

But | fdt the tattoo shift on my face, itsinked lines running under my skin, and knew | waslying.

Chapter Six

The morgue was across the street, in the basement of a county administration building that looked asif it
predated the Seventy Days War, graceless crumbling concrete and some oddly-shaped old glass
windowsingtead of plaslica Fine, thin clouds were beginning to blow in from the bay, and the sunlight
had taken on ahazy qudlity. | could dmost taste the barometric pressure dropping. Sudden shifts like that
used to give me aheadache.

| breathed in the stink of Saint City and once again felt the city press againgt my shieldslike ahuge animal
waiting to be stroked. The security net on the morgue building let usin, the armed guard in the foyer
lowering his plas-cannon. Legal augmentsrippled and twitched under his black-mirror body armor. He
had a chest the size of asmall barrdl of reactive and apair of old optical augments set into his
cheekbones, mirrored lenses that looked like sunglasses until their polarized magscan capability gave
them away. The guard'slip curled behind Gabe's back as he saw us. | toyed with theideaof givinghima
grin, decided againgt it. Gabe wouldn't likeit if | got into ascuffle. Not to mention Jace was
hungover—why make him fight? Besides, one normal with lega augmentswasn't even achallenge, not
anymore. Evenif | didn't have asword.



Gabe signed usin at the counter, staffed only by an Al receptionist deck in agleaming stedl humanoid
casing. We were given plasilica one-liners to smooth over our datbands, and in we went.

Necromances don't like morgues, but they're bearable. At least insde a morgue thereis cold steel and
theclinica light of medical science. The aura of dispassonate research helps. Not like graveyards and
funera homes, where grief and confusion and agony and generations of pain dyetheair arazor-grieving
red. The holovids make it look like Necromances spend dl their timeillegally digging up bonesin
graveyards, but truth be told that's the last place you'd look for one of us. Y ou'd have a better chancein
ahogpita or alawyer'soffice.

Though hospitas aren't easy either. Any place soaked with pain and suffering isn't easy.

Jace's hand curled around my elbow when we got to the bottom of the staircase, awarm hard human
touch. Gabe pushed though the swinging door and we followed her, boots clicking in uneven time over
the same blue glittery linoleum asthe police gtation. | didn't shake my arm free of Jace'stouch al the way
down the hall. The man was stubborn, following me on bounties and picking up after me. | didn't know
what debt he thought he was paying.

| didn't even know what debt | was paying on now, | had so many due.

| pulled away from his hand as Gabe flashed her badge at the admin-assist behind a sheet of bulletproof.
The girl'sthroat swelled as she nodded, her pink-streaked hair sticking up in the new Gypsy Roen
fashion—she had a subvoca implant. Her fingers blurred as she tapped on a datapad. | wondered who
shewas talking to while she was taking dictation, followed Gabe through the fireproof security door, and
swallowed againgt the sudden chemical stench. | wish | could figure out how to quit smelling that.

"Hey, Spooky," athin geek in alabcoat, carrying astack of paperwork, caled out. "Y ou here for the
deadhead?' Then his eyesflicked past her to me, and he stopped cold, unshaven face turning the color of
old cottage cheese.

It wasn't as satisfying asit might have been. His stringy hair was cut in the bowl shape Jasper Dex had
made popular. It didn't suit him. Neither did the color of hisface. His eyes came suspicioudy closeto
bugging out. | wondered why—uworking in the morgue, he probably saw hisfair share of Necromances,
between Gabe and John Fairlane.

Then | remembered | was golden-skinned, with aface like aholovid modd's and a share of ademon's
beauty without the persstent dienness of ademon; my hair was ink-black, longer than it had been and
slky, refusing to stay back unless braided tightly, sometimes not even then. | looked like aparticularly
good genesplice to most normals, like I'd paid abundle to look like a holovid wet dream.

The emerald in my cheek would just give normasareason to fear me; an atavigtic fear of psonsin
generd and Necromancesin particular. Silly normas sometimes mistake Necromances for Death
Himself, loading another layer of fear onto the trepidation they fed about dl psions.

If they knew how unconditionaly Deeath loved His children, maybe they would fear Him less. Or more.
But psonswere feared by normasal over the world, just because we had been born different.

"Y eah, Hoffman, I'm here for the pile of meat that used to be a deadhead.” Gabe's voice wasadap
bouncing off the hal walls. "Thisisthe big gun. Dante Vaentine, meet Nix Hoffman."

"Charmed, I'm sure." Thedry tone | used was anything but. My voice echoed, not as hard as Gabe's, but
casudly powerful; | had to remember to keep toning it down especially around normas. The effect my
voice had on unsuspecting civilians was thought-provoking, to say the lesst.



"Likewise," he sammered. "Ah, um, Ms. Vdentine—"
"Which bay isthe body in, Hoff? Caines?' Gabe barely even broke stride.

"Yeah, Canesgot it, he'sin his office. He was doing toxicology." The young man's eyesflittered over
me. | knew what he was seeing—a particularly desirable gene-spliced woman—and wished | didn't. His
pupilssweled. If | flooded the air with my scent | could have him on his knees, begging without knowing
why. Y et another side effect of whatever | was now.

Hedaira, aflat ironic voice whispered in the lowest reaches of my mind. | shut that voice away—it hurt
too much to hear it. Why was Japhrimel'sthe voice | used to hurt myself?

"Thanks, jerkwad." Gabe sailed past him, and | did the same, |etting out a deep breath between my teeth.
| did not sneer. It took some effort.

"Y ou've got yourself areputation,” Jace murmured in my ear. | snorted something indelicate. "Oh, come
on, Danny. Y ou're too cute. Maybe we should get you one of them Oak V egas Raidon ouitfits.”

"| can't raisethe dead in ablack-leather bikini," I muttered back, grateful once again because the
damnable urge to smile rose again. Gabe's boots clicked on the linoleum.

"A studded black-leather bikini," Jace corrected.
"Pervert." The stench of human cdlls, dying decaying dead, rose up to choke me.

How did Japhrimel stand it?1 wondered, and my left shoulder suddenly burned asif something hot
was pressed againg it, scorching the skin, twisting. | could amost fedl the scar writhing on my skin.

| stopped dead. Jace nearly ran into me, stopped just in time, the bonestied to his aff clicking together.
His Power stroked me briefly, a pleasant touch that would have unloosed my knees and made my breath
cachif | hadn't been struggling to make my lungswork, my skin running prickly with demon Power.

“Damy?

"Nothing." Theseflashes of heat were getting more and more pronounced lately. | wondered if | was
going into demon menopaLise.

There was another, nadtier idea. | wondered if the flashes of heat had anything to do with the Prince of
Hdl.

What a nightmare-inducing thought. Assuming | could sleep, that is. | put my head down, started
forward again, lengthening my stride to catch up with Gabe. " Just athought.”

"What kind of thought?' He sounded only mildly curious, his Saff tapping in time with our footsteps.
"The private kind, Jman. Back off."

"Fine." Easy and cam, helet it drop. How he managed to do that | could never guess—it took alot to
ruffle his smooth surface. Maybe it was growing up in aMob family that did it, made him so hard and
blank; impenetrable. Or maybe it was putting up with me. Why did you hand over your Family, Jace?
Just give it up? People have killed to stay in Families, let alone control them. You could have had
everything you ever wanted. Why?

| wished | could find thewordsto ask him.
Gabe stopped in front of another door. Her bobbed hair swung as she turned her head dightly, a



quarter-profile as pure as an ancient marble in a datis-sealed museum case. "Word to thewise. Caine€sa
Ludder."

| flt my lip curl up. A genesplice-is-murder, psions-are-aberration, Luddite-Text-thumping fanatic.
They were everywhere these days. "Great. HE's going to love me”

Gabe opened her mouth to reply, but the frosted-glass window set in the door darkened. The hinges
squeded, and | had to kill the sardonic smile that wanted to creep up my face. | had the distinct idea that
the hinges were deliberately left dry. Come into my parlor, said the medical examiner to the hapless
police detective. My right hand tightened, searching for the hilt of asword. | actudly twitched before |
remembered | didn't have akatana anymore. My hand ached, one vicious cramp seeding into the bones
and twisting briefly before letting go. Getting better. It used to ache al thetime, now it only ached when |
wanted to reach for ahilt and found only empty air.

"Gabridle" the stick-thin elderly man said. His eyes, poached blue eggs over abloodless mouth and pae
powdery cheeks, swam behind thick plasrefractive lenses. His lab coat was pristine, the magtag on his
pocket read R. Caine. He'd chosen a caduceus|ogo on the tag; it reminded me of my own accreditation
tat. A mad giggle rose up ingde of me, was suppressed, and died an inglorious death as an amost-burp.
"And some company. How charming.”

"Afternoon, Dr. Caine." Gabe's voice wasflat, monotone. Deliberately noncombative, but dightly
disdainful at the sametime. "I presume Captain Algernon has spoken with you."

If he could have sneered, he probably would have. Instead, his eyes lingered on me. The pink dome of
his scalp under afew thinning gray-white strands of combed-over hair added to the egglike appearance
of hishead; no cosmetic hair implantsfor this gentleman. Histeeth were il strong and sound, but they
wereterribly discolored, shocking in this age of molecular dental repair. Like the dry hinges, histeeth
were probably ddiberatetoo. "Thisismost irregular,” he sniffed. "What is that ?'

"Dante Vdentine, Dr. Caine. Dr. Caine, Dante Vdentine." Gabe moved dightly to one side, still between
the doctor and me. | got the impression she was ready to jam her boot in the door if he decided to try to
damit shut.

"Pleased to meet you.” | lied with astraight face, for once.
Hiswatery blue eyes narrowed behind the lenses. "What are you?'

| set my shoulders. I'd been given the cold shoulder by alot of normals, he was going to have to work
harder than that to irritate me. "The proper term is hedaira, Doctor. I'm agenetically dtered human." The
words stuck in my throat, dry and lumpy. Wouldn't you love to know, Doctor. | didn't ask for this to
be done to me. And | have no idea what hedaira even means. The only person who could have told
meisash in a black urn. When I'm not hallucinoting his disembodied voice to flog myself with,

that is. "Although | suspect abomination isthe term you'relooking for. Let's get this over with.”

"Who did your genesplicing?' He licked histhin, colorlesslips. "It lookslike an expensvejob."

Expensive? | guess you could say so. It cost me my life and someone | loved. | fdtit likeasharp
pinch on aready-bruised flesh. So maybe he would manage to annoy me. One point for the Ludder
doctor. "That's none of your business. I'm here to view abody in alegitimate murder investigation.
Should | come back with acourt order?' My voice made the glassin the door rattle dightly. | think I'm
behaving badly. A lunatic giggle rose up again ingde of me. Why did | dways have the urgeto laugh a
timeslikethis?



Dr. Cainéswiry eyebrows nested in his nonexistent hairline. "Of course not. | know my duty to the
police department. Despite their habit of sending me cadavers.”

"Why, Doctor, | thought it was your job to dedl with cadavers.” | didn't move, my feet nailed to the floor
despite Jace's sudden grip on my elbow. | hated the syrupy sweetnessin my voice—it meant that | was
about to say something unforgivable. "Perhaps you should retire.”

"Not until I'm forced to, young woman. Comeinsde." He laughed mechanically and didn't look pleased,
but ushered usinto asmal office jammed with adesk, two chairs, two antique and crooked metdl file
cabinets, piles of papers and files, and athriving blue-flowered orchid on top of another file cabinet, this
one wooden and glowing mellow with polish. That wasinteresting. Nearly asinteresting wasthe
dry-erase board set on the wall across from the second door. Dr. Caine's handwriting was spidery, and it
wandered inside the neatly-ruled sections, keeping track of what body wasin what bay and what tests
needed to be done. At least, that'swhat | assumed the complicated numbers and letters meant. It looked
like a code based on the old Cyrillic aphabet.

"Now | want it to be very clear," he said, oncewe were dl crowded in his office, "thisis happening
againg my will, and under my protest.”

"Minetoo," | muttered under my breath, taking refuge in snideness. Gabe cast me an imploring glance. |
shut up.

The good doctor studied me for along moment. | noticed he had two lasepensin his breast pocket and a
capped scapd too. "The body is of aNecromance." Hislip curled. "Cause of death, as nearly aswe can
determine, was some type of psionic assault.”

That was something new. Dr. Caine noticed my sudden attention. "We can tell because of the MRI and
sgwave scans." He directed hiswords a me. "Bleeding in the cortex in characteristic Sar-patterns. It
seemsthat, just as manua strangulation leaves petechiae, psonic assault resulting in death leavesthese
gtarbursts of blood and scarring in the brain.”

Thank you for that incredibly vivid mental image, Doctor . | glanced around hisoffice again. | smelled
chemica reek, dying human cells, and pipe tobacco mixed with synth hash. So the good Doc was a
smoker. Most medica personnel were. His hands didn't tremble, but they were liver-spotted and thin as
spider'slegs. | imagined his hands on alasecutter and had to shudder. He probably talks to the
cadavers. And very patronizingly, too. | glanced up at the celling, where the random holesin the
soundbreek tiles dmaost began to run together and make sense. Dust swirled in the air, forming little
geometric shapes as the room heated up with four adult bodiesin it—and the extra heat | was putting

out. Power trembled at the outer edges of my control, straining to leap free. | invoked spread-thin
contral, clenching my right fist so hard | felt the claws prick my pam. It felt comfortingly like fingernails
digginginas| madeafid.

"What kind of psionic assault?" Gabe asked. "Feeder, Ceremonia, Magi, what?"

" am unableto determine. | was under the impression that was your job.” This sneer he directed at me. |
ignored it. Instead, | studied the dry-erase board, watching the shape of the letters blur as | unfocused
my eyes. With it all hazy, | could dmost pretend there was a pattern there too. If | spent alittle Power, |
could probably decodeit, my minor precognitive talent turning arandomnessinto a glimpse of the future.

| came back to mysdlf with a barely-covered start. Took a deep breath. | couldn't afford to get
distracted here. No amount of precog was worth even amomentary lapse in attention.

"What else can you tell me, Doctor?' Gabe wasin her element. | dmost forgot she was a cop; she



looked like awide-eyed med student. Caine preened under her attention. | overrode the urgeto rub a
my left shoulder. The mark was burning, apiercing, drilling, fiery pain | only felt rarely over thelast year.
Wasit just because | had alowed mysdif to think of Japhrime again? Was thinking of him more
frequently now?

Asif | ever sopped thinking about him, even while | was being shot at by panicked, psychopathic
bounties.

"Thereisahigh likelihood that Miss Moorcock was also sexually assaulted before shewas
dismembered."” Caine's poached eyes glittered. "There was tearing and severe bruising in the vagina
vault. Unfortunately, we were unable to recover any DNA evidence because of contamination by blood
and foreign matter in thevagina.”

My throat closed again, hot bilerising. Why do | keep wanting to throw up? | braced mysalf. Jace's
thumb drifted across my elbow, a soothing touch.

Too bad | wasn't soothed.
Gabe waited.

"Therésnothing dse" hesaid findly. I'd have bet my house and the rest of Lucifer'sblood money Caine
was enjoying this. "We're running toxicology screens and reanayzing some of theforensic
measurements.”

"Reanayzing?' Gabe fractiondly raised one eyebrow.

"Either we have made an error, or whatever ripped her into pieces did it Smultaneoudy. Her arms, her
legs, her head—dll at the sametime. Asif shewas quartered. Are you familiar with quartering, Ms.
Vdentine?'

His poached-egg eyes rested on me now, histhin mouth curved into the dightest of smiles. | dropped my
right hand back down to my side, both my hand and shoulder burning. "I'm somewhat of a student of
history, Doctor. I'm familiar with theterm.”

Chapter Seven

Thetiled vault of the body-bay was chilly. Steam rose off my skin as soon as | stepped through the
arrsedsinto climate control. | had to spend amoment's worth of attention readjusting—my internal
thermogtat was set on "high.” | ran very warm these days, not needing apile of blanketslike used to
when | was human. That was one thing Jace had been good for during our affair, even though he ended
up kicking off the covers. | supposed it wasliving in Rio that made him so warm.

Nowadays, if he collapsed on my bed it was because he was drunk, and he dept on top of the covers
more often than not, or woke when | poked himin theribsto haul himself down the hal to his own room.

| scanned the room habitually—nothing but the usua security net and countermeasures; the holovid
captures set in strips dong the celling to get everything in 3-D. Stedl lockerstook up one sde of the
room, tools hung negtly, racks of equipment and scanners. My teeth ached until | took a deep breath and
made my jaw relax.



The tough blue plasticine bodybag lay on the stainless-stedl table. The shape was subtly wrong, of
course—there were only parts of Christabel Moorcock |€ft.

| was donein amorgue with abody. My skin roughened, smoothed out. All of asudden | was more
comfortable than I'd been for dmost ayear. | knew how to do this. I'd been doing this most of my life.

Then what are you afraid of ? acool, deep voice asked inside my head. | shut that voice back upinits
little black box. It hurt too much to hear the shading of male amusement, the flat ironic tone of ademon's
voice stroking the most intimate of my thoughts. Why couldn't | just let the sound of hisvoice go?

What was | afraid of ? Oh, nothing. Except for maybe finding him waiting for me on the other side of
Death's bridge, his hands clagped behind his back and that faint smile on hisface. Thelast timel'd
brought asoul out of Degth like this, Japhrimel had been with me, watching.

The intercom crackled. "Whenever you're ready, Danny,” Gabe said from the observation deck outside.
Thiswould be taped, of course, sinceit would be admitted into evidence as part of the investigation. " Just
takeit dow."

Take it dow, she says, anasty mentd snigger caroled across my brain. It's not her ass on the line here

It wasn't precisely that | was afraid—after dl, | still had my tat and my emeradd. My patron god still
accepted my offerings. | missed the touch of my god, missed the absol ute certainty of thething | knew |
was best at. The contact with a psychopomp is so achingly persona for a Necromance. My god would
not deny me.

No, | wasonly afraid of mysdif.

| reached up, touched my left shoulder. The mark burned with afierce, steady ache now. As painful asit
was, | welcomed it. It had burned like that when Japhrimel was dive—asif alive brand was resting on
my skin. | had never thought nerve-scorching pain could be comforting. The mark would turnice-cold
soon enough as whatever made it heat up faded, and | would be |eft with the reminder that the demon it
named was dead.

Dead, maybe. Forgotten, no. And Lucifer...
| didn't want to think about the Prince of Hell.

| had no sword, but my right-hand knife was good stedl, and | held it loosely. Two glassed-in white
candles stood on awheeled cart between me and the body. Cool air touched my forehead, caressed my
cheekbones and the shdlow V of skin exposed by my shirt. My right hand cramped dightly on the
knifehilt, then eased suddenly.

| had to look.

| skirted the cart and approached the table with its plas-wrapped burden, the soles of my boots
scritching dightly on me easy-to-hose pladino floor. The slvery drain set below the table gave out awhiff
of chlorine and decaying blood.

Theintercom crackled again. "Danny?"

You of all people should know that | just can't barge into this headfirst. Though | don't know why,
that's my usual style. "Just relax, Gabe. | need to see.”



"Da]r]y—"

"I won't touch the body. I'm going to unzip the sheath, that's al. It will makeit easier.” | heard my own
voice, cdmer than | redly felt; | wasamaster at sounding like | knew what | was doing.

"For who?' It was ablind attempt at humor, and it failed dreadfully. | glanced up at the observation
window, felt my lip curl up dightly. The magshielding in thewallswas good, | could only fed them
through the window—Gabe a cool purple bath of worry; Jace, spiky, spiced eectric honey, every nerve
suddenly focused on me; and Caine's dry, smooth, egglike aura, giving nothing away. Blind natural
shielding, adisbdief so hugeit could protect him from psychic assault. Some normaswere like that. They
literaly wouldn't believe their own eyeswhen it came to magick.

| wondered what he thought of psions, since he was so disbelieving. Of course, hewas a Ludder, he
probably thought we should dl be put in campslike the Evangdlicas of Gilead did during the Seventy
DaysWar. Rounded up, shot, and put in disposa units. Ludders hated gene-splicing on principle, but
they hated psionswith an atavigtic revulsion asirrationa asit was deep. It didn't matter that we'd been
born thisway, according to the Ludders we were abominations and al deserved to die.

"Don't ride me, Gabe. It's not recommended.” | wasn't amused.
"Then just get this done so you can go home and drink." She wasn't amused either. Guess we were even.

Like drinking will help. I can't even get drunk anymore. My fingers closed around the cold zipper. |
drew it down with along ripping sound.

At least they had put the parts where they were supposed to be. | wondered what was missing—I hadn't
looked at the preliminary report yet. The stink of deeth belched up, assaulting my sensitive nose.

Sensory acuity was a curse sometimes. No wonder demons carried their personal perfume around like a
shidd. | wished | could. "Christabdl," | said. " Sekhmet sa'es.”

Theair stirred uneasily. Therewas no dust here, but | felt the Power in the air—my own—tremble
unsteadily, like asmooth pond touched by ahover field. Not rippling but quivering, just about to dide
free of control and plunge into chaos.

Well. That's odd.

| backed up. | didn't need to see more than her ruined, rotting face. | retrested to the other side of the
room, swalowing hard. A snap of my fingersas| passed the sted cart lit the candles. | used to get sucha
kick out of doing that.

Back before Japhrimel . "Kill the lights, Gabe."

"All right." A popping sound, and three-quarters of the fluorescents went dim. The onesthat remained lit
buzzed steadily, maddeningly. It was better lit than the warehouse had been. | briefly wondered where
Bulgarov was now, if they'd run him through the courtroom and into a gasbox yet. No, it was too soon. |
wouldn't need to testify, I'd only done the collar.

Quit dithering, Danny. The bounty's over. Focus on what's in front of you.

| held the knife up, stedl glimmering, abar between me and whatever happened next. "Here goes
nothing,” | murmured. "Dante Vaentine, accredited Necromance, performing an apparition on the body
of Christabel Moorcock, also accredited Necromance." And | hope like hell she has something to tell
us.



"Gotit," Gabe said. "Whenever you'reready."
| Sghed. Then | closed my eyes. | had no more time to screw around.

It was easy, too easy. | dropped below conscious thought, into the blue glow of whatever juncture of
talent and genetics alowed me to see the dead. | wasn't touching the body—I couldn't stand the thought
of resting my hand on that plastic—s0 | expected there to be atimelag, some difficulty, maybe abarrier
between me and the blue crystal walls of Death's antechamber.

| waswrong.

Oh, gods, it feels good. My head tipped back, my looselong hair streaming on anot-quite-wind. The
chant bubbled up from the most secret part of me, my voice husking on the high accents, Power legping
tofill thewords amost before | uttered them. " Agar a tetara eidoeae nolos, sempris quieris tekos mael

So far so good, | thought hazily, then it swallowed me whole.

Blue crystd light rose above me. My rings spat a shower of sparks, my left shoulder blurring with pain.
Riding the Power, the crystal walssinging, | reached across space and sted and vibrating air, hunting.
Bits of shattered bone and decaying flesh turned bitter against my tongue. Christabel's body was no more
than an empty shell, no spark of life still housed in the fragile meet, not even the foxfire of nervesdying
hours or days after the event. The cold, stiffening chill of deeth walked up my fingerswith smal prickling
feet, taunting the ends of my toes.

| opened my eyes.

It was so familiar | could have wept. The chant poured out of me, sonorous, striking the blue
crystal walls stretched up into infinity. | wore the white robe of the god's chosen, belted with silver
that dripped like chainmail in daggered loops. My bare feet rested on the bridge over an endless
abyss; a silver stream of souls whirling past, drawn over the bridge by theirresistible law of
Death's renewal. | walked, the emerald on my cheek casting a spectral glow, enfolding me. The
emerald's light was a cocoon, keeping me safely on the bridge, preventing me from being flung
into the well of souls. The abyss yawned below, the bridge quivering like a plucked harpstring. |
did not have time to see if perhaps a demon's soul waited therefor me. | had been afraid that he
would be herein Death's halls, tied to me. | had been afraid that he would not be here—that
mortal death held no place for a demon's soul.

How could my own cowar dice have kept me from the thing | loved most, the only place | felt
utterly safe?

| raised my head slowly. | could not ook, did not want to |ook.
Had to look.

The god of Death's cipher, His dlender dog's head glossy black, regarded me. The same as He
always had, sincethe first time | had ventured fully into the blue glow. He sat on the other side of
the bridge, a dog-shape that was only a mask for His true form; the merciful mask that allowed
me to come into Death and face the infinite terror of life's ending. Though | was Necromance,
Death's touch frightened even me; no finite human likes to face the infinite. And yet, cheek by
jowl with the terror was complete acceptance. Death's touch was cool and forgiving, the
laying-down of burdens, the easing of pain, the washing-away of obligation and of memory.



And oh, how | wanted to feel that lightness, even as | struggled against it as all living things
struggle, clinging to a life that is familiar even if painful. The agony | knew, not the mystery of
what lay beyond the well, the secret Death whispered to every mortal thing sooner or later.

| let out a dry, barking sob in the middle of my chant. Power crested, spilled over me, the god
reached through me. The place inside me where He lived bloomed again, a hurtful ecstatic flower,
and | became again the bridge a god uses to pull a soul from Death.

Pressure, mounting againgt throat and eyes and the juncture of my legs, sharp pleasure. My head fell
back, and asublimina snap! echoed dryly againg tiled walls. The chill numbnessrosein my fingers,
cregping up my ams. "AsK... your... questions..." | said softly, fierce joy risng and combating the chill.
| had doneit. | had done it once again.

Theintercom crackled, Gabe's voice staticky and harsh, and Christabel Moorcock's ghost moaned.
There was no modulation to the ghost's voice—of course not, the dead don't speak aswe do. Thereis
nothing in an apparition'stone but theflat findity of that most final punctuation to the act of living. The
longer abody has been in agrave, the more horribly flat an gpparition's voice. People have screamed
and fainted when an gpparition speaks, and sometimes even other psions blanch. I've seen it happen
whilewatching others of my kind work in training videos.

Nobody likesto hear the dead spesk.

What's that? Even in my chanting trance | realized something wasn' right. Christabel'slow flat moan
scraped across the surface of my words, tautened the Power holding the chant steady, sent acold fiery
finger up my back. It was wrong. No apparition should sound so... horrified.

Thisisn't right, I thought, but | held the apparition. Held it to the living, the chill starting in my fingersand
toes, the cold marble-block feding of death.

Gabe asked again, and afeedback squedl ripped against my vulnerable psyche. | screamed, Power
tearing through me again, my emerad spitting sparks and my rings crackling, showering golden sparks.
Tiles shattered, and glass from afluorescent tube chimed againgt thefloor. | dug my hedls and menta
teeth in, the chant spilling and stretching, Power bucking, mental threads tearing with sharp, painful
twitches,

REMEMBER! REMEMBER! REMEMBER!

For one vertiginous second | felt the caress of cold, mad fingers againgt my cheek, ablast of something
too inhuman to be called thought, carrying undeniable meaning and repesting the single word over and
over again. REMEMBER! REMEM—

| tore away. The ghost screamed and my knife flashed up, cold sted between me and the hungry thing
lunging a me, feeding from the Power | carried.

"Japhrimel " | screamed hoarsely. My shoulder gave acrunching flare of pain that ripped through my
trance. A gunpowder flash of blue flame belled through the air, and my shoulders hit thewall, cracking
moretile. Tile-dust and ceramic shards pattered down as more glass drifted to the floor, ground
diamond-fine. Sudden dark plunged through the room—only one flickering, buzzing fluorescent remained
lit on the far sde of the body-bay.

| did down the wall, blinking, as Christabel Moorcock's dead body sucked the last traces of her hungry
ghost back into Degth. | shuddered, my emerald burning on my cheek, and could not stop the dry
coughing sobswelling up insgde me. Tears dicked my cheeks, hideousrelief and fresh grief welling up



from a place too deep to name,

Japhrime was not in Degth's halls. Wherever he was now, he was lost to me completely.

Chapter Eight

"Fuck," Gabe said for the twentieth time, rubbing at the back of her neck. "I'm sorry, Danny. Hades, that
could havekilled you."

| shrugged, using the smdll plagtic stick to stir the coffee-flavored dudge with my left hand. My right lay in
my lap, usaless and discarded out of habit. The sound of the Spook Squad bustled around us, and |
heard a Ceremonia on the other side of the partition dictating into avideo-recorder about a
suspected-telepath bank robbery. "Don't worry about it, Gabe. I'm alot tougher than | used to be."

He wasn't there. He's gone. Really gone. | told that voice to go away. It went without a struggle, but
promised to return and taunt me the next time | tried to deep.

At least somethingsin my life were consstent.

"That's apparent.” She sighed, looking down at the heaped files on her desk. One stray dark strand of
hair had falen into her face, shocking in awoman of Gabe's precison. Her sidearm was briefly visble as
she rubbed at the back of her neck with both hands, massaging away a constant ache. Her eyeswere
wider than I'd seen them in awhile, but at least sheld lost the cheesy pale color in her cheeks. "Gods. I'm
so sorry, Danny."

"Don't worry," | repeated, suppressing the flare of irritation. She's worried about me, she's my friend,
she doesn't deserve my bad mood, | told myself for the fifth time, leaning back in the chair and shifting
my gaze to the bottle of brandy. Gabe had offered usdl amedicina swig and I'd taken it, even though it
might have been water asfar as my new physiology was concerned. Jace had actualy taken threelong
drafts before capping the bottle and handing it back to her. "At least it tellsus afew things.”

Jace took along durp of his coffee, holding the plasticine cup gingerly. "What doesit tell you, Danny?"
He sounded only mildly interested. His face was set and white, blue eyes bloodshot and livid. The bones
on his staff moved uneasily, one clacking against another. Fever-spots burned high up on each cheek.

| appeared to have frightened them both. | supposed when the feeling of relief and crazed joy at daring
the borders of Death again wore off, | would be frightened too. But | didn't have the good sense or
manners to be scared right now. | felt oddly asif I'd won avictory.

Therewere only afew thingsthat could turn an gpparition into aravening, hungry, vengeful ghost, most of
them having to do with soul-destroying torture before the act of death. Ritual murders—what you might
cal "black magick," Power gained through the expense of torturing and killing another sentient
being—and genocides were high on the list. So was being attacked and contaminated by a Feeder—a
psychic vampire. Among a popul ation where Power was so common and so frequently used, it stood to
reason that some would devel op pathology in their processing of ambient Power and need to siphon off
vitality from those around them, feeding on magicka or psionic energy in ever-increasing doses, until they
got to the point where they could drain anorma person in seconds and a psion in minutes, depriving
them of the vital energy needed to sustain life. Most Feeders were caught and treated while young, able
to live out normd lives as psonswith early intervention. When an older pson started to exhibit Feeder
pathology, early intervention was key aswell.



But Feedersdidn't tear their prey apart. At least, not physicaly.

It looked like aritua murder to me, but it wastoo soon to tell. Whatever it was, Christabel Moorcock
had suffered something so horrible even her ghost was insane with the echoes of the act.

"Wdll." | propped my boots up on Gabe's desk, picked adiver of tile out of my hair, dropped it in her
overflowing wastebasket. "It tells us we're dedling with some serious shit. That's nice to know. If we can
assume we're dedling with aritua murder, which would be my firgt guess, it dso tells usthat whatever
was done to her reverberates after death. So that narrows down the type of magick we're hunting. It tells
usthat someoneisvery, very determined; it tellsusthat alot of preparation and time went into this. So
there are some clueslying around. Nobody can work a magickal operation like that with surgica
precision; there's aways some doppy fucking mistake. | learned that doing bounties” | deliberately did
not ook at Jace, though it was an implicit nod to him. Hed been my teacher, after dl; had taught me
more about bountiesin ayear than | could learn on my owninfive.

"Gresat." Gabe rested her elbows on her desk, findly stopping the rubbing at her neck. The whiterings
around her eyeswere starting to go away. | smelled pizza—someone must have decided to grab aquick
dinner here. It reminded me | was hungry. Asusud. "Cainé's having arucking fit that you destroyed one
of his body-bays. The holovids are going to be dl over this, Danny. And if word gets out you're working
onit, the sharkswill gointo afrenzy.”

"Hell get tax compensation and the Hegemony HHS will step in since his body-bay was destroyed
during aroutine investigation." My tone sharpened. "And nobody careswhat | work on.”

| was surprised by Jace's snort. He took down half of his scalding coffee in one gulp, reached for the
brandy bottle and, apparently changing his mind in midreach, settled back again. Theflimsy folding chair
squeaked. "Oh, really? Y ou're the Danny Vaentine, world-class Necromance who retired rich at the top
of her game after a hush-hush bounty hunt that nobody can dig up any information on except for the
Nuevo Rio Mob War. Of coursethey're going to eat it up. I'd be surprised if there weren't reporters
covering your house aready, Danny."

Heforgot to mention that | was the Necromance that had raised Saint Crowley the Magi from ashes, as
well asworked on the Choyne Towers disaster. And my recent string of bounties had been profiled on a
holovid show. Gabe wasright, if it surfaced that | wasworking on the case all hell might very well break
loose. Plus, it would be bad for the cops to admit they'd had to bring in afredlancer.

"Fuck." | took along swallow of the scorching mud that passed for coffee around here. Decided to
change the subject. Accentuate the positive, S0 to speak. " So we've got more information than we had
before, and we have adirection.”

"What direction?' Gabe asked.

"Rigger Hall." | shivered. "Nightmare Central.” Remember. Remember. Remember . The memory of the
gpparition’s soulless chant chilled me as much asthe thought of Christabel'snote. | didn't want to
remember Rigger Hall. | had done very well for years without remembering. | wanted nothing more than
to continue that trend.

Silence crackled between us. The paper on her desk shifted uneasily, stirred by something other than
wind.

"What happened there, Danny?' Gabe |ooked miserable. The chaos of ringing phones and crackle of
uneasy Power outside her cubicle underscored her words. The Ceremonid next door swore softly and
darted over again, | heard the click-whirr of amagnetic taperelay. "Theinquiry was seded, it would



take a court order to open it, and that means more publicity. I'm supposed to keep thisas quiet as
possible. Once the press sinks their teeth in, well be lucky to avoid arush of copycats and Ludders
attacking psons.”

Shewasright. Wewould be lucky if nobody found out about it and was tempted to do alittle
cleansing-by-murder. And thefirgt victim had been anormd. If there was even a hint that amurder of a
normal had been committed by apsion, people got edgy.

Mogt psionswere wdl| able to defend themsalves from random street violence, even the idiotswho didn't
take combet training. But till, it wore on you after awhile, al the sdelong looks and little insults. We
weretrained in Hegemony schoals, tattooed after taking Hegemony accreditation, and policed both
internally and externdly, but normals still feared us. We were ussful to the Hegemony and a backbone
source of tax funding aswell asinvauable to corporations, but none of that mattered when the normals
got into asnit. To them, weweredl freaks, and it never did to forget that for very long, if at all.

| said nothing, staring at the brandy bottles and their amber liquid. One bottle was dmost empty. Insdeit,
theliquid trembled, responding to my attention.

Jace hauled himself up to hisfeet, scooping up his gtaff. "'I'm gonnago check for reporters outside.” He
was gone before | had time to respond.

| watched him vanish and looked back to find Gabe frowning a me. "What?" | tried not to sound
aggrieved, shifted my boots on her desk. My mouth tasted grainy with the glass and porcelain dust from
the morgue bay.

"He'supsat,” sheinformed me, asif | didn't dready know. "What's going on with you two, Danny?'

"Nothing," I mumbled, taking another scalding Sip of coffee. "He stays a my house, does bounties with
me. He sticks around, but. .. nothing redlly, you know. | can't.” | can't touch him. | won't let him touch
me.

Her frown deepened, the crow's-feet at the corners of her eyes degpening aswell. Y ou mean you
havent..." Her dim dark eyebrows rose as she trailed off and examined me asif I'd just announced |
wanted agenderchange and augments.

"I don't know what it will do to him." My left shoulder gave one muted throb that sent a not-unwelcome
trickle of heat down my spine. And he's not Japhrimel. Every time he tries to touch me, all | can
think about is a fucking demon. Ha, ha. Get it, fucking a demon?"Can we not talk about my sex life,
please?’

"He gave up hisMob Family for you. Just walked away from it. From everything." And he's human. She
didn't say it, but | heard it clearly nonethel ess. Even someone she considered atraitor was better than me
mourning ademon, apparently.

"Rigger Hall," | cut across her words. The nearly-empty brandy bottlejittered dightly on the edge of her
desk, paper raffled again. "I don't know alot, Gabe. But what | do know, I'll tell you."

She sared at me for along fifteen seconds, her dark eyesfathomless, her emerald szzling with light. Her
auraflushed an even deeper red-purple. "Fine. Have it your way, Danny. Y ou dways do anyway." She
leaned back in her chair, the casters squeaking dightly, and plucked the cigarette from behind her ear. In
blatant defiance of the regs, sheflicked out her silver Zijaan and inhded, then sent twin streams of smoke
out through her nogtrils. A flick of thewrigt, and a stasis-charm hummed into life, the smoke freezing into
ash and faling on her desk. It was anicetrick.



| swallowed dryly. "Rigger Hall." The wordstasted like stale burned chalk. "I wastherefrom... let'ssee,
| was tipped from home foster care to the psi program when | wasfive. So | would have been there,
clipped and collared, for about... eight years before theinquiry.” | shuddered. My skin prickled with
phantom gooseflesh again.

| looked a my right hand, twisting itself further into aclaw. It ached, not as much asit had, but ill... My
perfect, poreless golden skin wastingling in ingtinctive reaction, my breath coming short and my pulse
besting hot and thready in my throat.

"Hades," Gabe breathed, alungful of smoke wreathing her face before faling, dead ash, onto the papers
drifting her desk. "Eddie does the same thing. What happened?'

"The Headmaster was adimy piece of shit named Mirovitch." My bregth came even harsher. My voice
was as dry-husky asit had been right after the Prince of Hell had tried to strangle me. "He was part of
the Putchkin psi program. Got a diplomatic waiver to come over and reform the Hegemony program with
Rigger as an experimenta school. What nobody knew was that he was a Feeder, and had been for some
time. He was well-camouflaged, and he didn't want to be cured. Instead, he wanted his private
playground, and hegot it."

"A Feeder?' Gabe shivered. "Gods."

"Yeah. Hewas dick, and wewerejudt... just kids. It was..." For amoment my voice failed me, sucked
back into my throat. | set my coffee cup down on the floor beside my chair, fedling the floor rock dightly
underneath me. Or maybe it wasn't the floor—maybe | was shaking. "It was redly bad, Gabe. If you
stepped out of line—if you were lucky—you got put in a Faraday cage in a sensory-dep vaullt. It was....
A couple of the kids committed suicide, and Mirovitch made one of the Necromance apprenticesdeepin
theroom that... He went insane and clawed his own eyes out. They wrote it up as an incorrectly-done
training sesson.”

Her eyeswereround, disbdieving. "Why didn't anyone—"

"He paid off the Hegemony proctors. Had a profitable little sexwitch stable going on the side, could
afford to hand out cash... and other bribes. And if any of the kidsreally pissed him off, he signed the
formsto turn you into abreeder.” | shivered again, rubbed a my left shoulder, my eyes blinded with

memoary.
Gods. If therewas any justice in the world, the memories would have faded. They hadntt.

Once, my roommate had tried to tell her socia worker what was going on indde Rigger Hall's hdlowed
walls. Sheld paid for it with her life. It was ruled asuicide, of course—but sometimes even akid hasthe
gutsto take her own life rather than be pushed into the breeder program.

Roanna's body hung tangled on the wires, jerking as the electricity zapped her dying nerves,
smoke rising from her pale skin, her long beautiful hair burning, stinking. The streak of the soul
leaving her body, asif it couldn't wait to be finally free—and the sick-sweet smell of flesh roasted
fromthe inside. The Headmaster's fingers dug into my shoulder and knotted in my hair, squeezing,
pulling, as he forced me to watch. | did not struggle; | did not want to look away.

No. This| would remember. And | swore to myself that one day, somehow, | would get my
revenge.

The spike of pain from my shoulder brought me back to mysdlf. Phones rang, people spokein low
voices. It was anorma world going on outside the cubicle—or as normal as the parapsych squad of the



Saint City police ever got, | supposed. | reached for the brandy bottle, uncapped it, and inhaled the smdll
since the booze would do me no good. The liquid dopped against the sides of the bottle. | didn't eventry
to hold my hand steady.

Of course, the kidswho went to Rigger didn't have anyoneto fight for them. We were the orphans and
the poor; most of our parents had given us up to the Hegemony foster program as soon as we tested high
enough on the Matheson index. Therich kids and the kids with families went to Stryker, with the
middle-class families recelving subsidiesto defray the costs of a psion's schooling. And of course, you
could run up ahell of adebt after your primary schooling taking accreditation at the Academy up north,
but that was different. If you didn't have afamily or atrust fund, your primary school was the closest
Hegemony boarding schoal to your place of birth. Period, end of story, full stop.

| took another deep inhale. | am an adult now. | amall grown up. Icon tell this story. "The story |
heard goeslike this: Finally some of the students banded together. Mirovitch was eerie, he could dways
tell who was making trouble. .. But some of them got together and... | heard they cracked the shields
and the school security codes, dipped their collars, and caught him in his bedroom fucking a
nine-year-old Magi girl. | heard later—now thisis all rumor, mind you—that one of the Ceremonia
students had turned herself into a Feeder and killed him that way, in apredator's duel.” My teeth
chattered. Chilly sweet seemed to film my entire body, gray mist threatening my vision. The sound of
everything outside Gabe's cubicle seemed very far away. If you go into shock there's nobody to bring
you out. You are stronger than this, you are all grown up now. Focus, dammit!

The chattering shakes receded. "Y ou can't imagine the fear." | Stared at the drift of gray ash on her desk.
"Or the things that went on. Some of the students stooged for him. Those were the worst. They would
avoid punishment by ratting on the others, and they were sometimes worse than he was. The beatings...
They would turn up the collars and administer plasgun shocks..." I'd had scars, before I'd been turned
into a hedaira. Three thick welts across my back, and awelted burn scar along the crease of my lower
left buttock. No more. | didn't have the scars anymore. | had perfect, scarless golden skin.

Then why are they aching? Three stripes of fire down my back, the red-hot metal pressed against my
skin, my own frantic screams, the leather cutting into my wrigts, the trickle of blood and semen down my
inner thighs...

| amall grown up. | set my jaw, shook the memories away. They didn't want to go, but | was stronger.
For now. When | tried to deep, we'd see how far I'd gotten.

"Why would Moorcock write that down?' Gabe stubbed the cigarette out in a pocked scar on top of her
desk. Her face was caught between disgust and pity for amoment, and | felt the old tired rageriseup in
me. If thereisanything intheworld | hate, it's pity.

"I don't know." | was miserably aware that phantom gooseflesh was trying to rise through my skin. My
right hand twisted even tighter, straining againgt itsdlf, shaped into aknotted claw. Black molecule-drip
polish gleamed on my nails. "But I'm going to find out.”

"Danny." She pushed hersdlf up to stand behind the desk, her palms braced, bending over dightly to look
mein theface. Her deek dark hair was mussed, and her eyeswere dilated, probably catching my own
fear. "If I'd known, | wouldn't have asked you. | wouldn't—"

"But you did." | rose, my chair legsthocking solidly into the pedling linoleum floor. "And | owe youl.
Y ou've done your duty, Gabe. Now it'stime for meto do mine."

| didn't think it was possible, but Gabe turned pale. The color spilled out of her cheeks asif tipped from a



cup. "It wasn't duty, Danny. Y ouremy friend."

"Likewise" And | meant it. She had her own scars—four of them, on her belly, where Santino's claws
had ripped through flesh and inflicted awound even a Necromance couldn't hedl, though we who walked
in Death were second only to the sedayeen in heding morta wounds. | waswilling to bet Gabe had her
own nightmarestoo, even if shewasavery rich woman who played at being acop. "Why do you think |
came down here?'

No, shedidn't play. Gabe was good at what she did, working on homicides for the Spook Squad,
tickling the dead victimsinto telling her who killed them. She had a gift. She wasthe best detective they'd
had in agood two decades, ever since her grandmother retired.

"Da‘]w—"
No. Please, gods, no. Don't let her go all soft on me. | can't take that.

"| gottago." If | stayed here much longer 1'd start telling her other things, things she didn't need to know.
Things about Rigger Hall, and things about me. "Call meif anything breaks, I'm going to go start looking
around. Can you courier copies of thefilesto my house?’

"You know | can," shesad. "Danny, I'm sorry."

Me too, Gabe. Me too. "See you soon, Spooky." | got the hell out of there.

Chapter Nine

Jace was waiting for me downgtairs. "Y ou okay?' he asked, as| pushed open the door to the ancient
parking garage. There was an auxiliary exit here to the other side of the block, and holovid reporters
wouldn't be able to catch us. There was already a swarm of them drifting across the front steps of the
gation house. | didn't envy Gabe having to give a press conference, but the holovids probably loved her.

"No," | said shortly.
"Rigger Hall." He scowled, Stripping his hair back from hisforehead with stiff fingers. "Danny.”

"I don't want to talk about it." | glanced around the concrete tomb, police hovercruisers sitting dark and
slent on their landing legs. They didn't have the roof spaceto host dl the hovers on the top of the
building, and they'd had to widen both the main entrance and the auxiliary, but it was good enough. A
lighted booth crouched at the far end, with awhey-faced duty officer spping coffee and pointedly
ignoring usindde.

"I'm sureyou don't." He caught my arm. "Danny."
Oh, please, gods, not now. "Don't, Jace. | need to go to Jado's. And | need to drink."
"It won't affect you." Why did he have to state the obvious?

Never mind that he was right—my changed metabolism smply shunted acohol aside. It had no more
effect on methan water. | was still too much of a coward to try some of the moreillega options for
disorientation and Sweet oblivion.



If thiskept up | might get alittle braver.
"l cantry.” My face crumpled, matching his.
"Ogoun," he breathed, and took mein hisarms.

| wasalittletaler than | had been, but till ableto rest my head on his shoulder, my face in the hollow
between histhroat and collarbones. | had to lean carefully—I was much heavier and stronger than | used
to be. | alwaystook point on the bounties, aways worried about him catching astray strike or bullet.

All thesame, | let him hold mefor alittle while, listening to the echoing sounds of the garage around us.
Sounds overlapped, straining and splashing against concrete, a cruiser hummed inwith itscargo of a
dusted-down Chill-fresk for processing.

| sighed and stepped away from him, scrubbing at my left shoulder. 1t throbbed persistently and |
wondered why. It had been cold before, a spiked mass of ice pressed into my flesh—now it was warm,
alivefiretwigting againgt my skin. Theflash of heat hadn't gone away likeit dwaysdid.

Had the Prince of Hell started sending me hest waves?
Perfect. Another thing to worry abouit.
"Dont ask me about Rigger Hall," | told him. "Okay?"

It wasn't fair. He still looked like hell, the back-to-back bounties were hard on him. Y et he hadn't
complained. HEd shown up on my doorstep and stayed with me, watching my back as| flung mysdlf into
hunt after hunt, not wanting to think. He'd betrayed me once, certainly, not telling me he was Mob and
abandoning me when hisfamily threatened to nate me unless he came back and did their dirty
work. At thetime, | had known only the agony of that betrayal. But since Rio, Jace had aways come
throughin abig way. It wasn't fair to him at al. None of thiswasfair to him.

Trueto form, he dropped the subject. "Y ou got it, baby. I've got something better to ask you." He
tapped his staff once againgt the old, dirty concrete, making a crisp sound that diced through the
humming whine of hovercdls.

"Shoot." | garted off toward the exit, hefdl into step beside me, his staff clicking time againgt the
concrete. Bones clattered dryly together; the aura of his Power was sweet and heady. No other Shaman
amelled like Jace—a combination of pepper and white wine, overlaid with fiery honey. If it hadn't been a
human smell, it would have been very pleasant.

"Did you love him?' To his credit, he didn't sound angry, just curious.

My bootsdidn't fdter, but | felt like| staggered. "What?' Why the fuck are you ashing me this now?
Because | yelled his name when that thing came for me? One of the Slent hovers Sitting obediently on
itslanding gear creaked, responding to my uneasiness.

| took adeep breath.

"Did you love him? The demon. Japhrimel.” | could dmost see Jace's mouth twisting over the name, asif
it was something sour.

"Jace." | made theword clipped and harsh. "Quit it."

"l deserve an answer. I've waited long enough.” Quiet. Not hisusual careess, ironic tone.



"What do you deserve? Y ou lied to me about Santino.” Predictable, Danny. Take the cheap shot. You
bitch.

What dse could he say?1 wouldn't et him defend himsdlf. "I didn't know."

"Y ou lied to me about the Corvin Family." Another accusation. | couldn't help myself. Why did we have
to have this conversation now, of al times? Why?

"l didn't have achoice. | did what | did to protect you. They would have killed you then. When you were
humen.”

It wasthe firg time held mentioned the painful non-secret of my changed status. How long had he been
thinking it?"As opposed to an abomination? Y ou're turning Ludder now? Going to go march in front of a
hospital with a'Genesplice IsMurder' sign?* My voice bounced off the concrete, cold enough to coat my
skinwithice. | could crack the pavement if | wasn't careful. It trembled on the edge of my control. All
this Power, | wondered if Japhrimel had intended to teach me how to useit, how to keep it from eating
medive.

"You'rejust what you dwayswere, Danny," heinformed metightly. " Stubborn and bitchy and rude. And
beatiful."

"Y ou forgot abrasive, unbending, and crud.”

"Not to mention overachieving.” He sighed. "Fine. Y ou win, okay? | just want to know, Danny. Haven't |
earned it? Did you love him?'

"Why?What possble difference could it make? He's dead and he's not coming back, Jace. Let it go."
We started up the ramp leading to the airsedl that closed out dust and trash from the Street, keeping the
garage climate-controlled. He matched me step for step, asusud, hislonger legs canceled out by my
quicker stride and his tiff knee.

"Whenyou let it go, | might be ableto.” He snapped off the end of each word.

"He'sdead, Jace. Let it go.” | couldn't say it any louder than awhisper, because my throat closed off asif
alarge rock had cometo rest there. Dead, yes. But gone? No. Ask me if he'sthe reason | can't touch
you. Ask me why | hear hisvoicein my head all the time. Even if I've finally found out it's true,
demons aren't in Death's country.

"Fine" His gtaff pounded the concrete in time to our steps, bones now clattering with thinly-controlled
anger. "What do you need meto do?'

| swallowed, hearing my throet click in thethick silence. | had called Japhrimel's name and not his. He
had aright to be angry.

"You'rein?' | sounded surprised. You've done your duty, Jace. Nobody could say you haven't, you've
watched my back since Rio. What the hell does anything else matter ?

"Of course I'm fucking in, Danny. What do you want meto do?' Now he sounded asirritated as he ever
had, hiswords colored lemon yelow, acrid.

My shoulders suddenly eased alittle, dropping down. | shook out my right hand, hearing the joints pop
and snap. | was oddly relieved, ardief | didn't want to examine the depth of any more closaly. "'l need to
go see Jado, do some sparring and clear my head out if I'm starting another hunt.” | glanced over a him.
His profile was straight and unforgiving. " Can you get me into the House of Pain? As soon as possible?’



If I didn't know him better, I'd think he went pale when he heard me say that. "Chango love me, girl, you
don't ask for anything easy, do you." He actudly sounded breathless.

"I don't smel human,” | said dryly. "I think they'll let mein. But | need aninviteor | won't get anywhere,
and you've got the connectionsto get me one.” Since you were Mob. | swallowed the words. That was
history, wasn't it? Gods, if | could just let one thing be history, what would | choose?

Hedidn't even hesitate. "Fine. I'll get you an invitation. What'll | do while you'retalking to the
suckheads?'

"Y ou're going to do some research.”

Chapter Ten

Jado lived in the University Didtrict, on aquiet tree-lined street that had been eccentric years ago but was
now merely deserted. Therewaslittle ambient energy in the air here, mostly because of him; hishouse
crouched far back in alandscaped yard. His ancient hot tub stood on the deck on one side, and the
meditation garden was prigtine. There was even a sand plot, impeccably raked, with afew rough black
rocks buried in the smoothness. The aura of peace, of stillness, was papable.

| rang the bell, then twisted the knob and stepped in. The front hall was bare; no shoes on the cedar rack
undernegth the coat pegs. | caught no breath of human thought in the place.

Thank the gods.

| worked my boots off, and my socks. | hung up my coat and my black canvas bag; my guns dangling
from therig as| hung that up too. Nobody would dare to touch them here. | didn't even bother with a
keepcharm. It would have been an insult to my teacher, implying that | didn't trust the safety of his house.

Barefoot, feding oddly naked as usua without my wesgpons, | padded down the high-ceilinged hall and
through the doorway into mellow light, and stepped up onto tatami mats. Their thick, rough texture
prickled luxurioudy againgt my bare soles, and | restrained myself from rubbing my feet just to fed the
scratchiness.,

Jado sat at thefar end on the dais, hisrobes a blot of orange underneath a scroll with two kanji painted
onit. Ikebana sat on alow table underneath the scroll; three red flowers on along dender stem
reminding me of the orchidsin Caine's office. | suppressed a shiver, bowed properly before | stepped
over the border from "space’ to "sparring space.”

The old man's wizened face solit like awithered gpple, white teeth flashing. His bald head glistened,
charcod eyes glimmering in the directionless light. His ears came to high points on either Sde of hishead,
and hiscalusad handslay in hislap, inthe mudra of wholeness,

He looked like arelaxed little gnome, an old man with weird ears, harmlessand dow. "Ai, Danyo-san.
Good thing no students here."

| bowed again. " Sensa
"So serious! Y oung one." He shook his head, tearing dightly. "Well, what isit?"

"I need to think," | said baldly. Not to mention that sparring was the best way to shake off the chill of



desth. Sparring, dichoarding, sex—anything to flush me with adrendline and get rid of the bitter taste of
death in my mouth, thelingering chill of it in my fingers and toes. "L ook, Jado-sensai, can we stop the
Zenmo crap and get down to business?!

His hand flickered. My right hand moved of its own volition, smacking the dart out of theair. It quivered
inaceling beam, awicked sted pinblade and feathered cap. "Y ou are most impatient.”

| made no reply, watched him. He stood, dowly, pushing himsdf up from thefloor asif his bones ached.
My skin chilled ingtinctively, | dropped into "guard.” He clucked at me again. "What would you like?
Staff? Sword?!

"] don't haveasword,”" | reminded him. " Staff or bare-hand, sensai . Either." Need to move, need to
think, and need to ask you a favor .

"A warrior should have sword, Danyo-san. A sword iswarrior's honor."

| was hoping you'd say that. "After thefight, I'll need asword. Unlessyou don't think you can take me,
oldman."

He blinked across the room to the rack of staves, his brown fingers curling around a quarterstaff. My
heart settled into its combat rhythm, eyesdilating, every fiber of my skin aware of him. "1 begin to think
you need lesson for manners,” he said gently, avuncular.

He tossed me the staff, and followed a split-second later with astaff in his own dim brown hands. The
crack of wood meeting wood echoed through the dojo.

Spin, kick, the end of his staff arcing up toward my face, haf-step back, can't afford to do that with
him, he'stoo fast—

Wood crackled, he jabbed for my midriff and | swung back, the rhythm of staff striking staff lacking a
clear pattern. The end of my staff socked into the floor, and | flung myself forward, body loose and
flying, Jado narrowly avoided the strike and folded aside but | was ready, landing and whipping the stave
out, deflecting the only strike he could make at that angle. Down into afull split, tave spinning
backward—a showy move, but the only one | had. Each moment of afight narrowed the chain of
coincidence and angle, Jado moved in as| bent back. | heard the crackle of my spineas| movedina
way no human being should, front hed smashing into the tatami to push me up. My body curved, |
landed again and feinted, struck—but his stave was there before me, wood screaming as we smashed at
each other.

Propdlor-gtrike, shuffling, my bresth coining in high harsh gasps, likeflying. Alive. | wasdive. The
lingering chill of going into Death and bringing Christabel out faded, washed clean by adrendine, every
inch of my body suddenly glowing. Alive. All grown up and alive. Another flurry of cracks. We
Sseparated, | shuffled to one Side, he countered. Then, the firgt flush of the fight over and neither of us
having made a stupid mistake, we settled into feinting; first Jado, then me, him trying to lull meinto a
pattern, me testing his defenses. | earned a solid crack on the knuckles by being too dow, blurred back,
shaking my hand out, taff held in guard. Red-black blood welled up, coated the scrape along my
knuckles and vanished, leaving the golden skin perfect.

| still wasn't used to that.

"What isit, Danyo-chan?" he asked, standing gpparently easy, holding his staff in one hand. Tilting
forward afraction of an inch, testing; | countered by leaning Sdeways, my staff lifting dightly, responding.



"Old ghosts, my friend.” My breath came harsh, but | wasn't gasping. Not yet. "The goddamn school.
Rigger Hdl."

I'd never told him about the Hall. | wouldn't have been surprised at anything he'd guessed, though. 1'd
cometo him for training straight from the Academy, having heard he was the best; he had known me
longer than just about anyone, except maybe Gabe.

He nodded thoughtfully, almond-shaped eyes glittering and swesat gleaming on his brown forehead. His
mouth was athin lipless snarl, I'd scored ahit or two of my own. It just felt so good not to have to hold
back; humanswere so fucking fragile.

Careful, Danny. You're still human where it counts. | swallowed, eased down alittle, watching his
chest. Any move would be telegraphed there. We circled; another fast flurry of strikes deflected. Sweet
began on my skin, trickled down my back. It felt good.

It fdt clean.

"And s0 you bring ghosts to Jado, en?" He grinned, but the smile didn't reach his eyes. Here on the
sparring floor, there was no quarter asked or given.

"Atleast | can't kill you," | shot back.

"Hm." He shrugged, inscrutable as ever. His robes whispered as bare brown feet moved over the
tatami; he closed with mein aflurry of strikes. Swest flew, hisand mine. Move move move! | heard his
voice from other training sessons. No think, move!

His gtaff shattered, my cry risng with it to bresk inthe sunlit air. | held my own staff aquarter-inch from
his chest. The echoes of my kia bounced off the walls, made the entire building shiver. Dust pattered
down from the groaning roof.

"Not bad," Jado said grudgingly. | treasured that faint praise. "Come. | make you tea."

Swesting, my staff till held warily, | nodded. "Have you ever seen anything dismember a Necromance,
Jado-sensal 7'

"Not recently.” He brushed his horny hands free of splinters. "Come, tea. Wetdk."

| racked my staff and followed him into the spotless green and beige kitchen. Early-evening light poured
in through the bay window. Jado got down the iron kettle and two bowls, and his pink Hiero Kidai
canigter that held greentea. | hid asmile. The old dragon was gruff, but he loved little pink things.

Maybe humans are little pink things to him too. | had to swalow bile again. My |eft shoulder twisted
with hot feverish pain.

"S0." Jado put the water on to boil whilel eased myself onto awooden stool set on the other side of the
counter. "Y ou have been called out of dumber, it seems.”

" wasn't deeping, | don't deep,” | objected immediately. "I'm just not asocid person, that's al. Been
running bounties”

He shrugged. He wasright, throwing myself into one hunt after another was away of numbing myself.
Trying to exhaust myself so | could deep, staving off the pain with furious activity. It was atime-honored
method, one I'd used dl my life; but asacoping mechanism | had to admit it wasfailing miserably.



Hisrobe, rough cotton, caught the sunlight and glowed. I rilled my lungs—thelingering smell of human
was only atang over hisdarker scent of flame and some deep, scaled hole, darkness welling up from the
ground, incense burned in aforgotten temple. | didn't know what Jado was, he didn't fit into any category
of nonhuman I'd ever read or heard about. But he'd been in Saint City for at least aslong as Abra,
because | sometimes, rardly, took messages from one to the other; little bits of information.

| had never seen Jado leave hishome, or Abraleave her shop, and | wondered where they had come
from. Maybe one day 1'd find out.

It wasarelief to smell something inhuman. Something that didn't reek of dying cdlls, of pain, of eventud
abandonment.

Japhrimel's gone, | thought, and the sharp spike of pain that went through me seemed somehow clean
aswdll. "What do you know about Christabel Moorcock? Did you ever train her?

He shook hishead. "Sheis not of my students.” The kettle popped on the stove, heating up. ™Y ou wish
for asword, then."

It was my turn to shrug, look down at the counter. | traced arandom glyph on the Formicawith one
black-nailed fingertip. My rings szzled. The glyph folded out, became something ese—the spiked fluid
lines of the scar on my shoulder. | traced it twice, looked up to meet histranquil eyes.

"Y ou have decided to live." Jado leaned on the counter, his own blunt fingertips seemingly arranged for
maximum affect. His broad nose widened alittle and he seemed to sniff. For amoment, hiseyeswere
black from lid to lid, maybe atrick of shadow as he blinked, hiseyeslidding like alizard's. "Though you
dill smell of grief, Danyo-chan. Much grief."

He's not coming back. Maybe | can grieve instead of trying to avoid it. "I never thought | wouldn't
live," | bed. "Look, Jado, it's about Rigger Hall. And | think | need asword. My hand won't get any
sronger if | don't exerciseit.”

"Chrigtabdl." His accent made it Ku-ris-ta-be-ru. "She was death-taker. Like you."

With only four of usin the city, it stood to reason he would know. | looked down at my left hand, narrow
and golden and graceful. His, brown and square, powerful, tendons standing out under the skin. "I don't
think that'swhet killed her."

A dight nod. " So, you have theory dready."”

"No. Not even a breath of one. I've got a dead normal, a dead sexwitch, and a dead Necromance who
|eft alittle note about Rigger Hall. That'sal I'vegot.” | think it might be ritual murder, but 1'm not
sure. And until I'm sure, nobody's going to hear a theory from me, dammit.

"And this means you need sword?' His eyebrow lifted. The kettle chirruped, and he poured the water
into the bowls. | watched him whisk the fine green powder into frothy, bitter tea, hisfingers moving with
the skill of long practice. When my bowl was ready, he offered it with both hands. | took it in both hands,
with adight bow. Black raku glaze pebbled under my fingertips. The bow! till remembered the fire that
madeit strong; | caught the echo of flame even in the teals strong, clear, tart taste.

We are creatures of fire. Tierce Japhrimel's voice threaded through my memory, dow and silken. | was
too busy keeping Jado from bashing me with astaff during sparring, but now the thought of Japh crept
back into my head. | had managed afull half-hour, forty-five minutes without pain? Call the holovids,
stop the presses, rent a holoboard, it was a banner event.



No. | hadn't stopped thinking of him. | never stopped thinking of him. But hewasredlly, truly, inevitably,
findly gone.

"I misshim," | said without meaning to, looking into the teabowl's depths. Now that | knew he wasn'tin
Desth'shdl, | could admit it. Maybe. "lsn't that strange.”

Jado shrugged, sipping at hisown tea. His danted charcoa eyes haf-lidded, and the rumble of our
strange paired contentment made the air thick and golden. "Y ou have changed, Danyo-chan. | met you,
and | saw it, so much anger. Where did anger go?"'

| shrugged. "I don't know.” The anger isn't gone, Jado. I'mjust better at hiding it. "I've been doing
research on demons. And on A'nankhimel . Between bounties, that is." My mouth twisted into a bitter
gmile. | stared into the tea. "He never redly told me what he did to me, or the price he paid for it. | till
only have afaint idea—it's so hard to separate myth from redlity in al the old books, and demons seem
to ddight in throwing red herrings acrossthetrail.” | realized what | was talking about, looked up. Jado
examined the window with much apparent fascination.

| sghed. "I used to work so hard at just staying dive, paying off my mortgage, just jumping from one
rock to the next. Now I've crossed theriver, and you know what? | wish | was back in the middle. At
least while | wasjumping | didn't have so much goddamn timeto brood.”

Jado made a soft noise, neither agreeing nor disagreaing, just showing he was listening. Then hisdark
eyes swung away from the window and cameto rest on me. "Perhaps would be best if you did not
pursue your past, Danyo-chan."

Remember Rigger Hall. "I'm not pursuing it. It's pursuing me. Now | haveto find out what Christabel
did & Rigger Hall, and what connection the three victims had.”

"Why?' Hetook the change of subject gracefully, of course. If anyone knew me, it was Jado. Even
before Rio he had never treated me differently than any of his other students.

How could an old man who wasn't human have made me fed so blessedly, thoroughly, completely
human mysdaf?"There's only three Necromances|eft in the city. Me, Gabe, and John Fairlane. We can't
afford to lose any more." Bitter humor traced through my voice, etching acid on a pane of glass.

Jado snorted alaugh asif steam was coming through his nose. "Come, drink your tea. We will find you
sword. | think I know which one."

Theroom at the head of the sairswas just as | remembered. Dying sunlight fell through the unshielded
windows, danting to strike at the polished wooden floor. Dust swirled in sinuous shapes with long frilled
wings. The door had been taken off its hinges, along fal of amber slk taking its place. The silk rippled
and ssngtoitsdf inthe slence.

On the black wooden racks againgt the wall the swordslay, each humming in its sheath. | glanced down
to the space where my sword had hung; it was empty. There were four empty spaces—four of Jado's
students, out in the world. | wondered if any of the others had broken their sword in the heart of a
demon.

The thought managed to make me fedl ashamed. Jado didn't hand swords out to just anyone, and I'd
broken thelast one. " Sensai," | whispered, "isit redly right?*

He laughed, a papery sound in the bare room. There were two tatami in the middle of the floor, and he



gestured meto one. | folded mysalf down as his thick-skinned bare feet scraped againgt thefloor. An
unlit white candlein aplain porcelain holder sat off-center between the mats. "Ai, even swords come and
go. You used Flying Silk well. But now, something else.” He paced in front of the swords, their wrapped
hiltsticking off space behind him. Hislong orange robe made a different sound than the silk in the door, |
could hear the rattlewhine of faraway hovertraffic. It was soothing.

| eased down onto my knees on the mat, tucking my feet under me. It was quiet here; even the dust was
serene. My shoulder settled back into aburning prickle, likealimb dowly waking up. | inhaed, smelling
Jado'sfiery smell, and wished, as| often did, that | could stay with him. It wouldn't work—hewas old
and liked his space, and my own neuroses would probably irritate both of usto the point of murder after
awhile. But when | stepped over Jado's threshold, | was no longer apsion feared by normals, or a
Necromance crippled by fear and a clawed hand. | was no longer even a hedaira, something that wasn't
even dluded to directly in the old books about demons I'd managed to dig up. Here, in thishouse, | was
only astudent.

And here, | wasvdued for mysdf done. My skill, my bravery, my honor, my willingnessto learn dl he
could teach me.

"Thisone." Jado lifted down alonger katana. It wasin a black-lacquered reinforced scabbard, probably
made by Jado's own hands. The wrapping on the hilt was exquisite, and | saw afaint shimmer intheair
surrounding it. | found mysdlf holding my breath.

Thefirst time | had stepped into the dojo after killing Santino my breeth had come short, my heart
pounding; my pams had not been wet but my right hand had twisted into a painful knotted cramp. Jado
had been teaching agroup of rich teenagers t'ai chi as part of the federd health regimen. I'd waited in the
back, respectfully; when class was finished and the young ones gone, he had stalked across the tatami
and, without aword, took my right hand and examined it, moving the fingers gently. | let him, even though
| couldn't stand to let anyone e se touch me, shying away from even Jace's unconscious skin when he
happened to collapse on the couch in an inebriated haze.

Then Jado had grunted. No sword yet. Staff. Come. That smply, my nervousness hed falen away like
an old coat. An hour later | had dragged mysalf swesating and shaking to the water fountain after ahard
workout; it took alot more to make me swest now, but he'd doneit. And that, apparently, was that.

No other man could make mefed so much likeachild. If Lewiswasthe father of my childhood, Jado
was the father of the adult | had become. | hoped I'd made them proud.

Jado settled down cross-legged across from me. His thumb flicked against the guard, and three inches of
sted legpt free. It was beautiful, dightly longer and wider than my other sword. The sted! rippled with a
light dl itsown. "Very old. For some reason, Danyo-chan, you ddlight the very old. This—" Hedid the
blade homewith aclick, "—is Fudoshin.”

The candle between us guttered into life, apuff of smoke rising briefly before the flame steadied. | smiled
at thetrick, pretending not to notice, my eyesfixed on the sword.

| tilted forward dightly, abow expressed more with my eyes and upturned hands than anything else,
looking up to meet Jado's eyes. "Exquisite.”

He nodded dowly, his bald head gleaming with reflected sunlight. The candle's gleam was week and
palid in the brightness of day. "Y ou ddlight my heart, Danyo-chan. Fudoshin has been with me very long
time. Heisvery old, and very much honor. But | tdll you, it is not very good to give this sword.”

Moretimeticked by, the swords singing their long dow song of meta insde their sheaths. Jado breathed,



his eyes dark but lit with pinpricks of orange light, his gaze soft asif he was remembering something very
long ago.

| dways knew Jado wasn't human, but he hadn't truly frightened me until the first time I'd sat acrossfrom
him in this room. His stillness had been absolute, not the dozing stiliness of a human, but atrance so deep
it waslike dertness. Now | waan't only human either, and | found mysdlf copying hiswatchful sllence, as
if we were two mirrors reflecting each other into eternity.

Finaly, Jado drew in abresth, asif wrapping up some long conversation with himsdlf. "Fudo Myoo isthe
great swordsman. He breaks the chains of suffering, livesin fiery heart of every swordsman. Fudoshinis
dangerous, very powerful sword. He must be wielded with honor, but more important, with compassion.
Compassion isnot your strongest virtue, Danyo-chan. This sword loves battle.” He looked up a me, his
seamed face suddenly seeming old. "So do you, | think."

| shook my head. A strand of hair fell in my face. "I don't fight without reason, sensai. | never have.”
He nodded. "Just 50, just so. Still, | give you caution, you are young. Will ignore me.”
"Never, sensal.” | managed to sound shocked.

That made hisface crinklein avery wide, white-toothed grin. He offered the sword again, and thistime |
held my hands out, let him lay the dmogt-ingtantly familiar weight in my dightly cupped pams. | fdta
shock of lightness burn through me, awe come jolt not from my shoulder but from the pleasure of holding
something so well-made, something intended for me. "Fudoshin,” | whispered. Then | bowed, very low,
over the blade. It seemed right, even though my braid fell forward over my shoulder and swayed
dangeroudy closeto the candle-flame. " D'mo, sensai." My accent mangled it, but hisloud laugh
rewarded me. | straightened, balancing the sword, aready longing to dide the blade free and see that
gleaming blue shine again. Longing to hear the dight deadly hissas| freed it from the sheath, the soft
whistling song of akeen blade cleaving theair.

Jado'slaugh ended in asmall, fiery snort. "Ai, my knees ache. Ceremony bores me. Come, let me seeif
you can dill perform first kata."

"It would take more than afew months for meto forget that, sensel,” | told him. It felt so good to hold a
sword again. Complete. Right.

"It dwaystakeslong time, forgetting anything painful.” He nodded sagdly, and my eyes met his. We both
bowed to each other again, and | surprised mysdlf by laughing when he did.

Chapter Eleven

| wasn't paying much attention as | rounded the corner, still loose and easy and smelling of hedlthy effort.
I'd kept my house, and bought the two houses on either side with some of the blood money from the
Santino bounty. Knocking the two houses down and building awal around my place was the best step |
ever took for privacy. I'd gotten the ideafrom Gabe. She inherited her privatewalls, | had to build my
own.

My left shoulder burned with steady hot pain. | wondered if the mark would start to eat at my skin, and
the last of my good mood fled.



Lucifer, maybe? What are the chances that he's involved in this mess? But no, there was no smell
of demon on Christabel. I'mfairly sure I'd smell that. And this istoo much gore for a demon, not
even Santino was this messy.

Stll, thinking about the Prince of Hell made adlight, rippling chill go up my back. It wasfairly obvioushe
was till kegping an eye on me, for what purpose | didn't like to guess.

Screw Lucifer. He can wait until I've found out who's killing psions.

A click derted me. | didn't stop, but my shieldsthinned, and | felt the hungry mood circling my front gate.
The defenses on my walls sparked and glittered. The curtain of Power would short out any holovid
receiver that got too close.

Oh, damn. Reporters.

They hadn't noticed me yet. The click 1'd heard was someone tucked behind a streetlamp, taking stills of
my walls. His back wasto me, doping under atan trench coat, uncoordinated dark hair standing up.
Purple dusk was falling, and bright lights began to switch on. Hewas anorma, and therefore blind to the
eddiesand swirls| caused in the landscape of Power.

| stood aside in shadow, melding with aneighbor's laurel hedge, and watched them for afew minutes.
Holovids, | thought, blankly. What the hell do they want with me? Oh, yeah. Sekhmet sales, who
tipped them off? Less than twenty-four hours on the case and there's already a leak. Wonderful.
Perfect. Great.

My knuckles whitened againgt the swordhilt. The sword was adightly-heavier katana, abeautiful,
curving, deadly bladein its reinforced black-lacquered scabbard, older than the Parapsychic Act. | had
expected it to fed strangeto hold asword again. 1'd expected my right hand to cramp and seize up.

It didn't. Infact, it felt more natura than ever to curl my fingersaround the hilt. Natural, and painless. |
could pull the blade free of the sheeth in one motion.

It's not my sword yet. My fingers eased up alittle. It would take time and Power before the blade
would respond like my old sword had, made into a psychic wesapon as much as a physical one.

A lance of exquisite pain through my fingers made my hand spasm around the hilt. | drew in asoft bregth,
watching the holovid reporterscirclein front of my gate, their klieg lights blaring, trying to get agood shot
of my house. No hovers—they must have gotten some aerid shots already. Jace. Had he managed to
dipinsde unseen?

| findly cut through someone's weedy front yard and down the dirt-packed aley that had marked my
neighbor's property line before I'd bought the place. No reporters back here yet, thank the gods.

My shidds quivered, straining. | stopped, staring at my wall; thelayers of energy I'd warded it with were
flushing and pulsating a deep crimson. Demon-laid shields, Necromance shields, layersthat Jace had
applied, of spiky Shaman darkness. | calmed the restive energy with atouch and felt Jaceinsde, his
sudden attention stinging against my receptive mind.

It was abit of work to scalethewall; I'd contracted one of the best construction guysin the city to make
it smooth concrete, aesthetic razor spikes standing up from the top. Demon-quick reflexes saved me; |
hauled mysdlf up and over with little trouble, my boots thudding down in the back garden. Water tinkled
from afountain, the smell of green growing things closing around me. | inhaed deeply, the air pressure
changing—Jace's silent greeting, one psi to another.



When | did the back door open, stepping over apile of flat datetiles| planned on turning into divination
rune-plates, he met me with a cup of coffee and agrim expression. He hadn't started drinking yet, but the
night wasyoung. | didn't sare & him only by an effort of will.

"Hey," | managed. "L ooks like weve got company.”

"Oh, yeah. Fucking vultures." Hislip curled. Mob fred ancers hate reporters alittle more than the rest of
us, and Jace was no exception. There's areason why psis don't work for the holovids.

Wil, besides the obviousfact that they would never hire apsionic actor or talking head. It wasillegd to
discriminate—but the natural antipathy we felt for the way we were shown on the holovids, mixed with
the reluctance of the studio headsto put apsion on the air and lose achunk of Ludder ratings, equaled
no psionic actors. Status quo, just like usudl.

"Nice sword." That was as close to acomment as Jace would alow himsdlf.
| shrugged. "Thought it wastime | started practicing again. How'd you make out?"

A sudden grinlit hisface. "Pulled afew old strings, visited afew old friends. Got you the invite, for
tonight. Y ou can take a servant with you, it says. Need me?”

| actudly consdered it for afew moments, then looked at him. There were fine lines at the corners of his
eyes, hismouth was pulled into astraight line, and he was bleary-eyed from too much Chivas, too many

bounties, and not enough deep. His clotheswere rumpled, and | saw a shadow of stubble aong hisjaw.
It occurred to me that my friends were getting older.

And | looked just the same, when | could bring mysdlf to glance in the mirror. Golden skin and dark
eyes, and ademon's beauty. A gift I'd neither wanted nor asked for.

| shook my head. "I need you to research for me, remember?’ Even my hair shifted uneasily; the vision of
Jace walking into the House of Pain was enough to make me shiver. | wasn't sanguine about going in
there mysdf.

Despite the fact that nonhuman paranormals had lega rights and voting blocs, they il didn't liketo get
too chummy with humans. | didn't blame them. "I need to know a couple of things, and yourejust the
mean to find out.”

Hefolded hisarms, histattoo thorn-twisting on his unshaven cheek. "Y ou are a spectacularly bad liar,
once someone knowsyou," heinformed meflatly.

"What?' Now | wasfeding defensive, and | hadn't even gotten ten feet insde my own back door yet.
The paperslying on the closer end of my kitchen counter stirred uneasily, whispering. | wondered if there
was another parchment envelope in today's mail.

Pushed the thought away. Jace, for the sake of every god that ever was, please don't ask to go to
the House of Pain. | worry enough about you on regular bounties. | closed my lips over the words,
swallowed them. That was the surest way to piss him off, implying that he was |ess than capable.

He planted his booted feet and regarded me with the cocky half-smile meaning he was on the verge of
irritation. "I won't break, Danny. I've seen worse than this, and | know how to take care of mysdlf. Quit
tresting me like I'm second-class, al right?”

"Jace—" Thiswas not the conversation | wanted to have with him right now. Why does he always pick
the wor st goddamn time to throw his little hissy fits?



"Maybe I'm not ademon,” he said quietly, "but | used to be good enough for you once. And I've kept up
my end of the bounties, haven't |?"

Hedid not just say that to me. My stomach turned into astone fist, heet risng to my cheeks. The
windows bowed dightly, raitling, and | took adeep bregth. If | blew my own fucking house down it
would be even more fodder for the vultures outside. Instead, | pushed past him, gently enough not to hurt
him, only sending him backward afew steps. My teeth buried in my lower lip, | stalked through the
kitchen, down the hall, and up the sairs.

Halfway up the dairs, Anubiss satue stood nineinchestal, dim and black, glowing with Power insde
the dtar-niche. Two unlit black novenas stood on either side; | had scattered rose petals and poured a
shallow black bowl! of winefor him. Thewine's surface trembled as | stopped, looking into the niche.

Set to one side, ablack lacquer urn glowed. No dust lay againgt its dick wet surface. No dust ever
touched it, and no whisper of the ashesit held ever reached me. I'd spent hours staring at it, | knew every
curve of the smooth surface. | had even once or twice caught myself opening my mouth to say something
to theurn. I'd drawn chalk circles and tried solitary Magi conjurings out of shadow-journals; dtering the
runes and circles, trying to find my key to weaken the fabric of redity and call himtome. I'd tried to use
my tarot cards and runes—but the answers| got were always fuzzy, dippery, fading. Nothingness,
emptiness, dissolution. My own desperate hope managed to make any information | could get from
divination usdess.

My shoulder burned. But my right hand, clamped around the swordhilt, did not hurt.
Japhrimel . | didn't say it. My lips shaped the word, that was dll.

Heisn't there, Danny. Stop torturing yourself.

But had he waited for me there before dipping into the abyss?

Don't think about that, Danny. Sekhmet saes, he's gone. He's not in Death. You've seen he's not
there. Sop it.

| just couldn't help mysdlf.

Who would ask the questionsfor meif | managed to make an gpparition of my dead demon lover
appear? Certainly not Jace. It was too much to ask even Gabe for, and she was the only Necromance
who might conceivably do such athing for me.

| heard Jace's short plosive curse downgtairs. Was he listening? He could probably tell from any dight
sound where | wasinthehouse. That is, if hedidn't Smply extend his sensesand See me. He could tell |
wasin front of the niche. I'd caught him standing here once or twice too, usudly after I'd spent my days
between bountiesin the living room staring at the urn's smooth sides, reluctantly replacing it every time.
When | wasn't feverishly researching demons, searching for any clue about the Fallen, thet is. | didn't
know what Jace would say to Japhrimel's ashes. | didn't even want to guess.

Jace could certainly tell | was standing here.
Well, Anubisis my patron, | thought, my fingerstightening. | never asked Jace to come here.

You never sent him away either, the pitiless voice of my conscience replied. Wasit me, or did it sound
like Japhrimel's? Not the level, robotic voice hed used when | first met him, no. Instead, it wasthe deep
amost-human voice held used to whisper to me while | shuddered, wrapped in barbed-wire pleasure
and hisarms.



| Sghed. Thefingersof my left hand hovered centimeters from the urn's surface. What would | fed if |
touched it now, my senses raw from pulling Christabel Moorcock's screaming, insane ghost out of Desth,
my body |oose from sparring with Jado and swesting out the chill touch of that dry country where Anubis
stood, endlesdy waiting for me?

| let out asoft curse of my own and continued up the gairs. It was usdlessto waste time. | had to get
ready. If | was going to the House of Pain, | wanted to be dressed appropriately.

Oh, damn. I'm going to have to take the whip.

Chapter Twelve

Jace stood in the living room, hisarms folded, the portable holovid player bathing the room in its spectral
pink glow. He hit the mute button as soon as| appeared. | held the cloak over my arm, along fal of
sable velvet; I'd managed atolerable French twist with my recacitrant hair. The earrings brushed my
cheeks as | tossed my head impatiently, making sure the long, thin gtilettos holding the twist steady were
not likely to fal out. 1t would be highly embarrassing to meet the prime paranormal Power in the city and
have wegponsfdl out of my hair.

Jace looked up, his mouth opening asif he would say something. Instead, he stopped, hisjaw dropping
further open. His pupils dilated, making his eyes seem dark instead of blue.

"What?" | sounded annoyed. "L ook, it'sthe House of Pain. | can't wear jeansand a T-shirt, much as1'd
rather.”

"Y ou would have before." But hismouth quirked up inasmile. | felt my own mouth curl in response.
"I'd have never gotten an invitation before. They don't let humansin, especidly not psis. Look, Jace—"

Hewas suddenly dl business. "Research. What d'yawant meto find?' He flicked the holovid off, bent
down to touch his staff whereit lay against the couch, then straightened, his back to me. "I'll bet you're
thinking of someoneingtead of something, right?"

| hate your habit of anticipating me, Jace. | always have. "l need you to find out everything you can
about our normd." | rotated my shoulders back and then forward, making sure therig sat easy. Before,
I'd always carried my sword—no use having a blade if it's not to hand, Jado often said, but 1'd need
my hands for other thingstonight. My rig, supple oiled black legther, complemented the black silk of the
dress and the sword-hilt poked up over my right shoulder. The back-carry was buckled to my usud rig.
Drawing asword is quicker when the hilt is over on€'s shoulder instead of at the hip, and it keepsthe
scabbard from knocking into things too. It was acompromise, like everything else.

Chunky dress-combat boots with silver buckles hid under thelong skirt. | was unwilling to sacrifice any
mobility to high hedls; I'd aready lose out because of the damn dress. The necklace was silver-dipped
raccoon baculum strung on fine silver chain twined with black velvet ribbon and blood-marked
bloodstones, powerful Shaman mojo. Jace had made the necklace for me during our first year together.
He had poured his Power into it, using his own blood in the workings over the bloodstones, his skill and
his affection for me aswell as every defense a Shaman knew how to weave. | had locked it away when
he left, unableto burn it as 1'd burned everything e se that reminded me of him; but now it seemed silly to
gointo thelion's den without dl the protection | could muster. My rings shifted and spat, shimmering in
the depths of each stone. "He's our first victim, there hasto be areason it started with him.”



"Yougot it." Hiseyes dropped below my chin. The dress had alow, square neckline with alaced-up dit
going down amost to my bellybutton; my breasts offered like golden fruit thanks to the shape and cuit.
The dender slver curves of the baculum were a contrast againgt velvety golden skin. The deeveswere
long, daggering to points over the backs of my hands. The effect was like Nocturniaon the
paranormal-news reports, a sort of elegant old-fashioned campiness. The gunsrode low on my hips, the
knives hidden in both the dress and the rig, the bullwhip coiled and hanging by my side. | knew I'd be
chafing by the end of the night, and probably missing my messenger bag too.

"Did Gabe courier thefiles?' | tried to sound businesdike. His eyes dropped again, appreciatively, and
then helet it go, straightening and scooping up his staff. The bones cracked and rattled—he wasn't quite
as calm as he wanted meto think.

For once, | let it go. Dante Vaentine, restraining herself. | deserved amedal. Of course, as careful as|
was being, hewastoo. Give hima gold star. Give hima medal too. Hell, give him a fucking parade

| told that snide little voice in my head to shut the fuck up.
He nodded. " Of course. Over there." Hetipped his head.

| found them lying atop an untidy stack of ancient leather-bound demonology books. | would haveto vist
the Library again soon, make an offering in the Temple overhead and go down into the dark vaultsfull of
ancient books. Maybe thistime | would find ademonology text that would give meavita clue about
what | was.

| flipped thefirst file open, took afew pictures; the second and then the third. Christabel's ruined face
stared up from glossy laseprint paper, but there was agood shot of the twisted chak glyphs. I would
probably haveto visit her gpartment too; sooner rather than later to catch whatever traces of scent
remained. If nothing broke loose, that was. "I'm going to have to take the hover," | muttered. "Gods."

"Why don't you take adichoard?' Histone was mischievous.
"Inthisdress?’ | hitched one shoulder up in ashrug.

"Relax, baby. | ordered ahoverlimo.” The grin hewore infected my own face, | felt the corners of my
eyescrinkleand my lipstilt up. How could he go from irritating me to making me smile? Then again, he
liked to think he knew me dl the way down to my psychopomp. "No reason not to go in style.”

He sounded so easy | could have ignored the spiky, twisting darkness of his aura. Jace wasfurious, his
anger kept barely in check. | laid the cloak down, the pictures on top of it, and for the first time crossed
the room to stand next to him, silk whispering and rustling against my legs.

His blue eyes dropped. Jace Monroe looked at the floor.

| swallowed dryly, then reached up and laid my fingertips againgt his cheek. My nails, black and shiny,
wet-looking as the lacquer of Japhrime's urn, scraped dightly. The contact rilled through me. My aura
enfolded him, the spice of demon magic swirling around us both.

Why must even an apol ogy be a battle, with you?

Japhrimel's voice, again, stroking the deepest recesses of my mind. | had never thought it possible to be
haunted by ademon. Of course, if he had truly been haunting me it might have been ardlief, at least |
wouldn't be torturing mysdlf with hisvoice. If he was haunting me, at least | would have some proof that
somewhere, somehow, he till existed.



And wasthinking of me,
"Jace?' My voice was husky. He shivered.

Be careful, be very careful; you don't know what it will do to him. The old voice of caution rose.
Keeping him at arm'slength was an old habit; | till ached to touch him even as the thought made my
stomach flutter—with revulsion, or desire, or some combination of the two, in what proportion | wasn't
sure.

Oddly enough, I wanted to comfort him. He had suffered my silence and my throwing mysdlf into
bounties, playing my backup with consummeate skill. He had turned into the honorable man I'd first
thought he was.

When had that happened?
"Danny," he whispered back.
"l..." Why did thewords I'm sorry gtick in my throat?"'l want to know something.”

"Hm." Hisfingers played with his staff, bones shifting dightly but not clacking againgt each other. Hisskin
was so fine, so dry... and oncel looked closely | could see the beautiful arch of his cheekbone, thefine
fan of hiseydashestipped with gold. Japhrime had studied methisintently once, asif | wasaglyph he
wanted to decode.

Lovely, Danny. You're touching Jace, and all you can think of is a dead demon. "Why did you give
up the Family?'

Jace's eyes flew open, dug into mine, oceans of blue. | smdled his Power rising, twining with my own. "l
don't need it, Danny," he answered softly. "What good is awhole fucking Family without you?'

If héd hit meinthe solar plexuswith a quarterstaff | might have regained my breeth more quickly. My
skin flushed with heat. "You..." | sounded breathless. My fingers sank into hisskin, hisdesirerose,
wrapping around me. The threads of the tapestry hung on my west wall shifted, the sound brushing
againg sengtive air, and for once | did not look to see what Horus and ISis, in their cloth-bound screen,
would tdl me,

Hetore away from me, his staff smacking once against my floor, and stalked across the room to my
fidldstone dtar, set againgt the wall between the living room and the kitchen. Held set up his own small
dtar next toiit, lit with novenas, set out a haf-bottle of rum, a pre-Paragpsychic-Act painting of Saint
Barbarafor his patron Chango, adish of sticky caramel candy, and a brass bowl of dove's blood from
hislast devotiona sacrifice. The candleflamestrembled. "Even the loa can't force awoman's heart,” he
said quietly. "Herésyour invitation." A square of thick white expensive paper, produced like a card trick,
held up so | could seeit over hisleft shoulder.

llmll

"You'd better go." Hisvoice cut acrossmine. "l hear the Prime doesn't like to be kept waiting, and | had
to pay to get this"

"3 "
"I'll have any dirt on your norma by tomorrow afternoon. Okay?"



"Will you just go, Danny?'

Irritation rasped under my breastbone. | stalked up to him, snatched the paper out of his hand, and heard
the proximity-chime ring. The hoverlimo was here. Jace tapped his datband, keying it in through the
house's security net. | pulled the shields apart dightly to let the big meta thing maneuver into my front
yard. | took adeep breath, scooped up my cloak and the pictures, and ssamped out of the living room.

If I hadn't been part-demon, with al ademon's acuity, | would never have heard his murmur. "I had to
giveit up, Danny. | had to. For you."

Oh, Jace.

| shook my head. He wasright, | was going to be late. And in Santiago City, you never wanted to be late
while visting the suckheads.

Chapter Thirteen

After the Pargpsychic Act, many paranormal species got the vote and awhole new code of lawswas
drawn up. Advancesin medical tech meant cloned blood for the Nichtvren, enzyme treatmentsto help
control werecainism, protection against human hunters for the swanhilds, and awhole system of
classfication for who and what qudified for citizen'srights. Most of the night world had come out to be
registered as voters, some of them reluctantly. The Nichtvren, of course, having shepherded the Act
through after decades of politica maneuvering and hush money, came out first of dl. In morewaysthan
one—Nichtvren Masters were the prime paranormal Powersin any city, keeping the peace and
dispensing swift justice to any werecain, kobolding, or any other nonhuman that flew above the radar and
made too much trouble. The Nichtvren were courted by both Hegemony and Putchkin, and if you had to
dedl with the paranorma in any city, agood place to start was with the suckheads. They had their long

pretty fingersin every pie.

The House of Pain was an old haunt. Feeding place and sociad gathering spot at once, it had been ahub
of the paranormal and parapsychic community ever since itsinception; after the Awakening, it had closed
to humans and Sarted catering exclusively to other species. The Nichtvren who ruled it, the prime Power
of the city, was rumored to be one mean sonofabitch.

| wouldn't know. Humans, especially psions, aren't dlowed in Nichtvren haunts unless they're registered
aslegitimate indentured servants or thrals. | Sghed, settling back againgt the synthleather of thelimo's
back seat. Severa paranormal speciesdidn't precisaly like psions, but we were marginaly more
acceptable than normals. Psons and Magi had been trafficking with paranormals since before the
Awakening, trading their own uncertain skillsfor protection, knowledge, and other things.

The population growth of humanity had esten away at the habitat of dmost every paranormal
species—and even the Nichtvren had reason to fear mobs of normals with pitchforks, stakes, or guns.
To the other species, humanswere evil a worst, psons anecessary evil a best. They havelong
memories, the paranormals, and they remember being squeezed out of their habitats by humanity, or
being hunted when they tried to adapt. Silence, blending in, and clannishness had kept them vigble asa
species, the habits held even though they hadn't had to hide for along time.

A psion could go her whole life without redlly interacting with a paranormal, even if shewasaMagi or an
Animone. Thefew humans who studied paranorma physiology and culture were given Hegemony grants



and worked in the academic fields, and some anthropol ogists even studied paranormals. .. but those
were few and far between. Despite the stories of psions being taken in by swanhilds or taught by
Nichtvren, it just didn't happen that often. Paranormals were more likdly to view humans asfood—or a
disease. Given how weld treated nonhuman species throughout most of our history, | don't blame them
onehit.

Thedley off Heller Street wasfull of milling people, most with press badges. The Nichtvren paparazzi
were out big-time; the gothed-out groupies clustered with them, trying to ook exceptional and maybe
buy aNichtvren'snotice. A faint, listless sprinkle of rain splattered down. Full night had falen, orange
cityglow staining the sky. | saw the thick pulsing of power on the brick wall at the end of the dley, an old
neon sign pulsing theword Pain in fancy script over the door. A red carpet unrolled from the door down
the dley, and red velvet cords on heavy brass stands kept the crowd back. Two hulking shapes| was
fairly sure were werecain instead of genespliced bouncers lumped on either side of the door.

"Maam?' the driver asked, amost respectfully. His voice crackled over the intercom.
| came back to mysdlf with acompletely uncharacteristic sigh. "I'll be out in afew hours. Y ou'll be here?’

"I've been contracted the entire night,” the saticky voice said. ™Y ours until sunup, Miz Vdentine. Do you
want to get out now?"

Great. |'ve got a comedian for a driver. | sghed again. "All right. No time like the present.”

He hopped out, then the doorhatch clicked and fwished aside. The white-jacketed driver offered me his
hand, and | took it, careful to place no weight onit as| stepped out of the hoverlimo, my boots grinding
dightly on wet pavement. | smelled night and human excitement, and a dash of something dry and
powerful over the top—I wished again | could shut down my nose.

L aseflashes popped. They weretaking pictures. | blinked, settling the cloak on my shoulders, shaking the
folds of materid free. The papers, tucked in apocket I'd thoughtfully sawn into the skirt, rustled dightly. |
set my chin, nodded to the driver—ashort, pimple-faced young boy squeezed into awhite and black
uniform with gold braid—and set off down the red carpet. Behind me, the driver's footsteps echoed, then
| heard the whine of hover-cdlsasthelimo lifted up to float in adow pattern, joining the other
hoverlimos and persond hovers dready threading through the parking level above the House of Pain.

"Hey, Valentine! Valentine!" Some enterprising soul caled my name. | didn't acknowledgeit. Soon all
of them were ydling, trying to catch my attention. | strode down the carpet, head high, feeling the weight
of my hair and the dtilettos caught in the twidt, | hate this.

If Japhrimel had been with me, he would have waked with his head up, his hands clasped behind his
back, utterly unmoved by the human hubbub. Jace might have grinned, mugged for the cameras a bit, or
caused some mischief. Gabe would have lit acigarette, and Eddie would have snarled. The thought of
Jado or Abracadabra dedling with this was ridiculous enough to be laughable.

But me, | couldn't imitate any of them. | strode toward the lion's den with no time to waste.

The things by the door were indeed werecain, hulking bipeds covered with fur, halfway between human
and huntform. I'd taken the required classesin paranorma anatomy at Rigger Hall and beyond, at the
Academy, but it was odd to see them up close. In the old days they might have worn clothing or stayed
in human form. Now dl they wore were ruffs of hair around their genitals. | didn't look.

Instead, | held up the invitation, and dropped the outer edge of my shields. Power blurred, stroking
againgt the building's cold blueblack glow. A radioactive wellspring of Power from Saint City's deep



black heart bathed this place. It had been herefor centuries, the crackling energy of paranormals
gathered in one place seeping into the concrete brick and stone. A heartbeat of music thudded out
through thewalls.

Thewerecain said nothing. One of them jerked his chin, motioning meinside. Flashbulbs popped.

| wanted to curl my right hand around my swordhilt. | also wished my left shoulder didn't buzz and burn
asif red-hot iron was held just above my skin. Anger curled through my stomach, awel come thread of
familiar hegt. | would be damned if | would be trested like a second-class citizen to be hustled into this
goddamn place, eveniif | was human.

| measured both werecain with adow, steady gaze. | could take them. | could take them both. | could
gut them. |'ve got a sword again.

Then | remembered | wasn't just human anymore, but | ill didn't back down, holding eye contact and
playing the dominance game. It would be a bad start to act weak here at the door.

Findly, one of them gave me ajerky hdf-bow. "Comeonin, lady.” Hisvoice, shaped by lips and tongue
and teeth no longer human, sounded thick and grumbling. "Welcome to the House of Pain.”

| gave them anod and swept past, my head held high. Who am I? | would have never done that,
before.

Chapter Fourteen

Insde, amigraine-attack of red and blue lights throbbed, and the music was a dow haunting melody over
apounding bass beat. Nothing | recognized. There was atime when | would have known, back when |
used to go dancing with Jace, his spiky auraclosing me off from the backwash of crowd-feding. Insgde
the House, there was no tang of humans or human desperation, no sweet knifeblade of human desire or
sraining sex in dark corners; there were no ghostflits riding the edges of the crowd's heat. No blur of
acohol, no swirls of synth-hash cigarette smoke ether.

Instead, Power rodethe air in swirlsand eddies, alazy bath of energy that made me shiver dighly, my
lips parting, my entire body stroked and teased in ahundred different ways. If 1'd known—

No wonder they don't et humansin here. A psion could get addicted to this, they could have a
whole community of Feedersin here. The overcharge of carnivorous Power in here would addict a
human psion faster than Chill would hook ajunkie, and they would keep coming back for more—or
looking for the same charge out on the streets, draining anyone they could to fed the crackling feedback
of Power. | was lucky to be safe behind a demon's shielding, closed off from the dozing, razor-toothed
buzzing that could swallow me whole. Good thing I'd left Jace at home, too.

The place was warehouse-sized, and full of bright glittering eyesand long hair, beautiful pae faces, and
the massive shapes of werecain. | saw agaggle of swanhildsin one corner, their feathered ruffs standing
erect around their heads, and agroup of something | recognized as kobolding in another, downing
tankards of beer. Each time one of the squat gray-skinned things took down another pitcher, the others
would cheer.

Long floating sheets of material hung from the celling. | glanced up, wished | hadn't, and glanced back
down. Cages on the ceiling, | thought incoherently, swallowing. | couldn't afford to gray out from shock



now. If Japhrimel had been here—

Sop thinking about that. Theimage of alean saturnine face and piercing green eyesrosein front of me,
| shoved it down. Set off across the cement floor. A few stepsin, dick stone reverberated under my feet.
They'd paved the whole place in marble. The sound bounced and echoed. | shook my head dightly,
wishing once again | could shut my ears off, or turn the volume did down just alittle.

The areathat vibrated mogt intensely with power was abooth done in red velvet, facing the bar. | skirted
the dance floor, trying not to notice the infrequent pattering drops from the cages overhead, or the bright,
inhuman eyes peering at me. The Nichtvren didn't act asif they noticed my presence, but | sensed afew
of them trailing me. They dressed in Slks and velvets, some of them in ultrahip modem pleather and
spiked hair, gdglitter sparkling on pale cheeks. One of them, atall man in bottle-green velvet with
fountaining lace a the cuffs, smiled widely at me, showing hisfangs. My right hand curled into afidt. |
congdered stopping, reaching for my sword—but my legs had dready carried me toward the booth, asif
Set on autometic.

Thiswas dangerous. | couldn't afford to lose focus now.

| blinked dowly, the painin my shoulder spiking, then easing alittle. | could tap into the Power here and
blow the whole goddamn place down, if | wanted to. Without even the dightest hesitation or hint of
backlash. Now was not the time to be glad that Japhrimel had atered me, but... | ill felt glad. A little. In
aweird, heart-thumping kind of way. Playing with the big boys now, Danny Vdentinewasin awhole
different league.

| stopped in front of the booth. Two men that looked amost human, both with a glaze of Power and the
musty, delicioudy wicked smell of Nichtvren on them, stood on either sde. One of them eyed my
swordhilt and opened his mouth to say something. | fixed him with ahot glare.

"Let her in." The voice cut through the pulsing noise. The dance floor seethed behind me, a sharp spiked
flare of Power matching arisein the music'stempo. | hoped my hair wouldn't fall down.

Nikola, the prime Power of Saint City, leaned back on the red velvet of an antique couch carved to
within aninch of itslife. An equally antique table rested in front of him, pocked with gaps | recognized as
bullet holes. He wastal, broad-shouldered, and dressed in nondescript dark clothing that looked silky.
No amount of simplicity could disguise the weltering ondaught of Power he commanded.

| would have been impressed if | hadn't dedlt with Power dl my life. Asit was, | cocked ahip for
balance and leverage in case anyone came a me, looked into his cat-sheened dark eyes, and held up the
invitation.

He had ashdf of dark hair faling over his eyes, awide generous mouth, and high scul pted cheekbones.
He would have been handsome without the flat shine of hiseyes, like acat's eyes at night when the light
hitsthem just right, and the utter inhuman gtillness he settled into. He wore adark button-down shirt,
probably silk, and a pair of loose silken pants, apair of very good Petrolo boots, and no jewery.

Besde him, leaning forward with her elbows on her knees, sat aNichtvren femaewith afal of long,
curling blonde-streaked hair, her dark-blue eyesliquid and fixed on me. She had no catshineto her eyes,
and none of Nikolal''simmobility—instead, her fingernailstapped at the air, her lush lips parted dightly,
the tips of her fangs showing; shewore afrayed red V-neck sweater and a pair of dark ratty jeans,
beaten and scarred combat boots, and athick silver cuff-bracelet with atiger's eye the size of amini
credit-disc on her right wrist. She measured me from head to foot, and then smiled, haf of her mouth

pulling up.



I'm glad someone's having fun. | stepped forward, into the booth through a sticky sheet of Power that
snapped shut behind me. Ingantly, the noise they called music went down in volume, and | gave an
involuntary Sgh of relief.

Nikola said nothing, examining me. It waslike being eyed by awild animd that hadn't quite made up its
mind to eat you or Smply crush you with a clawed paw.

| nodded at the female, knowing that his Consort was the way into his good graces. Rumor had it she
wasthe only thing in the entire city that Nikolal vaued. Rumor also had it that he went crazy if he even
thought someone had messed with her.

Aw, now ain't that sweet. "I'm Danny Vdentine, and I'm grateful you agreed to see me, maam. Sir."

Anyone who knew me would have expected the words to sound sarcastic. | wasfaintly surprised they
didnt.

Nikola ill didn't move. The Nichtvren female laughed. The deep, husky sound surprised me and made
my hacklesrise, her eyesflared adark luminous blue. She was exquisite, and | caught athread of an odd
scent; some type of musk that reminded me of sexwitch over the musty caramelized-dark-chocolate
scent of Nichtvren. "Hi," shesaid. "Sit down. Nik'sjust in amood. We have to see awerecain delegation
after you, and he finds that unpleasant. Want something to drink?' Her accent was old Mencan, the
vowels shaped oddly, like they used to be around the time of the Pargpsychic Act but before the great
linguistic meltdown of the Seventy Days War. So shewas old too.

Not nearly asold ashim.

| wouldn't trust the liquor in here, lady. | shook my head, let my cloak fall to the floor. It was agood
gesture, it showed | had nothing but the ordinary weapons. | settled myself on the couch to their | ft,
easing down gingerly, wishing | could hold my sword across my lap. Sted would be better than empty air
between me and these two.

Nikola findly moved. "What isit you require?" he asked, and the woman's pale expressive hand came
down on hisknee; thetiger's eye on her bracd et flashed with light. He had been immoabile before, now he
looked over at her, and astone would have looked frenetic next to him.

"Be polite, sweetie. She's new at this." The woman rolled her eyes, then rested her elbows on her knees
again. "What can we do for you, Miss Vaentine?'

Now that was unexpected. | drew the papers out of my pocket, making sure to move very dowly. All
the same, Nikolai's eydids dropped afraction. A chill, prickling weight of Power covered him.

| don't think I'd ever want to see him pissed off. The thought was there and gonein aflash, | pushed
the sudden swell of dmost-fear down. | had nothing to worry about, | was here on business, and | wasn't
just human.

Am |? What's the protocol for an almost-demon dealing with a Master Nichtvren? This wasn't
ever covered at the Academy. Maybe | should write to the Hegemony Educational Board.

| laid the papers on the table, swallowing the choking panicked giggle risng in my chest. "The police have
asked meto look into this. Have you ever seen anything likeit? 1 know you'll have accessto texts| don't.
If you can narrow this down, it would help meimmensdly.”

She scooped the papers up. Nikolal didn't move, but he seemed to give theimpression of atwitch. She
ettled back, moving with preternatural Nichtvren grace, and cuddled into hisside.



That managed to make him move. He did hisarm over her shoulders and looked down at the top of her
head. My heart dammed into my throat. For some reason, he reminded me of Eddie watching Gabe, his
face softening dightly, hiseyeslighting up. It was agtartlingly human expression on abeing who hadn't
been human for along, long time. No man had ever looked a me like that.

Would you have noticed, if they did? the deep voice asked me.

| decided to not even dignify that thought with aresponse. Sekhmet sdes, I'm even ignoring my own
bloody self. I'mlosing my mind.

Velvet rustled as| shifted uneasily. | wished | could have worn jeansto this. At least if I'd worn jeans |
could have ridden a dlicboard. | licked dry lips and watched as she scanned the pictures, her mouth
tightening.

She shuddered, her blue eyeslighting with aflare of something almost-panicked, gonein an instant.
Nikolai's eyesflicked over me.
"Nik?" She held up the papers. "Take alook at this."

He gtirred himsdf to glance, afaint line grooving between his eyebrows, taking the laseprints from her
dim pretty hand.

"It's Ceremonial.” She moved dightly, her body shifting closer to his. "But | haven't seen thisvariation.
Haveyou?'

"It ginks of evil, Sdene." Hiseyeslot their catshine for amoment and turned dark. For amoment, there
was aflash of how he might have looked as ahuman man, and | found myself staring, hoping to catch it

again.

"Have you seen it?' she demanded, her hand flashing out to catch the other side of the sheaf of paper.
There was along, breathless pause.

"No, milyi." Hiseyes searched her face, till dark and horribly, avfully human. "I have not seen this exact
vaiation. Andyet..." Hetrailed off, his gaze moving dow and gelid past me and out over the dance
floor. He looks just like a lion looking over a herd of zebras, | thought. Or a pimp checking out a
flock of unregistered hookers.

"You'rekilling me here, Nikolai." She pushed adark-blonde curl out of her face. Her lips quirked
downward before she amiled. Bits of light from the blastbal suspended over the dancefloor flicked over
the smooth planes of her face. "Can we just once have some information without it being ahuge
production?’

Hear, hear, | seconded interndly. 1'd thought it was going to be arelief to be in a place without human
gtink. Instead, it cregped me out. My hackles rose, d most-goosebumps roughening my skin. They
clugtered through the whole building, the Nichtvren, dien as demons, evenif originaly human. Theonly
way to become a Nichtvren isto be infected, bitten and transformed with ablood exchange; it usualy
takes two or three exchanges for the Turn to happen. Bones change, the jaw becomes distended and
cartilaginous, the eyestransform, able to see in complete darkness, and the thirst races through their
veins. It'sacombination of retrovira infection and some etheric transfer from Master to fledgling that
modern science, for dl its biomechanica wonder, can't replicate. They were different from norma
humans and different from me, yet | till felt something odd: atype of kinship.

Most of the Nichtvren here had been Turned into something else, dtered away from human and into



something different. Something more.
Likeme.

| wonder if people feel like this when they ook at me. | shifted dightly on the uncomfortably hard
couch. Ve vet rasped againgt my skirt. The air ingde the sticky shield turned chill, pressing against heart
and throat and eye. If I'd ill been human, this would have made me draw my sword, aferal, bloodthirsty
current swirling through the air. | would have looked for asafe wal to put my back to. It felt like
someone was going to get hurt.

"It looks like Feeder glyphs." One of Nikolai's hands crept up, touched her cheek. The gesture was so
tender, blood rose hot in my cheeks, | fdt like avoyeur. His eyestook back the gold-green sheen of a
cat's, flicked between the photos and then her face. "Why have | heard nothing of this?"

| shrugged. "It started with anormal, and then a sexwitch. One of Polyamour'sgirls. Thenit wasa
Necromance. Christabel Moorcock.” | quelled the shiver rising up my spine. "They're Feeder glyphs?’
Feeder glyphswereillega except for research purposes. Twisting the Nine Canonsto serve a Feeder
was heavy-duty magick, lethal to some, it was hard to protect against spells using runesthat could bolster
aFeeder'staents.

"They appear to be," Nikolai answered, his eyes ill locked on Selene's face. She moved dightly, her
mouth softening, and | dropped my gaze to the bullet-scarred table. You'd think Nichtvren would have
proper furniture, | thought sourly, and inhaled deeply to cam mysdlf. My left shoulder eased dightly, not
so0 much of the crunching, living glare of pain. The music outsde melded into Retro-Phunk, their Celadon
Groove. A chill finger traced my spine. Thelast timel'd heard this music had been in Dacon Whitaker's
old nightclub before I'd turned him in for running Chill. When 1'd blown back into town after Rio, I'd
found out Dake was dead of Chill detox, esten dive by the drug. It wasn't a pleasant thought, just like
everything dsel'd been thinking lately.

Nikola spoke again, hisvoicedicing the noiselikeaslvery scapd through mauled flesh. "Thisthing
killed atantraiiken?'

| had to think before | remembered that was one of the old—very old—wordsfor a sexwitch.
Sexwitches used to be rare, their ability to heal and need to live off the etheric and psychic energy raised
by sex combining to make them prized paranormal pets before the Awakening. It dso contributed to a
lot of them getting killed off young in some very nasty ways before they had Hegemony protection. |
nodded, the dtilettos areassuring sharp weight in my hair.

"Then you shdl have assstance in hunting down the perpetrator.” Nikolai shuffled the papers back
together with one brisk movement. "Y ou are welcome here, Miss Vdentine. When you have dispatched
thiscrimind, come back. It sseems my Sdlene fanciesyou.”

Thefemderolled her eyes again, areassuringly human movement. "That's hisway of saying you can step
inwithout an invitation," she trandated, plucking the papers from hishand and leaning forward to offer
them to me. My fingerswere numb. | forced my right hand to close around the laseprints and tuck them
back in my pocket.

"Thank you," | managed through my dry lips. "Maam."

"It's Sdene." Her eyesflicked out over the dance floor. It was aglance very much like his, maybe an
unconsciousimitation, but it till made my skin crawl. "Therésthe delegation,” she sighed. "1 think that's
al we cantdl you. Nikola's got this thing about anyone messing with tantraiiken.”



| don't know why | asked. "Why?" Curiosity killed the cat, Danny. Just get out of here. Get out of
here now.

She shrugged. It was a beautiful, loose, fluid movement. "Maybe because | used to be one. Stay and
have adrink if you like, the bar's got stuff for just about everyone. Come back sometime.”

"I might.” | madeit to my feet, my shoulder throbbing. "Thank you."
Nikolai lifted his hand. "One moment, demonling.”

| froze. He recognizes me as demon? Of course, he's Nichtvren. He can see Power . If he came over
thetable at me | could carve his heart out, but she was something else. The hard glitter in her dark blue
eyes and the nervous way she twitched was amost scarier than hisrocklike stillness. And the Power that
cloaked them both wasimpressive, even if it was nothing like ademon's. Then again, nothing in thewide
world was like ademon when it came to Power—except for agod.

And | had no desire to meet any god other than my own, thank you very much. | could even go the rest
of my lifewithout having to dedl with ademon ever again too.

Now if | can just convince the Prince of Hell to forget | exist.

"I havealibrary." Nikola'sflat cat eyeslooked straight through me. The music pounded behind me. |
wasn't sanguine about going back out into the sonic assault. Or about having them at my back. Or about
staying in this goddamn place any longer than | absolutely had to. | didn't look up at the cages on the
calling—hbut the effort cost me dearly. My stomach fluttered uneesily, and | had never in my lifewished to
vomit morethan | did at that moment. "Among my acquisitions are severa texts supposedly written by
demons. Y ou may find them useful

Where were you the last year or so when | had time to come and bury my nose in a few books? |
nodded. "Thank you." It wasdl | could say.

| turned on my hed and plunged through the sticky shield, pausing only to scoop up my cloak and swirl it
around my shoulders. The music dammed into my whole body like abackdraft from areective fire. Get
me the hell out of here. | have got to get out of here; dear gods, get me out of here—

Therewas only amillisecond'sworth of warning before the lights died. The music failed aswell, which
wasardief. Inginct sent meinto afighting crouch, and my hand blurred up toward my swordhilt. Sudden
dark settled into the walls and floor, | heard whispers and shuffles, the lamplit pricks of Nichtvren eyes
firing through the gloom.

| heard something else, too. A low, vicious growling.

My sword whispered free of the sheath. My heart gave one incredible legping thud, my skin coming dive.
| cursed the skirt of the dress even as the demon equivdent of adrendine flooded my system. Whatever
was coming, if anything got near mel wasgoing to kill it.

Oh, yes. Thiswaswhat | lived for.
Screams. Something snarled and soft padded feet dapping the floor.

A thundercrack of Power dammed out from behind me, bearing the unmistakable cold acid tang of
Nichtvren. "I am not amused,” Nikolai said softly, the weight behind each word pummeling the air in
concentric rings of razor-edged glass.



That seemed to breek the stasis. Chaos screamed into being, snarling and scrabbling boiling through the
darkness. Roaring filled the air. | tracked the sound, coming up out of my crouch in afagt, light shuffle,
blade whirling, the familiar fedling of racing on the thin edge of adrendinerising from that old place of
ingtinct and terror. The cloak fell for the second time, it would only tangle me up. My boots squesked as
| haf-turned, stedl coming up with afaint sound asit clove heavy air.

Tchunk. My blade carved cleanly through whatever it was. | whirled on the bals of my feet, avoiding
blood-spray, took the second one with aclash. Low hulking shape, my pupils dilated, demon-eyes taking
in every available photon and squeezing the usefulness out of it. There wasn't much light here, even for
me

My left-hand main-gauche, reversed dong my forearm to act asashield, took ahdll of adtrike. | cried
out, more in surprise than pain—the damn thing was fast. The emergency lights came up, awash of
crimson singing my eyes but | was moving on inginct anyway, punching something hairy intheface with
my fist braced with the knife-hilt then legping, landing between two hulking shapes. Quick kick behind
one's knee, the hairy shape bellowing and folding down; spinning to engage the other. The smell of blood
and wet fur exploded out, gaggingly strong, my shoulder burned even more fiercely. Clawsraked up my
sde, and the whole world seemed to go white for amoment, a sheet of fire blinding me. Black, demon
blood pattered on the marble, my blood, redolent of spice and swest rotting fruit. How did | get into
this? I'mfighting off a couple of fucking werecain, bad luck | suppose, | was just in the way.
Goddammit.

It hit melikeafreight train, fur and stink and claws.

| smashed up with my left and again; too close to engage with the sword, get a little distance, move
move move. | took the easy way out, dropping and rolling to scythe the'cain'slegs out from underneath
it. The'cain spun asde, twigting in midair with unholy fluidity, and the scar on my left shoulder blazed into
agonized life. My body gathered itsdlf, new strength suddenly coursing through my veins, and | kicked up
with both legs, my back curving as momentum jolted me up off the floor and onto my feet. My right foot
lashed out, catching the 'cain I'd just tripped on the nose. A flurry in the corner of my eye was another
one bearing down on me. Stedl flashed. Fudoshin described a swest, clean arc, deadly sted singing low,
and more blood exploded. The ‘cain legping for me dropped, itsintestines dithering wetly out as | landed,
spinning to feint with the main-gauche and then cut; followed with a one-handed side-downsweep that
missed because the 'cain was shuffling back.

It was my turn to attack, my wrist turning so the blade fell into position again, every motion as natural as
breathing. | bolted forward, boots shuffling and the battlecry rising in my throat; my kia shivered theair
as | engaged with the werecain again. Its snarl turned into afalsetto squeal as| rammed the main-gauche
home between two ribs, then leaned, sword coming in from the side, because the side-downsweep
turned naturdly into the rib-splitting cut. The werecain gurgled as Fudoshin bit deep—deep enough, |
hoped, to cut the abdominal aorta. | twisted the blade againgt the suction of preternatural muscle, smelled
the stink of abattlefield and of werecain blurring together, and the 'cain in front of me dumped away from
my sword. | backed up, blood hissing free of shining blade as| whipped it through the cleaning-stroke;
faint bluefire etched itself dong the razor edge. The process of making the sword mine had begun with
thefirgt blood shed together.

| half-spun, ready to take on the next enemy, but as soon asit had begun the fight was over. Dead
werecain lay scattered about, the last one flopping until Nikolal casualy reached down, Nichtvren claws
extended, and tore its throat out.

There were more bodies piled over the red velvet couch he and Selene had just been perched on, and
gtill more bodies further away toward the dance floor. For every oneI'd killed, Nikolai had killed three.



"Most distressing.” His voice throbbed in the lowest register, like a huge pipe organ. It was avoice that
could tear through bones and thump againgt the heart itsdlf, a sound felt more than heard in the crackling
Slencethat followed the desth of the music.

"Well," Selene answered, over hisshoulder. ™Y ou left nothing for me.”

"My agpologies, milyi." He straightened. " Soren will have much to answer for." His eyes came up, dark
holesin hisface under the shell of crimson lighting. ™Y ou fight well, demonling. And you attacked my
enemies”

That most emphatically does not make me your friend, | thought, clamping my teeth so the words
couldn't escape. The last thing | needed right now was moretrouble. If | hadn't been in the way they
would have ignored me, and | would have been happy to just get the hell out of here. "Thanksfor
the compliment,” | managed, my jaw set tight as | bent down to wrench my knife free of awere-cain's
ribs. "Why..." | trailed off, not wanting the explanation anyway.

"The werecain are embroiled in aterritorid dispute.” He straightened as| did, immaculate. Hisfacewasa
thoughtful Renascence stone angd's, set in its perfection and unremarkabl e as a statue compared to the
welter of Power surrounding him. Selene stood behind him, dyed and dipped in crimson, her hands on
her hips. She didn't look happy. "Thisisthe faction unhappy with the decison | was required to arbitrate.
| am sorry for the disturbance. | do not like aguest of mine being forced to fight, it reflects badly on me.

Accept my gpology.”

It's hell being top of the heap, isn't it? The merry, sardonic voice insgde my head dmost madeit out of
my mouth. Therewas atimewhen | would havelet it. "Oh. No worries” Then, "Have anice night.”

"It isextremely unlikely." He half-turned to look over his shoulder at Sdlene, his gaze faling in one swift
sweep down her body, asif checking her for damage. "But you have my thanks, demonling. Good luck."

Great. | couldn't help mysdlf. "I'm beginning to think I'll need it,” | said, and got out of therewhile | till
could.

Chapter Fifteen

| had the hoverlimo for the rest of the night; there was no reason not to useit. So | gavethe driver
Christabel Moorcock's address.

| should have started with the puzzling Bryce Smith, or with the sexwitch Yasrule. | should have goneto
savage whatever traces remained, yet | went to Christabel's. | tried to tell myself | wasviolating
procedure because of ingtinct, and that the other two scenes were too old.

The hoverlimo spirded down to land on the roof of her brownstone gpartment building at the edge of the
Tank Didtrict. The driver scurried around to open the door before | could reach for the handle; hiseyes
were wide and dark. The hoverlimo rose afterward to circle in the parking-patterns overhead.

Thiscloseto the Tank Didtrict, the smell of garbage and synth hash swirled through the air, mixing with
sharp spikes of illicit sex from the hookers prowling the strips and the deep wells of the nightclubs,
glittering like novasin the psychic ether. Cool wind touched my hair as| sood for amoment on the
concrete landing-pad, fedling the atmosphere of the Tank press against me. If Saint City wasacold
radioactive anima wanting to be stroked, the Tank was the pulsing heart of that animal, so fiercely cold it



burned. The throbbing that forced vital energy through the rest of the city, through the duggish brain of
thefinancid digtrict and the arteries of the pavement. The Rathole was buried in the depths of the Tank, a
deep pit of vital energy whistling a subsonic note at the very bottom of my sensing-range.

My city. It did indeed fed like home.

My datband got me in through the building's public-access net; Christabel's magsed ed gpartment was on
the top floor. Since Gabe had keyed me into the Saint City police net with accessto the scenes, the
magsedling parted for me.

Theair was sale, tinted with the chemical wash of Carbondl, used to get blood out of fibers. The
cleanershad comein to get rid of the blood and matter once the forensi ¢ techs had gone through the
place; | caught alingering trace of jasmine perfume and the tingle of a powerful awareness. A Reader had
been here to capture every aspect of the scene; it had probably been Beulah McKinley. She did good
work, and whatever scene she had processed aways held a breath of jasmine.

| wondered if she, like Handy Mandy, had caught sight of whatever had driven Christabdl's ghost mad.

Thefront door had been shattered, splinters peppering the wall opposite and the carpeted hall.
Chrigtabd's shidds were dowly fading, the giant rents torn in them patched with Gabe's trademark
deftness. A shuntline hummed into the street outside to carefully and safdly drain away the ambient energy
and fold Christabel's shields up so no trace of murder and agony remained to create psychic dudge for
other inhabitants of this quiet building. The temporary magseal door shut behind mewith aclick.

| was inside Christabel Moorcock's house.

The carpet was wine-red. The hal was dark, but | caught geometric patterns painted over thewalls;
protection charms. | glanced into the dining room and into abathroom with an amber-glowing fleur-de-lis
nightlight. In both rooms the painted walls were covered with an intaglio of protection runes, each knot of
safety carefully daubed. They resonated uneasily, the ones near the door spent and broken; long waving
fronds of Power flowed toward the front door.

Huh. That's odd.

The entry hdl, the dining room, and the two bedrooms were carpeted. The bathroom wastiled, the
kitchen and the living room in melow hardwood. The second bedroom was a meditation room, around
blue and silver rug in the middle and the celling painted with awheding Milky Way.

Quite an artist, Christabel . | did not turn the lights on yet.

| inhaled deeply. | smelled traces of Gabride's kyphii-tainted scent, the Reader's jasmine, other faint
human scents overlaying amore complex well. Closing my eyes, | shut away al the more recent smells,
including the swest, decaying fruit of the blood drying on my ruined dress.

That left me with a powerful brew of femae psion, ahealthy astringent scent. Christabel had smelled like
molecular-drip polish on long nails, dightly-oily hair, and strong, sweet resin incense. Resin was cheagp
and high qudlity, readily availablein metaphysica supply stores, and it brought back aswirl of memories
from my school days.

So you used schoolgirl incense. A little surprising, but | suppose it isn't any stranger than Gabe
and her kyphii. The furniture was overstuffed, no hard edges. Her bookshelves weren't dusty, but there
were no houseplants. No pets either, not even cloned koi.

Thedtar in her meditation room held abank of white candlesin varying heights, and a statue of



Angerboda Gulveig Teutonica, glittering gold leaf on Her robe worked with flames and the Teutonica
heart symbol. There was another satue set off to one side, ablack dancing Kali of the old schooal,

graphic and bloody.

Therewas afresh offering in front of Kadi, ashallow dish of something sticky that smelled of wine and
faint traces of human blood. Also interesting.

Christabel's bed was neatly made. A copy of Adrienne Spocarelli's Gods and Magi stood on the
bedstand, aritud knifelaid acrossits cover. The clothes hamper was full of dirty clothesthat smelled of
lilac powder. A deek, gleaming Pentath computer deck stood in the corner at aprecise angleto her
mauve bed. Her bathrooms were spotless.

To go from this order to the chaos of the living room was a shock. Great gouges had been torn into the
wooden flooring, and the waning chalk marks on the hardwood were barely visible under adark stain no
amount of cleaning could scrub away. The couch was destroyed, the table reduced to matchgticks. Little
drawstring bags of herbs, protective amulets al, hung from the dark ceiling fixture. Splashes of blood hed
baked onto the full-spectrum bulbs;

| wasglad | could seein the dimness. There had been ahell of afight in here,

| let out along, dow breath. Both Gabe and a Reader had been here. There was nothing for me to see.
Wherever Christabel had allowed hersdf to truly live, it wasn't here. This place was more like a stage set
than anything dse.

Paper lay scattered across the gouged floor, the same parchment she had written her last message on. A
spilled bottle of dragonsblood ink lay near the entrance to the kitchen. Try as1 might, | couldn't find the
pen among the drift of chaos.

My own voice gartled me. "I'm here." It was awhisper, like achild'sin ahaunted house. "If you want to
tak, Chrigabd, I'm ligening."

Slence gathered in the corners. | felt like athief, herein the middle of this carefully constructed world. |
didn't want to resurrect her mad raving ghost; | wanted some breath of the living Necromance.

None came. Even the flowering stain of thick-smelling violence in the air was smooth and blank, nothing
for my intuition to grab onto.

The other scenes won't tell you anything either, the deep voice of certainty suddenly spokeinside my
head. | paused, velvet and silk rustling as | turned in adow circle, my eyes passing over the chiaroscuro
of protection runes painted on each wall. The answer to this puzzle doesn't lie here. You know where
itlies.

| did. The only clue | had likely to unrave thistangled skein was encapsulated in three words scrawled
on parchment by aterrified dying Necromance.

Remember Rigger Hall.

"I would much rather not,” | muttered, and the air swirled uneasily just like my skirt. | suddenly felt
ridiculous, overdressed, and very, very young for thefirst timein years.

But if remembering the Hall would keep someone else from dying, | would doit. I'd survived that place
once. How hard could remembering it be?

The three gtripes of phantom fire down my back twinged in answer. So did the vanished scar dong the



crease of my lower-left buttock. The scar on my shoulder burned, burned.
My hand tightened around Fudaoshin's scabbard. | was no longer weak or defenseless.

"All right, Chrigtabel." My voice bounced off the walls. Y ou're my best clue. For right now, you lead the
dance."

| had the not-so-comforting feding that the air inside her wrecked living room had changed, becoming
gtill and charged with expectation. Asif it was... listening.

My knuckles were white on the scabbard. My mouth had gone dry, and when | dipped out again through
the temporary magsedl door | should have fdlt relieved to |eave the scene of the carnage behind.

| wasn't. All I could think of were threelittle words, chanted over and over again by a shrieking, insane
ghost who had once been awoman inhabiting a neet, orderly, soullesslittle apartment.

Remember. Remember Rigger Hall.

| knew what | had to do next.

Chapter Sixteen

The night was getting deep when the hoverlimo dropped me off on the concrete landing-pad in my front
yard, and | tipped the driver well. He muttered his thanks and lifted off before | reached my front door.
The garden rustled uneasily, dappled with darkness and the orange glow of citylight.

My hands were shaking. Not much, but enough that | could see the fine vibration when | held them out in
front of me. Even my right hand, that twisted claw that had so gracefully held a sword and defended me
tonight, was shaking, thefingersjittering asif | wastyping a Section 713 Bounty Report.

| madeit ingde, shut the door, and leaned againgt it, scabbard digging into my back. The dresswas stiff
and crusty with blood along my left sidethat | noticed for thefirst time. " Anubis et'her ka." The god's
name madethear gtir uneasly. "That was unpleasant.”

Jace wasn't home. He was probably off digging through public records. Because psions so often worked
at night, public buildingsrarely closed before two in the morning.

It wasapity. | could have used some easy banter.

| lifted my left hand because my right was shaking too badly, examined the black molecule-drip polish
and the graceful wicked arches of my fingers. Thefingersflexed, released.

The smdl of lilacstill clung to my dress. Lilacs, and terror. The quiet dark inside my house suddenly
meade the flesh hang traitoroudy heavy on my bones—dender, arching frames, architecturaly different
than human bones but not agreeing with demon physiology in any of the books | read. Stuck in between,
trapped like a butterfly halfway out of aglass chrysalis and frozen, popped into akerri jar stasis. | didn't
belong herein my old life, had nothing and nowhere to move into despite dl my frantic thrashing on
bounties. Stopped, frozen between one step and the next like aholovid ill.

What butterfly wants to go back into the chrysdis? Or revist being a caterpillar?



Remember. Remember Rigger Hall.

Bilerose, | forced it down. A rattling tremor did from my scalp to my booted toes. | could fed it circling,
the panic attack deep and needle-toothed, combat and the shock of memory both catching up to me.

Hey, Danny, the lipless mouths of my nightmares said. Thought you shook us loose, huh? No way.
Let's get out the old fears and rattle them around, let's dance in Danny's head and shake her |eft
and right, what do you say?

"Why am | shaking?' | asked the till darkness of my refuge. Took a deep breath and redized how musty
the place smelled. | rarely cleaned anymore, and there was only so much Jace would do. Besides, we
were gone dl thetime, tracking down criminas.

Compassion is not your strong suit. Jado's voice careened insde my skull, echoed, stopped asiif
dropped down awsell.

My left shoulder crunched again. | bent over, retching, my hair coming loose and the stiletto chiming on
the hardwood floor. Almost ayear of hiding behind the image of abig, tough bounty hunter hadn't
changed agoddamn thing.

It never would.
Japhrimel was gone.

Thefloor grated against my knees and palms, cold and hard. The world went gray. I'm going into
shock. And nothing around to bring me out. Thelayersof shieding energy over my home shivered,
gnging athin crystalline note of distress, like athin plasglass curve-edge stroked just right.

"You will not leaveme." A voicelikeold, dark whiskey. Familiar.
My entire body leapt, to hear that voice.

| looked up. Saw nothing but my front hall, iron coatrack, the mirror, adice of warm gold from the
kitchen. Jace had |eft the light on.

"Youwill not leave me to wander the earth done." The voice dapped at me, yanked me up off the floor,
and shoved me back against the door, pressure like awave-front of Power against my entire body,
squeezing around me, forcing away the gray shocky cloudiness.

I'm being smacked around by a ghost. A ripping unsteady laugh tore out of me. | opened my eyes, saw
the empty hall again. Fragrant, sweet black blood was hot on my chin—I'd bitten my lip almost clean
through. It stung before it healed over, asingantly as any other wound.

"Lucky me" | haf-sang. "What alucky girl, lucky girl, I'm alucky girl, Necromanceto the gars."
"Dante." Merely awhisper, but | fet it dl the way down to my bones.

"It'snot fair. | want you back." Then | clapped my hand over my mouth, and my entire body tensed,
ligening.

Listening.

A long silence greeted this. | made my handsinto fists. Careful. | aways had to be so stinking careful.
Had to hold back, so as not to damage the lessresilient. The humans.



A long sigh, and the voice—more familiar to me than my own, by now—brushed my cheek. " Feed

| scanned the hal. Empty. The entire house was empty.

No human. No demon. No nothing. Nothing in my house but me, dead air, my possessions, and the
lingering smdll of Jace. Dugt, and the smdll of stde grief. That wasall.

Great. The dead will talk to me, but never the way | want them to. Never the useful way. Oh, no.
The dark screaming hilarity in the thought was troubling, but it was like adap of cold water acrossthe
face of adreaming woman.

| aman adult, | told mysdf. | grew up, goddammit. | amall grown up now.

| pedled mysdlf away from the door, silk rustling around my legs as| strode for the stairs. Halfway up, |
stopped so quickly | dmost overbdanced and fell on my assdl the way back down.

The niche stood asit dways had. No dust on the scorching black urn.
Anubis dipped hisdender beautiful head, examining me. The winewas gone.
The god had accepted the offering.

The rose petals were withered too. Dry. Sucked dry.

"Thisiscrazy." My shoulder throbbed. "I've got akiller to hunt down. A killer that uses Feeder glyphsin
some kind of eaborate Ceremonid circle. And | can't afford to be haunted by..."

But being haunted by Japhrimel was better than missing him, was better than grieving for him. "Areyou
talking to me?' The urn's gleaming curves mocked me. "Pleasetdl me you'retaking to me.”

Of course, no reply. Nothing but the fill hot air teasing at my face, the satue of Anubis shifting, asif
demanding my attention.

| met the Statue's eyes. Wasit ahallucination, or did the god appear to be smiling dightly?

"I'vemissed you." Thistime, | wastalking to the god. My voice sounded thin, bresthless. It wastrue. I'd
missed the sense of being dways held, protected—the god of Death was the biggest, baddest thing
around. Even Nichtvren feared Desth.

Even demonsdid.

| dwayswondered if that waswhy | was a Necromance. A helpless, collared girl pushed into the
Hegemony ps program because of her Matheson scores, an orphan sent into Rigger Hall like dl the
rest—and in the Hall, you either found a protector or you didn't last long.

Death was the best protector. At least | didn't have much to fear; when | finally died it would belike
going into alover's embrace.

There were whole months of my schooling when | merely endured through the day, going from one task
to the next, onefoot in front of the other. | would wait for every vist with Lewis, but | was getting older
and couldn't see him as often. | had only the books.

At night, I would read by thelight of afilched flashlight under my covers, every book Lewis had left me.
When | could read no longer, when | findly closed my eyes, | would dip into the blue-fire trance of



Desth.

That kept me going. | was specid, both because Lewis had given me his books and because Death had
chosen me. | withdrew mostly into mysdlf after Roanna's deeth, learning to live self-contained, a smooth
hard shell. But | aways had the books and the blue glow, twin lines going down into the heart of me,
feeding me strength. Telling me | could endure.

| aced every single Theory of Magick class, every single Modern Classicstest. | was academically
perfect no matter how bad it got, having absorbed Lewiss|ove of study.

Moreimportantly, | never doubted that | would survive. Lew had given me aprimary gift: achild's
knowledge that sheisloved completely. And though the punishments were bad, some of the teachers had
been dedicated, true masters of their craft. There were good things about the Hall—learning to control
my abilities, learning who could be trusted and who couldn't, learning just how strong | really was.

And aways, aways, there was Desath.

| was too young to tread the blue crystal hall or approach the Bridge, but | would fedl the god's attention,
awarm communion that gave me the strength to become salf-reliant instead of withdrawing into catatonia
or developing anervoustic like some of the other kids. Sometimes, even during the worst punishments, |
would close my eyes and still seethat blue glow, geometric traceries of bluefire and the god's attention,
my god's attention, and | had made up my mind to be strong.

| had endured.

And when Mirovitch was deed, the inquest finished, and the school shut down, | went on through the
Academy and my schooling up to my Trid, that harrowing ordeal every Necromance must passto be
accredited, the stripping away of the psychein aninitiation as different asit isterrifying for every
individud. Y ou can't handle walking in Degth until you've actudly died yoursdf, and what isany initiation
but alittle death?I'd had an edge over every other initiate: | never doubted | would survivemy Trid. And
afterward, with afew white hairs| dyed to make them the standard black of a Necromance, I'd gone on
and never looked back. Never stopped in my steady march, moving on.

But dl thetime, | hadn't had agoddamn ideawhat | was marching toward. | ill didn't, but | knew one
thing for sure: | didn't want to go back.

And yet that was what Christabel was asking meto do.
"Rigger Hall." My eyeslocked with the satue's. "1 swore I'd never go back.”

You must The eyeswere blank and pitiless, but so deep. Death did not play favorites—He loved al
equdly. What you cannot escape, you must fight; what you cannot fight, you must endure. The
god's voice—not quite words, just athread of meaning laid in my receptive mind—made me shudder, my
knees bumping thewall. That had been my first lesson when they cupped the collar on me at the Hall.
Endurance. The primal lesson, repeated over and over again. Even later, when | seriously doubted |
would get out of some new horrible Situation dive, athin thread of me down at the very core of my being
had merely replied, You will. And that was that.

I've been cdlled suicidd, and crazy, and fey; I've even been called glory-hungry and snobbish. | don't
think that's accurate; | sSmply aways knew | would survive, acore of something hard and nasty in me
refusing to give in even at theworst of times. Better to face what frightens you than to live cowering in
fear; and if Degth frightened me | need only go further into the blue glow of Hisembrace until even fear
waslogt and the weight lifted from me.



| had nothing to fear. | kept my honor intact. An honorable person was only as good as the promises she
kept, the loydty she showed. My honor was unstained.

A familiar touch against my shields warned me—Jace coming back, probably on adicboard. He was
dropping in fast, probably to avoid being seen or shot by the holovid reporters outside. | felt the security
net dide away to let him pass.

| madeit dmost dl the way down the stairs before my legs sarted to tremble darmingly. | did down to
St, my kneesgiving out so | thumped inelegantly onto the second step. When Jace opened the front door
| was perched on the steps, leaning againgt the wall, my knees drawn up.

He kicked the door closed. "Danny?" His voice, blessedly normal, sane, made me shut my eyesagain. |
rested my chin on my forearms, braced on my knees, the silken cascades of the dressfdling to either
sde. Thewall was doing adamn fine job of holding me up.

Three scars, dipping down my back, and the brand laid aong the crease below my |eft buttock. | smelled
the sck-sweet odor of burning flesh again, heard whistling soft laughter and my own throaty screams, felt
blood and semen trickling down my inner thighs.

And | heard something €se: Headmaster Mirovitch's dry, papery voice whispering while theiron met my
skin. | forced mysdlf to stare unflinchingly into the memory, the door insde my head alittle gar, showing
me wheat 1'd locked away so | could go onliving.

"Danny." Jace stood in front of me. "Y ou okay?"

| lifted my head. His hair was messy, windblown, and his blue eyes were humanly kind. | didn't deserve
hiskindness, and | knew it.

My eyes burned, but my left shoulder had quieted. It took me two triesto reply through athroat gone dry
asreective paint. "No. I'm not. Get the shovels, Jace. We've got some digging to do."

Chapter Seventeen

The garage housed garden implements and a deek black hover, dead and quiescent on itslanding gear.
This space had been empty before I'd gotten rich. | had always meant to turn it into a meditation room,
but | ended up avoiding it and doing my meditating in the living room or bedroom.

| pushed a stack of boxes aside, my hands trembling, and looked up to find Jace watching me, his
wind-ruffled hair ashock of gold in thelight from the bare full-spectrum bulbs.

"Ligten." He pushed his hand back through hiswind-struck hair. The motion achieved absolutely nothing
interms of Sraightening it, only madeit stick up raffishly. Helooked like Gypsy Roen's sidekick
Marbery, dl angles and cocksure grace under ashock of hair. "Why don't we cdl this off and get drunk?
Tackle thistomorrow night.”

"Y ou might be able to get drunk. I can't”" | was surprised by how steady my voice was. The smdll of the
garage, the hover onitsleafspring legs and cushion of reactive smdling of meta and fustiness, clawed at
my throdt.

"Well, why don't we just fall into bed and shag until we forget this, huh?* He tried to make it sound like a



light, bantering offer. Just like prejob bullshitting to ease the nerves. Unfortunatdly, his breeth caught and
ruined the effect.

Oh, Jace. | actualy managed a amile, then pushed again. The boxes of files scraped dong the floor,
cardboard squeaking against smooth concrete. | looked down, saw the wooden door set in the concrete.
A round depression in the center of the trapdoor held aniron ring.

"Youtruly are amazing." Jace propped the two shovels over his shoulder like an ancient gravedigger.
"Thisisright out of aholovid."

Irritation rasped a me, but my retort died on my lips. He was too pale, sweat standing out on his
forehead. We were both claustrophobic, and he... what was he feding? If | touched him | would know.
Bare skin on skin, I might have been partly-demon but | was still the woman who had shared her body
and psyche with him. Almost adecade ago, but that kind of link didn't fade.

Wasthat why | couldn't quite let go of him? Or was it because he reminded me of the person | had been
before Rio, afeding | couldn't quite remember for dl the sharpness of my Magi-trained memory?

"Y ou don't have to come down." | closed my hand over the metd ring. It was so cold it scorched—or
wasit that my fingers were demon-hot? Dust stirred in the still-hot air; | wasradiating again. I'll never
need climate-control again, maybe | should hire myself out as a portable dryer. Rent your very
own psionic heater, reasonable rates, sarcasmincluded.

"And let you face thisaone?' He shook his head. "No way, sweetheart. In for apenny, in for apound.”
Wordsrosein my throat. I'mso sorry. | wish | could be what you needed.
Instead, | wrenched the trapdoor up.

A musty smell of steriledirt exhaled from the square darkness. | felt around under thelip of the hole,
"Probably not working," | muttered. "That would just cap the whole goddamn day."

My fingersfound the switch, pressed it, and abare bulb clicked into life. | let out awhistling breath
through athroat closed to pinhole size.

"How was the suckhead convention?' Jace's tone was light, bored. | glanced up at him, suddenly
intensaly grateful for his presence. If | owed Gabe and | owed Eddie, what did | owe to Jace?

The answer was the same in each case: too much to easily repay. Debt, obligation, honor; all wordsfor
what | would keep paying until | took my last breath, and be damn grateful for the chance.

It was better than being alone, wasn't it?

It sure as hell was. "Interesting. He says he's got some books on demons I'm welcome to come by and
peruse.” | managed not to choke on my own voice.

"Y ou do have away of making friends." Hipshot and easy, Jace Monroe examined the trapdoor, the
bare bulb's glare showing adrop bar and asquare of pale, dusty dirt.

"Must be my charming smile." | leaned forward, catching the drop bar in both hands. The dress dithered
as| trusted my weight to theiron, pulling my legsin and dropping them, then dowly lowering mysdlf
down. Thank the gods my swordhilt didn't snag. | hung full-length for amoment, then dropped the three
inchesto the dirt floor. "There was awerecain attack while | wasthere."



He hadn't mentioned my torn dress or the black demon blood crusted on the side of the bodice. | would
never have bdieved him capable of such restrained tact. If | went upstairs to change out of the dress, |
would find someway of putting this off.

"| can't leave you aonefor amoment, can |." Jace handed the first shovel down, the second. He took his
sword from his belt and handed it to me.

"Guess not. | went by and checked out Christabel's apartment.” Bits of garden dirt till clung to the
rusting meta of thefirst shovel. The second shovel was new. Why had | bought it? Was my precognition
working overtime again?

Sometimes | hated being gifted with precognition aswell as runewitchery. Being gifted with precognition
islike being shoved from square to square on a chessboard, you're never sureif your intuition isworking
or if youre just getting paranoid. There's precious little difference between the two. Out of al the Talents,
precogs—Seers—qgo insane the most.

"Find out anything interesting?' He leaned over, caught the drop bar, and levered himsdf down
gracefully. His T-shirt came untucked when he curled down and | caught aflash of histanned belly,
muscle moving under skin. His boots ground into the dirt, and he scanned the unfinished space. "Anyone
elsewould have a ladder, Danny."

"Y ou think I come down here often enough for that? And yes, | found out something interesting, at least
at the suckhead convention. The Prime and his Consort identified the circles as being marked with
Feeder glyphs”

| felt cold just mentioning it. Feeders were nothing to mess with. It's every pson'sworst nightmare,
tangling with aFeeder.

Jace whigtled tundesdy, taking both shovels from my unresisting hands, leaving me his sword. | was
abruptly wanned by theimplied trust. "That's... well." His sandy eyebrows drew together, hislips
compressed.

| studied the perfect arc of his cheekbone, the corner of his mouth. He had aways been so very
attractive; and hisair of self-assuredness was compelling too. | wondered if I'd falen for him because
held always seemed so damn sure | would, and my own well-camouflaged uncertainty made his
confidence even more magnetic. | had always secretly wanted to be as sure as he seemed to be, instead
of faking it as| usudly did. Hisfacade never cracked, his good humor rarely faded. "What did you find
out?'

A dhrug, abrief snort of frustration. "Exactly zip. Our Mr. Smith was registered as normal on his datband.
Heworked asajeweer, but his birth certificate's vanished and his utility billswere paid by atrust.”

| pushed past him, glad the ceiling wasn't lower. "What kind of trust?' I'd bought this house partly
because of the crawl space being basement-sized; Doreen hadn't minded as long asit had agarden. It
had been abandoned and rundown, but the foundations were sound; we'd celebrated the final round of
remodeling by throwing a huge party for the Saint City pargpsych community. I'd met Jace at that party,
though | hadn't seen him again until after Doreen's murder.

Thinking of that made me shiver again. | quelled the shudder, rubbing my right hand against my ruined
skirt. Dried black blood crusted the velvet, scraped against my black-lacquered nalls.

"A blind sealed trust. No way of breaking in. The same trust that covered the names of his clients under
corporate confidentidity. A full search of public records turned up abig fat nothing except for the name



the guy's dichoard was registered to." Jace sounded disgusted.

| found the corner at the far end of the house, under acloset | never used. | stopped, my heart pounding.
Theleft side of the dresss bodice crackled with dried blood as | took in a deep breath. My heart beat
thinly. "A jeweer with adicboard? What name?'

"Keller. Just the oneword. No last name. Bought at a dedlership out on Lorraine that's since gone out of
business." Hisauraroiled with spikes—Jace didn't like being down here either. | fet the warmth of his
body acrossthe air separating us as | turned back to him. The smell of peppered musk and honey was
soothing even if it carried the decaying tang of human.

"The plot thickens." My voice shook. | reached for one of the shovels.

"Goddamn thick enough aready.” Jace shouldered me aside. "L et me, I've been up to my elbowsin
paper and public records for hours. | could use alittle sweat. Wheredo | dig?”

| pointed at the corner. "Just start going down.”

He gave me an extraordinary blue-eyed glance. In this corner of the basement, the light was dim enough
that | couldn't see the fine lines beginning &t the corners of his eyes and mouth.

Unless| concentrated.

| chose not to. Instead, | watched him drive the shovel down and start to dig. The concrete foundations
were very close here. The earth was dusty and pallid. Having nothing elseto do, | lowered mysdlf down
and sat on the ground, shifting inside my rig until the sword rode comfortably, balancing his scabbarded
blade across my knees.

"Jace?'
"Hm?"' Hetossed another shovdful of dirt with aclean, economica movement.

"Thank you." Thewords stuck in my throat. Asif | could ever thank him for what he was doing right this
second, digging so | didn't haveto.

"Anytime, baby." Another shovelful of paedirt and small stones. "What am | digging for?'
"Metdl. | buried it deep. Redlly, | mean it. Thank you."
"You'regoing to ruin that dress." His musclesflexed under the black T-shirt.

| swallowed copper fear, wished there was more light. Shadows pressed thickly in the corners. "It's
aready ruined. And I'm never wearing adress again. If jeans and a Trade Bargains shirt isn't good
enough, people can go fuck themsalves.”

"I've dwaysliked you in jeans. That cute little ass of yours." He was beginning to get serious about
digging, breathing deep and loosening up. Starting to swest, drenching the air with the smell of aclean
human ma e having agood workouit.

| shivered, looking up at the calling. "I'm sorry." It came out as easy as an gpology ever had. Which
meant it tore and clawed itsway out of my chest while | watched him excavating something | never
wanted to see again.

His even rhythm didn't stop, but his shoulders tensed. " For what, baby?"



"I'm not very niceto you." That's the under statement of the year, isn't it. I'm a right raving bitch to
you. You deserve someone who can at least be affectionate.

If | wastdling thetruth to mysdf, | might aswdl let himinonit.

Hewasdlent for afull three shovelfuls. The hole was beginning to take shape. Chills crawled over my
skin. My jaw clenched tight so my teeth wouldn't chatter. "No. Y ou're not." He tossed another shoveful
of dirt, didn't look at me.

"Y ou're better than | deserve."

That made him laugh. Jace Monroe had an easy laugh, sometimes used as a shield, sometimes genuine.
Thisonewas genuine. "Y ou worry too much, sweetheart. What am | digging for?"

"Med."

"What'sinsde?' He was beginning to get a respectable-sized hole. My teeth chattered, since my jaw had
unloosed enough to talk. | hugged myself, cupping my ebowsin my pams, squeezing, feding my
fingernails poke at my arms. Wished | could go back up into my house and forget about the trapdoor
again—bury the memory deeper than I'd buried the rest of everything that had to do with the Hall.

"Books. Other things." | couldn't even pretend to have asteady voice.

"Great. Other people bury bodies, Dante Vaentine buries books." He warmed to the work, | could fedl
the heat coming from him. Human hesat, animal heat. Familiar het.

Why did | fed so quiltily grateful for that warmth? For his mere breathing presence?

"They're going to be useful, Jace. | dropped my head, staring at his sword in my lap. A dotanuki instead
of the katanal usudly carried; hed had it since I'd met him. A bigger hilt for his bigger hands, more
weight, I'd sparred with him before. 1'd beaten him even before Japhrimel made meinto what | was now.
But Jace was dangerous, tricky; he was the type that would take a cheap shot. | used to think it was
dishonorable of him.

Now | wasn't so sure.

| trailed my fingers over the hilt-wrapping, catching flashes of Jace as he handled the blade. There were
memorieslocked in that stedl. | tapped the scabbard, touched the hilt again.

"Danny, baby," Jace said, "you keep stroking him like that you're going to give me ahard-on.”

| glanced up. He was watching me, leaning on the shovel. His eyeswere dark and hot, | didn't need a
dictionary to read thelook on hisface. Jace Monroe had never made any secret about wanting me,
which had made his abandonment of me all those years ago so much more shocking. And then, Rio, and
now this penance he was paying by staying with me, watching my back, and forcing meto live.

Of all thethings | had to be grateful for, Jace was probably the biggest. Who else would have put up with
me?

"Sorry." | laid hissword asde. That'sit exactly, Jace. | don't know what would kill me, but | think
losing Japhrimel was damn close to it. Did you think I'd hurt myself? I's that why you came back?

He gave meabrilliant, unsettled smile. Well, what do you know. Claustrophobia strikes again. "It's
okay. | kind of likeit. What did you find at Christabd's? Anything?"



| snorted and hauled myself to my feet, scooping up the other shovel. "Nothing | didn't aready know.
Let'sget towork." And | walked toward my grave with sweating demon hands and a sour ssomach.

"Chango love me, girl." Jace used his forearm to wipe sweet from hisface. ™Y ou buried thisfucker deep.”

"Only way to stop the dead from rising." | tossed the shovdl. It was a passionlessy accurate throw,
ending with the shove nestly stowed up on the surface, out of theway. The second shove followed, its
blade chiming againg thefirgt. | laced my fingers. "I'll give you ten up and hand it to you."

The degp gloom of the hole meant | saw the gleam of histeeth and the whites of hiseyesashe grinned a
little too widdly. " Sounds good. | need a shower."

"Metoo."

He stepped into my fingersand | lifted him easily enough, careful not to overshoot. He caught the edge
and levered himsdlf out.

One good thing about demon strength, |1 never would have been able to do that before.

Then | lifted my coffin, an old-timey footlocker from before the Seventy Days War. Hefted it with more
ease than I'd lifted him. Something chinked insgde, and the sound made a cold shiver trace dl the way
down my spine. | bit back amoan, it died as astrangled gasp.

Jace dragged it up out of the hole. Then | leapt, catching thelip just like the Sde of aswvimtank, hauling
mysdlf up. " Sekhmet sa'es” | hissed between my teeth. "I hatethis. | just started this hunt and aready I'm
sx feet degp and sinking fast.”

"Keep paddling, baby." Jace yawned. "We gonnafill thisin?'

"Wed better." | rubbed at my forehead, fedling gritty grave dirt clinging to my skin. "Let'sget it over with
S0 we can wash up.”

"We could probably use some dinner too." He Stretched, then gamely went for the shovels. | laid my
hand on hisarm.

Hewent 4ill, looking down a me.

"Y ou go on up, get washed up. Get something to egt. I'll beup inafew.” | don't think ether of us
believed | was deding with thiswell.

"I'll help." He shook his golden head, stubborn, hisface streaked with dirt.

"Comeon, Jace." | took the path of least resistance. "I'm hungry. Thisway, by thetimel get up therel
can take a shower and est something. Okay?'

He examined mefor along moment. "Kay," hesaid findly, just like apouting little boy.

"Thanks." Impulsive, | went up on tiptoe and kissed his dirty cheek. What € se can you do for the man
that just dug you up out of your grave?

He scooped up his sword. When he was gone the entire cellar seemed to close around me. The darkness
seemed full of exhaed danger, my nape prickling, my bresth coming short and harsh.

| picked up the shovel, considered it, set it down. The hole mocked me. The dirty, rusty footlocker
mocked me. My sword, riding my back, mocked me.



| lifted my right hand. It was actudly doing pretty well, not cramping or seizing up. Maybe holding a
sword was al it needed.

Instead of using the shovd, | started pushing at the pile of dirt with my bare hands, likean animd. |
pushed and pushed, scooping great armloads of sterile earth, shoving it, kicking it. My lips pulled back
from my teeth. The dress's bodice, never meant for this sort of treatment, tore. One of the laces snapped,
and it took me afew momentsto undo my rig and shuck myself out of the dress. Piling my weaponsto
onesde, | tossed thefall of slk and velvet into the hole and continued tofill itin. My new golden skin
didn't bruise, but | fet asif it had, al the way down to my bones. My hands shook again, so badly dirt
Spilled between them, dry pebbles clinking and grinding together. It wasn't until | ssamped the earth down
with my booted feet that | realized | was making alow throaty noise of rage. My left shoulder throbbed
dully and the vanished scars on my back felt asif they'd broken open, bleeding phantom blood. A collage
of scars. An art statement made of suffering.

And | laughed.

| had, after al, survived everything I'd buried. | had fought so long and so hard, | had taken bounty after
bounty, taken on the Prince of Hell himself. What was down here that | needed to be afraid of ?

| collgpsed on top of the disturbed mound of lifdless dry dirt, laughing until | choked, my knees grating
againg smdl pebbles. My teeth clicked together painfully. I hugged mysdlf, bare breasts pressed
together, hunching over until | presented asmall target. Naked except for my boots, | hugged mysdlf and
shook like arabbit, tasting shock bitter and flat against my tongue as | screamed with dark hilarity.

After dl, it wasachild'sfears| wasfeding. There was no longer any need for meto huddiein the
corners sobbing, like | used to.

Rigger Hall. Goddamn.

How old did I have to be before the nameitsdf didn't make me shiver? Who did | have to be grateful
for—Doreen, who had taught me how to be vulnerable again? Japhrimel, who had taught methat love
was not gtrictly a human phenomenon? Gabe, whose friendship had never wavered? Or Jace, who was
gtill teaching me about who | could trust?

| was grown-up now. Rigger Hal could no longer hurt me.
Then why wasthe child inside me still screaming? Hadn't | grown past thet, fought past it?

It was along time before | heard footsteps again, Jace's siff knee giving hisgait afamiliar hitch. He didn't
say aword, | pushed mysdf up, and thankfully he didn't try to help me, just waited until | got to my feet
and offered me arobe | dragged on with shaking hands as| shuddered with tired laughter. | felt likel'd
just run through five sparring matches and fought in al three theaters of the Seventy Days War without a
break aswell.

He'd scrounged aladder and pushed me up it, then dragged me updtairs. | wasn't unwilling, | just let him
lead me. He didn't bother trying to get mein the shower. He just did the robe off my shouldersand
pushed me into bed, worked my boots off, then shucked his clothes, dropped down and held me.

Hewas not Japhrimel, but he was warm and he was human. | took what comfort he offered gratefully,
his naked skin against mine, while every tear | had swallowed during eight years of Rigger Hall broke out
of itsblack box and leaked out of my eyes, shaking me asif an anima made of grief had meinitsteeth

yet again.



Chapter Eighteen

He dept heavily, lying on hisside, hisface relaxed without its shield of good humor. Dirt smudged his
cheekbones and hisforehead. His hair was tiff with dry sweat and dust. Grime worked into the small,
thin wrinkles that were beginning to etch hisflesh, the lines that would grow deeper soon. He was getting
older. So was Gabe.

| lay on my side, my leg hitched up over his hip. He was swesting, grime clinging to both of useven
though | never seemed to swedt; | traced his cheekbone with agentle fingertip. Black molecule-drip
polish glinted inthedim light from the hall.

The curve of hislower lip unregled below my touch. His breathing didn't dter. He was out cold, it had
been along day. And whatever € se he was, Jace was no longer young.

| pressed his hair back, gently. Traced his eyebrow, drew my finger down his cheek, the rough stubble of
his chin made my mouth twitch. He smelled of human, of decaying cells and honeyspiked Power, of
gravedirt and swest.

| can't be what he wants, | reminded mysdlf for the thousandth time. | don't even know what it is he
wants.

Then again, I'd never bothered to ask him, had |?

| took my hand away and moved, dowly, infinitely dowly, until we were chest to chest, my face inches
from him. His breath mingled with mine, aheady brew of demon, Necromance, and Shaman.

My lipstouched his, afeathery touch.

Heexhaed. | shuddered. It wasn't like Japhrimél. It could never belikethat again. My skin crawled,
remembering the screaming, intense drowning of being clasped in ademon'sarms. The loathing wasn't for
the memory—it was asif my body revolted at the thought of another lover. Mutiny in my cells.

| was pretty surel could push that asde; | didn't need to enjoy sex. I'd had plenty of sex without
enjoyment; | could probably even fool Jaceinto believing | was having agreat time. | remembered what
it was like with him before: sex between us was another form of sparring. A chess match, agame, each
touch achalenge, the prize in the other's final abdication of contral.

Sex aswar, asagame, hadn't it been that way for him? Another question | had never asked.

Would | forget he wasn't Japhrimel once | reached a certain pitch of excitement? If | let myself go, did
what | wanted to do, what would it do to Jace? | remembered the blinding pleasure, heart straining, lungs
forgetting their function, ecstasy wrapped in barbed wire and rolled across exquisite nerve endings. A
form of Tantra, sex tnagick, reaching into the deepest level of genes and psyche to remake me.

Remake. In whose image?

| hesitated, my lipstouching Jace's. Would it kill him? Remake him? 1 doubted it. | had no illusions about
the amount of Power | had—not enough to riva Japhrimel even when he had Fallen. And yet the
research I'd managed to do between bounties had made me no wiser about the exact limits of what |
was. | probably wouldn't change him into anything, but | didn't know. | knew nothing.



| knew nothing, and | couldn't betray Japhrimdl. It was an impossible situation. | needed Jace. | wanted
to be kind to him, | had a debt to repay to him and oneto collect, and yet...

My shields quivered, shuddering restlessly. Someone was coming in on adicboard, comingin fast, and
the quick brush againgt my shidldswas familiar, garden dirt and the smell of beer and Swest.

I'd expected him to drop by.

| was up and out of the bed in one motion, grabbing a handful of neatly folded clothesas| ran for the
bathroom. It was 3:00 am, |ate afternoon for most of uswho lived on the night side, and | felt him dide
through my shields as | ducked into the shower and twisted the knob al the way over to "cold” asa

penance.

It took alittle longer than | liked to scrub the grime off, but when | came downdtairs, braiding my hair
back theway | used to, he hadn't comein past my front hall. | stopped at the end of the hall next to the
darsand took himin.

Eddie dumped againgt thewall, fingers tapping his staff. There were only three people that could key in
through my shieldslike that: Jace, Gabe, Eddie. Anyone e se attempting entry would be denied, whether
by the security system or by the cloak of Power over my house, thetriple layer of shidding. | redlized
with an abrupt jolt that | was lucky to have three people | could let into my home with no question.
Three... friends, people who went into danger for me when they didn't have to.

The net of obligation and duty might trap me, but it also protected me and kept me from falling into an
abyss. Which abyss | couldn't quite say, but | had felt its cold bresth enough to suddenly be very grateful
for the man deeping upgtairs, the woman who had pulled meinto this, and Eddie in my front hall.

Shaggy blond Eddie of the hulking shoulders and long hair, the smell of fresh dirt hanging on him likeit
did on every Skinlin dirtwitch berserker. He seemed to carry aperpetua cloud of shambling earthsmell
with him, hisblunt fingers seeming too inddicate for any finework. For al that, Eddie was the most
dangerous dirtwitch I'd ever met in asparring match.

| guess he had to be, to keep up with Gabe.

Hewore along camel-colored coat and a Boo Phish Ranx T-shirt strained on hismassive hairy chest. |
sudied him for amoment. He stared back, meeting my eyesfor once. Shifting hisweight from foot to
foot, tapping his staff with callused fingertips, his auraroiling, he made the house shields quiver and my
own defenses go tense and crystdline. "Eddie.”

"Danny." Helifted one shoulder, dropped it. " Guess you wannaask me afew."

| shrugged. "Why, you know something?' He said nothing, and my conscience pinched me hard. "Not if
you don't want to talk,” | amended. It wastheleast | could give him; the gods knew | didn't want to talk
about the Hall. An act of mercy, not requiring of him what | wouldn't want to do mysdif.

But Eddie wouldn't be hereif he didn't have vita information. And if it would stop another degth, he
would force himsdf throughit.

He was as cottage-cheese pale as 1'd ever seen him. "Dunno if it's useful, but you better heer it."
| nodded. "L et me get my sword.”

"Time was you would'n answer the door without it.”



Time was | wouldn't have let even you or Gabe key in through my shields and use the key to my
front door, Eddie in 'man. Guess I've grown up. " Someone would have to be pretty fucking stupid to
comein hereand start trouble. If they could get in at al without my approval.”

"So you got another sword?' He lifted one shaggy eyebrow. For him that passed astact; he must have
been taking lessons from Gabe.

"Figured it wastime | stopped fucking around.”
"Amento that," he sniffed.

Dear old Eddie, aways dependable. | was Gabe's friend, therefore | was—no matter how sarcastic he
got—worthy. That was the thing about Eddie Thornton, if you were dl right in Gabe's book, Eddie
would go to thewall for you. There was no deception in him, no subterfuge. Either you were worth his
support, or he would cut you loose. He had no middle ground.

Gods above, but that was refreshing.

| took Fudoshin down from the peg where my old sword had hung. My bag was aready dung diagonally
across my body, | shrugged into my coat. "My she's outside with Jace's. Let'sgo.”

Chapter Nineteen

We went to the old noodle shop on Pole Street. It was absurdly fitting. The place hadn't changed a bit,
from the dusty red velour hanging on the wallsto the old Asiano man sitting in the back booth durping his
teaand eyeing everyone suspicioudy, acurl of synth-hash smoke drifting up from his ashtray. Two bowls
of beef pho later, | wasbeginning to fed alittle lessraw.

"Okay." | grabbed ahunk of rice noodles with plasilica chopsticks. Eddie sucked at his beer and blinked
a me.

Thefightank in the back of the store gurgled softly.

| took the mouthful of noodles, durped it down. Beef broth splashed. | had to suppress asmall sound of
delight—eating was the only thing that gave me any pleasure anymore. Thank the gods | had a hiked
metabolism, or I'd be asfat asaNew Vietkai whore.

Wéll, | got enjoyment from hunting down bounties too. But it wasn't a clean enjoyment. Each bounty was
abrick inthewall between me and the uncomfortabl e thoughts that rose when | had too much time on
my hands.

Eating, however, wasdl mine. | didn't haveto think whilel ate.
"You're gtill agoddam pig." Eddie grimaced.
" Says the man who eats with hisfucking fingers?' | fired back. "Spill, Eddie. | left awarm bed for this."

"How warm?' He smirked through blond-brown stubble. " Jace findly tie you up? Or did he put on horns
and apitchfork?'

| laid my chopsticks down. It had taken me ayear to learn to eat with my left hand wielding the



slverware. Now my right hand felt clumsy, asif al it wanted to do was curl around aswordhilt. "That's
one, Edward." My tone made my teacup rattle agains the table. "*Now why don't you quit being an
asshole and tell mewhat you've got?'

"I might know something.” He went even paer, if that was possble. Looked down at the table. Gulped at
his beer. | suddenly longed to get drunk. Thiswould be so much fucking easier with chemicd
enhancement.

| picked up the thick, white chinateacup. Said nothing.

He squeezed his eyes shut. His hand trembled as he set hisglassdown. "1 wasthere," he mumbled.
"Rigger Hal."

I'd known that, of course. He'd been afew classes ahead of me.
Like Christabdl.

Great beads of sweat stood out on hisforehead. "Therewas... asecret.” Histhroat worked, his Adam's
apple bobbing. "I don't know much, but..."

Rigger Hall was full of secrets, Eddie. | felt the glowing meta pressed against my skin again, heard
Mirovitch's papery voice. Cleared my throat, set my teacup down. "Eddie..." My voice was harsh,
harsher than it had to be. The glass of beer rang uneasily. | have got to get some kind of control over
myself. My |eft shoulder burned dully asif in agreement. " Anubis et'her ka, don't do thisto yourself.”

His eyesflew open. "Y ou don't tell mewhat | do or don't gottado,” he growled, leaning back. "I can't go
home, | can't fuckin deep, and people are dying. | got to get thisdone."

| shrugged. My heart beat thinly under my ribs, hammering with impatience and adrendine combined.
Picked up my teacup again.

Hetook another long gulp of beer. " 'S awonder anyone madeit out. | wasn't in it, not the Black Room."”

| shuddered. His eyes flew open, aswide as I'd ever seen them. "No, not that one," he hurriedly
amended. "No, that was the name of the Secret. 'Cause they met in that old shed off the lake. You
remember?’

| nodded. Chrigtabel's ghostly screaming rang inside my head, | pushed it away. "l remember.” Cold
swegt lay on my skin. Black Room, remember Rigger Hall. That's what Christabel meant.

Hiseyeswere the eyes of achild reliving anightmare. Y ou wasin the cage?’

He meant the Faraday cage in the sensory deprivation vault under the school. It had been intended to

hel p telepaths who needed a short-term respite from their gifts. Instead, it had been turned into a
punishment. Psions—especially strong ones—can only stand acage for avery short time before their
psyches begin to crack under the lack of stimulation. If you weren't atelepath seeking rdlief, beingina
cage was like being trapped in ablack void—no light, no sound, and no access to the ambient Power
that fed magickal and psychic talent It isthe closest thing to insanity | had ever known, and | still couldn't
gep into an eevator without shaking and feding the wals closein. The cage of an eevator or hoverlift
was uncomfortably smilar to the cage of Mirovitch's Black Room. "Four times,” | replied, husky.

"l had two. Two was enough."

"Never would have been enough,” | forced out past teeth clenched so tightly my jaw hurt. If it was



before Rio, would | shatter my own teeth and swallow them? The thought of the sensory-deprivation
vault and the cage, and the blackness risng through meto est a the very foundations of my mind—"
Sekhmet sa'es, Eddie..." | swallowed dryly severd times, my throat clicking. Got to get control.
Goddammit, Danny, get a hold on your self!

"The secret... Christabel wasonea'em. | wasn', but | got friendly wi' one.”

| waited. He would cometo it in hisown time. Theleast | could do was give him afew minutesto work
up to saying whatever he had to say.

"Steve Sebadtiano,” he said findly. Was he blushing?
Now | had officidly seen everything.

My jaw dropped. "Y ou got friendly with Polyamour ?* Polyamour the transvestite, one of the most
famous sexwitches in the world? The sexwitch rumored to be so fantastic in bed that Hegemony heads
and even some paranormals paid just to call on her socially? Her house took a healthy chunk of cash just
to be put on the waiting list. Polyamour, who used to be Steven Sebastiano, afew classes ahead of me
and aready the source of whispers and rumor at school. | heard sheld been tutored by Persephone
Dragonfly down in Norleans at the Great Floating House, and done an internship in Paradisse as part of
an exchange program.

And one of her sexwitches had been avictim. The piece fdl into place neatly, and | felt thelittle click of
intuitioningde my skull.

Thefirgt link in the chain, thefirgt arc of the pattern, was dwaysthe hardest. It would only get quicker
from here.

Thank the gods. | don't think | can stand to ook at another dead body.

Eddie shrugged, looking down into his haf-empty glass. "We was roommates. Bastian was one of
Mirovitch's sexwitch stable. Fucked him up royd.”

A sexwitch in Rigger Hall? "Fucked up" would be an under statement. "I'll bet. So what happened?’

Eddie's deepy hazd eyes were haunted, no longer the eyes of afully grown man. Instead, they werethe
deep wellsof painin theface of aterrified child.

| didn't need amirror to tell me my own eyeswere just as dark. Just aswide, and just as deegp—and just
asagonized.

"Mirovitch," | perssted, my throat dry and tight. "Who did him in?"
The Skinlin shrugged. "I dunno. | just know Bagtian wasin it with Christabel. They had code words.”
"Likewhat?'

"Tig vedom deum." Eddie took down the rest of hisbeer in two long drafts. He was sweeting. | could
samell thefear on him, rank and thick and human. Wasit any consolation that my own fear now smelled
likelight cinnamon and musk?

My left shoulder began to throb again, evenly, dmost comfortingly. "Part of the Nine Canons. Second
canto, linefour.” | shifted on the vinyl bench, looking down at the remains of my second bowl of soup.
I've lost my appetite. Go figure. "For seding aspiritinitsgrave.”



"And for short-circuiting a Feeder." Eddi€'s bushy eyebrows drew together. He glared at the table asif it
had persondly offended him.

"Any truth to the rumor that one of the students was a Feeder?' And why would that have jackshit to
do with these murders? Mirovitch is dead. The Hall's closed down.

"I dunno, Danny." He looked miserable. | didn't blame him.

"Therésalot of shit you don't know." Frustration turned my voice sharp and angular. My teacup rattled
dightly, | took adeep breath. Power swirled theair in lazy waving tendrils.

If I didn't know better, 1'd say it's gotten stronger. |'ve gotten stronger.
| shoved that thought asfar away asit would go. | didn't need another problem.

His eyes nickered up to my face, did away. He could barely stand to look a my new face, and my heart
squeezed insde my chest. "Don't ride my ass, Danny. I've given you dl | got. Now go and get thisthing
done so | can go home and deep again.”

"Why areyou afraid? Y ou weren't part of it."
He shrugged. "Don't look like thisthing'stoo fuckin sdlective, if it'l kill anormd.”

Thank you, Eddie. | redized that was precisdy what was bothering me. Why would whoever-it-waskill
anormal to start off with? Unless it was practice, adry run—but that didn't seem too likely. Once you've
mastered Feeder glyphs and enough power to charge a Ceremonia Magick circle, dry runslosetheir
usefulness. The higher up you go, the more everything depends on Working perfectly under
pressure—getting it right enough to work the first time.

"Unless the normal wasn't so normd." But the coroner's scans would have caught it, if he'd been apsion.
| stared at my water glass, my index finger tracing aglyph on the table. A loose, spiked, fluid, twisting
glyphin another magickd language.

A glyph scored into my own flesh. If | kept tracing it, fiddling with it, would | eventudly get an answer? A
whole year of longing hadn't brought me anything but grief.

Quit daydreaming, Danny. "What are you aiming at, Eddie?"

"Seems like someone's cleaning up some loose ends, don't it? | called Bastian. Helll see you soon asyou
want." Eddie sank down further in his seat, studying me. "Y ou lookin' better, girl."

"Thanks." | don't think my tone could have been any drier or moreironic. ™Y ou got me a persond
interview with Polyamour? Just how friendly were you?'

Thereit wasagain, that flush. | never thought I'd live to see Eddie acting like a blushing teener. I'd
planned on interviewing Polyamour anyway, but having an introduction would make it much essier.

"Friendly 'nuff." Eddie reached for the second full glass of beer, downed it in onelong gulp, histhroat
working; smacked it back down with alittle more force than necessary. He looked at the two empty
seinswith amournful expression, hislips pulled down and his deepy eyes pupil-dilated and dark under
hisfrowsty, bushy blond hair.

"Y ou want another one?' My tone was uncharacteristicaly gentle.

"No. Danny..." Hetrailed off, tapped his blunt fingertips on the table.



"What?' | had, for the first time ever since Japhrimel atered me, lost my appetite. | pushed the remains of
the second bow! of beef pho away. Took adrink of tea.

"Nothin. Just... be careful.”

| let out ashort bark of alaugh. "Since when have | ever been careful, Eddie?’ | never would have
guessed Eddie knew the most famous transvestite sexwitch in the western half of the Hegemony
well enough to get me an immediate interview. Wonders never cease in thiswide, wide world.

"Y ou mighta been once or twice. When you was young." Eddi€slips pulled back in abrave attempt a a
amile

"Maybe. When | wasyoung.” | set my teacup down, extended my hand over thetable. "Eddie? Thanks.
It..." Thewordsfailed me. If | ill had nightmares about Rigger Hall, he probably did too.

Andif my reaction to having the Hall resurrected were enough to make me laugh like acrazed lundtic into
the dirt under my own home, what was Eddie going through? Hadn't we suffered enough, both of us?

"Yeah | did." Eddielooked at my hand. His eyesflicked back up to my face; he extended his own hand,
touched fingertips with me. His Adam's apple bounced as he swallowed, convulsively. "1 got to be able
to deep again, Danny."

It wasthefirgt time he had ever voluntarily touched me. We are skittish about being touched, we psions.
My throat was dry.
| swallowed, and | spoke my promise. “I'll catch him, Eddie. Or her. Whoever'sdoing this. | swear it."

He snatched hisfingertips away. "Y eah. Y ou do that. Word of advice? When you do catch ‘em, don't
bring 'em back aive. Anything to do wit' Rigger Hall is better dead.”

You better believe it, Eddie. "Including us?' | sounded wistful, not at al like my usud sdif.

Eddie moved, diding hislegsout of the booth and standing up. He tapped at his datband, then looked
down at me. "Sometimes | think so." His eyeswere till haunted wells. "Then | look at Gabe, and | ain't
osure”

| found nothing to say to that. Eddie stumped away toward the door, and | let him go. | touched my own
datband, and found out he'd paid for my dinner.

Niceof him. Oh, Eddie.

| sighed and took one last mouthful of tea, rolling it around in my mouth to wash away the taste of fear
before swallowing. It would take something stronger than teato get that taste off my tongue, though.

Chapter Twenty

| came in the back way, dropping into my backyard with awhine and arattle. My board needed
sarvicing. The mediavans sat squat and dark at my gate, bristling with fiberoptics and satdllite dishesto
catch footageif | ever camein through the front door. | toyed with theidea of giving a press conference.
It wouldn't help anything, but it would put off what | had to do next.



| let myself in the back door. Jace looked up and yawned, pulling his T-shirt down and buttoning his
jeans. His golden hair was mussed, sticking up in dl directions, but at least he was clean. "Hey, baby.
Wheat did Eddie haveto say?'

| shook my head. "Got any coffee? We're going to Polyamour's as soon as possible.”

Hismouth curled into agrin. "'l didn't think you liked bought sex, sweets. And | didn't think a
fempersonator was your type."

| made aface a him before | could help mysdlf, sticking my tongue out. He laughed, blue eyes dancing,
and | was surprised by the way my heart squeezed down onitsdlf. "Turns out Eddie knows her. They
were chums at school. And Poly might know something about this group of students that took Mirovitch
down." | guess that wasn't a rumor after all. | wonder what else wasn't a rumor ?

"Good." He poured me coffee, brought it over. | folded my hands around the cup, grateful for the
warmth; both of the cup, and of his concern. "Do you think that's what happened?* Carefully-reined
curiogty sparkled behind his eyes.

"It'sasgood a place as any to start, it'sour first break. Eddie's nervous, saysif the murderer started with
anormal then he obvioudy isn't too picky about hisprey.” | stared down into the thick black liquid. |
liked Jace's coffee. He was the only one who made it strong enough.

"I know that look." He leaned hipshot againgt the kitchen counter, cocking his head. Breathless morning
darkness pressed againgt the kitchen window. "What are you thinking, Danny?"

What doesn't bother me about this? It's going too slow. | should have latched onto something
before this. "Something about that norma bothers me. Why would he have a seded trust? Why would
he have shields? It doesn't make any sense.”

He nodded, tapping hisfingers againgt his swordhilt. Took agulp of his coffee, made aface asif hed
burned himsdlf. "Y eah, itsweird. And who isthisKdler?

| shrugged. "Maybe Polyamour can tdll us."

"Y ou want meto go with you?' He didn't sound surprised, but he did arch one eyebrow. He took
another long draft from his coffee cup and grimaced. If it didn't hurt going down, it didn't fed likered
coffeeto him.

"Sure. | hear Poly likes pretty boys." | caught mysdf amiling, tilting my head dightly to the sdeand
regarding him. "She might tell you more than shetdlsme."

"Y ou're using me for my looks." He mock-pouted.
"| guess s0. Doesthat bother you?' The smilefelt natura, so natura the corners of my eyes crinkled.

"Naw." Hisgrin answered mine, widened. "I kind of likeit."

Thefootlocker lay slently in the middle of the living room, dusty with sterile earth. | took adeep bregth,
regarding it from the doorway the way a mongoose might stare at a particularly poisonous cobra. Jace,
behind me, didn't ask what wasin it.

I'd waited for false dawn, pearly gray light beginning to flower through the windows. The upswing of
hovertraffic buzzed in the distance; Saint City's heartbeat quickened dightly, shaking off dreaming and



getting ready for the day. | till waited, watching the gray metd asif it would Sit up and accuse me. Jace
was absolutely il a my shoulder, obvioudy curious, wanting to ask, not daring to.

Why wasthis so hard? | had grown past Rigger Hall. Hadn't 1?
| was beginning to think | wasn't asfar past it as| had hoped.

| glanced at the tapestry on thewest wall. ISiSsarms were crossed protectively, and Horus's ferocious
Eye gazed serene and deadly. The gods were not actively involved... but their backs were not turned
either. Whatever | did, they would witness.

That's not as comforting as it could be. | findly took a deep breath. Both my fiddstone dtar and my
main atar were humming with Power, and the house shidldswere thick and carefully laid. Nothing could
harm me here. Thiswas my home, my sanctuary.

Nothing in there can hurt me now. | swallowed dryly, heard my throat click. The locker's closed meta
face taunted me. Yeah. Right.

My left shoulder burned steedily. It felt asif the ropy scar was pulsing, diding againgt itsdlf, straining. |
took the first step into the room and approached the footlocker cautioudy, placing each footfall carefully,
asif | was on unsteady ground.

| sank down beside it on the hardwood floor, my knee on the thick, patterned rug | used for meditation. |
had to remind mysdlf to breathe. The padlock—I used abit of Power, and it clicked open with a sound
like afrozen corpse's jaws wrenching open.

My teeth chattered until | clenched them together. Strong, | told mysdlf. | am strong. | survived this. |
laid the padlock aside and opened the top dowly, hearing dirt caught in the unoiled hinges squedl likea
scream.

"Valentine, D. Student Valentine is called to the Headmaster's office immediately."

The bright eyes of the kidsin my class, all solemn and horrified and squeamishly glad their name
hadn't been called. Woodenly reaching my feet, setting my battered Magickal Theory textbook
aside; the teacher's—Embrose Roth, a Ceremonial and one of the worse at the Hall —ratty little
face gleaming with curiosity, mousy hair pulled up in a tight bun, aura geometric and cold blue.
Roth staring at my back as | trudged to the door, her attention like the filthy prick of a rat's claws

against my nape.

Sgueaking of my shoes against the stairs in the main hall, heading to the Headmaster's office; the
collar far too heavy on my neck. Frantically trying to remember an excuse, any excuse, that
would keep me from being beaten or worse.

At Rigger Hall it was likely to be worse.

My fingerstrembled, my nails scraping againgt the metal as| pushed it dl the way open.
"Chango, Danny," Jace bregthed. "Y ou're pale. Y ou don't have to do this."

Yes, | do. | looked down.

There, laid on top, was the collar, a curve of dark metd.

Waves of shudders rippled down my back. My shoulder burned, afierce pain | wasglad of. It kept me



anchored. I'd faced worse than this, hadn't 1?1'd killed Santino. I'd faced down the Devil himsdlf.
| didn't have anything to fear from the detritus of my past. | denied the trembling that rose up in me.
"That'sacollar." | heard the fear under Jace's heartbesat.

Every psion hates the thought of collars. They're supposed to protect the normasfrom us, but the
deadheads are not the ones who need protection. They are in the mgjority, no matter how many holovids
have psonsin their storylines. They make the rules, and those of uswith Taent have to danceto their
tune. Collars make them fed better, sure.

But there's only so much of being collared ahuman being can take.

"Shut up, Jace." My voice trembled, but it still diced the air. The house shields went hard and crystalline,
on the verge of locking down asif | was under attack.

| blew out along breath, tried to make my shoulders alittle lesstense.

Thearc of dull dark metal with circuit etching on one side was dead and quiescent. Without a
power-pack and the school security net, it wasusdless. Still, | handled it asif it waslive, flipping out a
knife and using the bright bladeto lift it, laying it asde. | still remembered the hideous jolts—with acollar
live and locked on, aps couldn't protect hersdlf. It short-circuited most types of Power; the teachers had
controlsto change the settings in order for the studentsto practice. The principle behind collarswasto
keep apsion from harming anyone while she learned to control her gifts.

| suppose it was agood idea—but like all good ideas, someone had found away to make it go horribly
wrong. When acollar waslive, aplasgun shock administered from aprod hurt like hell, burning through
every nerve, asif you were being eectrocuted. It didn't leave much in the way of permanent
scarring—not on the outside, anyway.

Underneath was apad of dirty green cloth, rough synthwool cut from an ingtitutional bedspread in the
long, low girl'sdormitory. | flipped that aside, keeping one eye nervoudy on the collar.

My last school uniform. Plaid skirt, the white cotton blouse dingy with age, knee-socks, the heavy shoes
| had dways hated. The navy synthwool blazer with the crest of Rigger Hall worked in gold thread. I'd
put the other five uniformsinto an incinerator, but this one was the one | was wearing when the
Hegemony had finished the inquiry and pronounced Mirovitch posthumoudy guilty. After theinquiry, we
were free to wear norma clothes, and the Hall was visited by social workers every week. The psiswere
uncollared for vistswith their social workers, and surprise ingpections becamethe rule. The new
Headmistress, Stabenow, had supervised the closing of the school after my class graduated. The younger
students had scattered to other Hegemony schools, hopefully better-policed.

| lifted each item out reverently and laid it aside, still negtly folded. Jace was completely slent.

Tearswelled up. | denied them, pushed them down. Invoked anger instead, athin unsteady anger that at
least did not choke me.

Under the uniform, books. Schoolbooks, mostly, each with their brown-paper cover decorated with
glyphs donein pen, numbers, notes. And eleven dender books bound in maroon pladesther, with
gold-fail lettering onthe sde.

Y earbooks.

| lifted them out carefully. Some junk jewelry and athreadbare teddy bear were wedged into the



remaining space; the teddy's plastic eyes glinted a me.
Lewis had given me the teddy.

| survived, goddammit. | survived because | was strong enough to put this behind me, strong
enough to go into Death itself. Don't start feeling sorry for yourself, Dante Valentine. Pull yourself
together and do what has to be done, like you've done all your life. Do this. You will only have to
do this once.

| decided | could look at thisjust once. Just this once. | was strong enough for that. | swalowed bile. My
rings sparked and swirled uneasily. The mark on my shoulder crunched with pain. | inhaled, smelling dust
and must and old things. Felt the phantom blood drip down my back again.

In the very bottom of the locker wasthe only thing I've ever stolen without being paid to do so. It wasa
long flexible whip, red legther, with asmall meta fléchette at thetip. It was il crusted with rugting stains.

Bloodgtains.

Jace exhaled sharply as| touched the whip with one finger. The shock jolted up my arm—pain, fear, sick
excitement. | snatched my hand away.

"Roanna," | whispered. " She was sedayeen. Shetried to tell her socia worker what was happening at
the Hall, but the bastard wouldn't believe akid and had anice little conference with the Headmagter." My
voice wasflat, bardy dirring the air. "Mirovitch whipped her dmost to death and then signed the papers
to make her abreeder. She committed suicide—threw herself on the fencing with her collar turned dl the

way up.”
"Danny..." He sounded like he'd been punched.

| ran the back of my hand over my cheek, bared my teeth asif | wasfacing afight. | stacked the
schoolbooks on top of the whip, pushed the teddy back in his place, then put the uniform and the sheet
of green cloth back. | used aknifeblade to lift the collar up, laid it on top. Closed the top, wincing asthe
hinges squealed, and let out an unsteady barking breath that sounded like asob. | flipped the padlock up
and jammed it closed, the smdll click sounding very loud in the stillness. | resheathed my knife and did my
hands under the stack of eeven yearbooks. "Clear off the table in the dining room, will you?' | gained my
feet and turned around, the negligible weight of the booksin my arms seeming much heavier.

Jace's face was set and white, his mouth athin line. His eyes burned. Fury boiled in the air around him,
his aura hardspiked and crystdline. Despite thet, histone was dead-level. Cam. "They did that to you.
Didn't they? | dwayswondered who made you so afraid.”

Afraid? That puzzled me. It wasn't in meto be afraid, wasit? | was supposed to fight. The classics
Lewis had poured into me had taught me that much: the only way to kill your fearswasto fight them. Be
as frightened as you want, Lewiss voice whispered in my head. Then do what you have to do. That's
what he's saying here, in this passage.

"l got whipped once. Put in the cage four times. B-branded. | was lucky it wasn't more." Lucky nothing
happened that broke me. Nothing big. Nothing | couldn't handle, Jace.

"Lucky." Hisauraflushed with fury. "Danny—"

"Clear off aspace on the table, Jace. The sooner we get this done, the sooner | can bury thisagain." And
by the grace of Anubis, | can't wait to bury this again.



He stared at me for afew more moments, jaw working, then turned on his boothedl and stalked away
soundlesdly. | knew that set to his shoulders, the controlled angry grace. Jace was furious. | had only
seen himin arage twice, but both times had given me ahedthy respect for hisanger. | wondered if | was
going to seeit again, hoped not.

If hewent noval might draw sted on him, and | didn't quite trust myself with edged metal right now.

| carried the books into the dining room. He moved jerkily, clearing a space on the table. Other textson
demonology and basic Magi theory, drifts of paper where I'd made notes, and the talismans Jace had
been working on—he stacked them all to the side, and | put the eleven yearbooks down. Blew out a
heavy breath.

"Who are we looking for?' He set afour-book set of Tierley's Democria Demontia on one of the chairs
with excessive delicate care. | picked up apiece of fine parchment, atwisted glyph that was Japhrimel's
name branded into my shoulder repested over and over again in different permutations. | hadn't even
redized | wasdoodlingit.

| cleared my throat, suddenly more grateful for his presence than ever. | had to force mysalf to speak
quietly. "Well, after we visit Polyamour well have some more names. But | want to find out if Christabel's
class had anyone named Kédler. Can you get my bag and your dat-pilot? | want to seeif thereare any
Ceremonidsintown.”

"Hm. Why Ceremoniads?Y ou're thinking they might have a connection to this?'

Ceremonia magiciansweren't asrare as Necromances or as common as Shamans. They worked with
the Nine Canons and the Seven Sedls, charging and containing Power in objects, working with talismans,
and providing permanent defenses for corporations, not to mention doing theoretical work and research
into magick and the science of Power. Mogt teachers and trainers were Ceremonia magicians.

But there was asmpler reason why | wanted to find out who wasin town. | met hisworried blue eyes
and gave him asmilethat didn't fed naturd at al. "I want to find out if any of them have gone Feeder.”

Because, out of dl psions, it was the Ceremonia s—those who dedlt with the theory of containing
Power—who most often turned Feeder in adulthood. And if we had a Ceremonia on our hands who had
gone Feeder and was hunting down former Rigger Hall students, the whole city's collection of psions
would have to be aerted.

| would need all thehelp | could get.

Chapter Twenty-one

We were into the third book when the phone rang. | stretched and yawned while | padded into the
kitchen. Jace tapped another name into his datpilot, glancing up briefly as| passed him. Late-morning
light glowed in the windows. | leaned a hip against the counter and picked the phone up. " 'Lo."

A dlick and apause, asif the call was on relays. My spinewent cold, asif my body recognized the truth
before| did.

"Dante Vdentine. It isasingular pleasure to speak to you again.”



My entire body turned to ice. There was only one being in the entire goddamn world that could strangle
me with fear in just two sentences.

The voice was smooth as Sk, persuasive, crawling into my head. My phone had no vidshell, for which |
was now doubly grateful. If | had to face down the Prince of Hell again, even over aholovid shell, |
wasn't sure | would come away from the experience quite sane.

The letter. I'd chucked it into the garbage. | owed him nothing. There was no reason for the Prince of
Hell to want to talk to me. I'd done what he wanted, and I'd paid the price. | had screamed as Japhrimel
turned to ash in my arms. Wasn't he happy? Wasn't that enough?

Why would the Devil cal me on the phone instead of sending another demon to collect meif he wanted
me? He'd done it before, sending Japhrimel and asking me to hunt down Santino, perfectly awvarel had
my own reasons for wanting that bastard dead.

Anubis protect me. Thejolt of fear that smashed through my throat tasted like iron. What if Lucifer is
involved with the murders?

My entire body went cold. My throat was dry. My hand tightened, digging clawlike fingernailsinto the
counter-top. Ceramic screeched under the pressure of my fingers, claws springing free and dimpling the
toughtiles. "l can't say thesame," | husked, my throat burning with the memory of the Devil's hand
crushing my larynx. "Wheat the hell do you want? Leave me done."

"Polite asever." Lucifer's voice held aweight of amusement | wasn't sure | ever wanted to hear again. "l
must speak with your lover, and | am unable to contact him in the usua manner. Y ou will not respond to
my missives. Therefore, | am forced to use the human channdls of communication.”

What the motherfucking hell is he talking about? My lover? Has Lucifer been spying on me? My
entire body flushed hat, then cold again; my nipples drawing up, my skin going cold and tight asanicy
glove

"Isthissome kind of joke?" | could actualy fee my temper grow thin and brittle, rage risng to wash
away sick, deadening fear. I don't have timefor this, Lucifer. Y ou killed Japhrimel, you bastard demon;
areyou cdling to remind me? Y ou think I'm going to hand Jace over to you? Get alife." And he's not
my lover either. Though that's none of your goddamn business, isit, you sack of diseased shit. The
cupboards rattled as my voice turned sharp and cool, Power spiking under the harsh, throaty croak.

But the suspicion, once voiced, wouldn't go away. Oh, my dear sweet fucking gods, is Lucifer
involved in this? My entire body turned to ice. A solid block of ice.

If thiswas something to do with demons, | was dead in the water. But Christabel's body had held no hint
of demon, no scent of spice and dark flame.

Therewas apause. "Can it be you have not resurrected him?* The Prince of Hell actualy—chak one up
for me—sounded shocked.

| seem to have ahabit of nonplussing demons.

My voice was a choked whisper. "Resurrected?’ What the hell did that mean? Jace wasn't dead. And if
| could have resurrected Japhrimel, | would have aready doneiit.

Then | shook myself. Demonslied. The Prince of Hell was no exception. So held sent me alittlelove
note, and now he was graduating to obscene phone cals. | had no fucking timefor this, not when | was
trying to deal with every goddamn ghost from my childhood trying to climb up through the floor and



throttleme.

"Go away," | enunciated clearly through the scratching in my throat. ™Y ou don't need me, I'm not your
errand-girl anymore. Japhrimel isdead, you can't hurt him anymore. You're just lucky | don't come after
you for kidnapping Eve. Now if you'll excuse me, | have real work to do and akiller to catch.” |
dammed the phone down so hard the tough plastedl base cracked.

| wanted to pick it up again, seeif hewas gtill ontheline. | wanted to scream, | wanted to did the
operator. Hello, Vidphone Central? Hook me up to Hell. Tell the Devil he can have me, if he just
brings Japhrimel back Tell him I'll do anything he wants, if | don't have to face this alone.

Then welcome fury crawled up between the words. Tell him, while you're at it, that if he'sinvolved
with this he'd better say his prayers. Because he's meddied in my life one too many times, and if
he's killing Necromances in my city I'm going to see how much demonic flesh my blade can carve.
We're even, sure, but | have a score to settle with you, Lucifer Iblis.

Despite my brave words, | couldn't rescue Doreen's daughter. | stared at the phone, longing to reach
through and throttle the Prince of Hell. Why call me now? Hed left metorot in Rio, stlewing in the
aftermath of Japhrimel's death and savage guilt that | hadn't been able to save Eve. The fact that Eve was
ademon Androgyne—a child | had no hope of raisng—didn't salve the ache. Doreen's ghost had asked
meto save her, and I'd tried.

Tried and failed. Lucifer had Eve now. That 1'd had no hope of fighting the Devil to keep him away from
her didn't ease my conscience oneiota

Failed. Just like with Japhrimel, lying dead on the white marble plaza under the hammerblow of Nuevo
Rio sun, dead and gone. | kept my hand away from the mark on my shoulder only with atitanic effort of
will that Ieft me shaking, sweat for once springing up dong my scap and the curve of my lower back.

| drove my teeth into my lower lip, the sweet jolt of pain shocking me back into some sort of rationa
frame of mind. Too bad rational never worked where demons were concerned. Stop it. You don't owe
the Devil jackshit, you're free. He can't hurt you now.

That wasalie. The Devil could hurt me plenty if he bestirred himself to doit.
"Danny?' Jace, from the dining room.

| backed away from the phone, eyeing it asif it would rise up and strike me. Given what | knew of
demons, it was adigtinct possibility.

"Danny? Whoisit?'

| cleared my throat. "Wrong number,” | caled back, my voice as harsh asif Lucifer had just
haf-strangled me again. The same wrong number that sent a letter | never let you see.

Silence. | glared at the phone, daring it to ring again.
It didn't.

Leave me alone. Leave Jace alone, leave my city alone. You killed Japhrimel and stole Eve, you
leave me alone or so help me, | will...

What could | do? A big fat nothing. Fat gooseflesh rose rough on my arms, bumps struggling up under
golden skin. | took adeep, racking bregth in. | couldn’t worry about demons now too. Let's just hope



he was playing with me, what do you say, Danny? Just torturing the human, making sure | till
know who's boss. Who's keeping an eye on my life in case he needs a goddamn hand puppet again.

Findly, my shoulders dropped dightly. Why would Lucifer pick now to start playing mind-games on me
again?| hadn't done any divination for aweek or so, but even when | had, there had been no whisper of
demonsin my cards.

Then again, last time there hadn't been any warning either. And the letter, with itsfat blood-red sedl. ..

Don't think like that, Danny. You're going to get paranoid, and paranoid is exactly what you do
not need. Paranoid people don't think clearly.

Despite the fact that paranoid people usualy survived better than the foolhardy, | told mysalf
sardonically. Besides, if Lucifer thought he could use me again, he was going to have another think
coming. A long, hard think, preferably apainful one.

"Danny, | think | have something," Jace called.

| swalowed, my throat clicking. Turned away.

The phone rang again. Twice. Threetimes.

No. My hands shook.

"Danny?" Scrape of achair, Jace was getting to hisfedt.

| scooped the phone up, pale crimson fury spilling through the trademark sparkles of aNecromancein
my aura. "Look, you son of abitch—" | began, the cupboards chattering open and closed, amug falling
from arack and hitting the wooden floor with atinkling crash.

"Danny?" It was Gabe. "What the hell? Are you okay?'

| swallowed. Jace skidded into the room, hisgunsout. "I'mfine," | said to both of them. My throat was
full of scorching sand. "What's up, Spooky?'

"Saddle up, I've got another body." Gabe was trying to sound flip and hard, but her voice shook. | could
amogst see her pale cheeks, the trembling around her mouth.

"Where?' | shook my head at Jace, whose hands blurred, spinning the guns back into their holsters. He
scanned the room, then stared at me, the question evident in hisblue eyes.

"Corner of Fourth and Trivisidero, the brick house with the holly hedges." No wonder Gabe sounded
uncomfortable—that was precious close to her own home. "Get here quick, were holding the scene for
you."

"I'll bethereinten." | dropped the phone back into its cradle. "Let's go, Jace."

"Y ou might want to take alook at thisfirst. Areyou al right?' His eyes dropped from me to the shattered
mug on thefloor. Shards of ceramic dust—my anger and fear had shattered the mug, ground into it,
compounding injury with insult. It was the blue Baustoh mug.

The one Jace liked, the one Japhrime had chosen for his use the only time he'd drunk coffeein my house.

Anubis et'her ka. | didn't want to think about it.



"What have you got?' | rubbed delicately at my throat with my fingertips, my nails pricking, claws
threatening to spring free. My right hand actually itched for my sword-hilt, and the sensation was so eerie
| dmogt couldn't fed relieved that it wasn't cramping.

"It occurred to meto look at the last yearbook that listed Mirovitch as Headmaster, the year he died.
Guess who was on the Student Y earbook Committee?" Jace looked up from the glossy blue shards of
ceramic, and the question in his eyes remained unspoken. | was grateful for that, more grateful than | ever
thought | would beto him.

"Who?'
"Christabd Moorcock."

Chapter Twenty-two

| suppose we had to give the reporters something; besides, it was too hard to talk while on dicboards
with the wind rattling and howling around us. So we took the hovercar. The flashes from pictures being
snapped bathed the underside of the hover. | glanced out the window, my lip curling, glad of the privacy
tinting. Jace drove while | looked through the yearbook from my eighth year a school. "Check page
fifty-six," hesaid, and | flipped through the heavy vellum pages. "Now look at Moorcock's picture.”

Christabel Moorcock, known as " Skinny." She grinned out of the page of holovid gtills, atenth-year
student with long dark hair and wide dark eyes. She was pretty but larmingly thin; her cheekbones
standing out and her heart-shaped face atouch too long. The cupid's-bow of her mouth was plump and
perfect, her eyebrows winged out. The picture was a headshot, it showed only the very top edge of her
collar.

Bdow werethe usud lists of interests, including Faerie Ceremonia magick—and asmall black mark
shaped like aspade in adeck of playing cards. | rubbed at it, thinking it anink blot, but it didn't blur.
"The black mark?'

"Now try page fifty-eight. Steven Sebastiano.” Jace's fingers danced over the touchpad, and the Al pilot
took over inserting usinto hovertraffic. | fdt thefamiliar unsettling pull of gravity againgt my somach,
swalowed hard. Can it be you have not resurrected him? Lucifer's soft, beautiful voice teased &t my
brain.

Resurrect a demon? It's not possible. But then again, 1'd been researching only to try and find out how
Japhrimel had dtered me. | had never thought thet... It wasn't possible that | could bring him back, was
it?

Wasit?

| want him back. That was a child's plaint. | wanted each dead person back. | wanted every person I'd
ever loved back.

And |, of dl people, should understand the finality of Degth.
llDa.]er?l
| shook myself back into the present, closed the yearbook with asnap, not bothering to check



Sebastiano's picture. "Y ou're a sneaky bastard.” | tried to sound admiring. "Good work, Jace. | wouldn't
have thought of that. Have you looked to see—"

"I havent made alist yet. But | thought it was worth looking into, seeing as how that's the only link
between Christabel and Polyamour | can find in the yearbook."

The year Mirovitch died, Christabel was on the yearbook committee. Why would she leave a
mark? If she did leave a mark, that is. It would be stupid. On the other hand, Mirovitch was dead
by the time they finalized the yearbook, it came out at the end of the year, after the inquest. It's
probably nothing, some primary-school bullshit. Sill, it's the only clue we've got. "1 wonder who
liveson Trivisdero." | looked out the window, seeing the city roll by undernegth, its daylight geography
gray with concrete and splashes of reactive paint marking hover bounce pads, the towers of high-density
gpartment buildings scrolling down Lossernach Street. If | focused, | could see the strings of Power
underlying every street and building, the green glow of any trees and gardens that managed to survive.
And undernegth it al lay the pulsing radioactive smolder of the city's heart, seething in awhite-cold mass
of Power.

"Gabe does." The hover dropped out of the traffic pattern into alazy spirdl.

"Gabe didn't go to Rigger Hall." | reopened the yearbook, scanned the pages, looking for more black
marks. "We're going to haveto makealist.”

"Hereweare," he said. "Danny? Who was it on the phone?’

It was the goddamn Devil, Jace. "Nobody," | muttered, my right hand reaching up to massage my
burning left shoulder through my shirt. "Gods."

Can it be you have not resurrected him?

" 'Kay." We were keyed through the police security net. Jace piloted the hover down to land in the
driveway of animmaculate brick house. | remembered the place from walking to Gabe's so many times.
The hally bushes outside were green and hedlthy and the walls behind them covered with the Strangdly
geometric shielding of aCeremonia. There were other police hoversthere, including asquat black
coroner's hover.

"Great." | triggered the door lock. "Well, what do you know. Digging that coffin up wasn't usdess after
al”

| hopped out, the hover's hum diminishing as Jace turned off the drive. The springs groaned alittle asthe
hover settled.

The house was three stories high and immacul ate, the gardenslargely ornamentd. | saw severd
rosebushes and amonkey puzzle tree. The roof was new, plasilicamadeto look like date, gleaming
wetly from last night's rain and the afternoon sunlight. There were officers milling al over thefront
driveway, awide circular field of crushed white stone. At the top of wide granite steps there was apolice
guard at the massive wooden front door, two Saint City blues; | saw Gabe'sfamiliar figure come out
blinking into the sunlight. Shelifted ahand, | saw one of the blues a the door flinch.

My nogtrilsflared. | smelled fear and blood, and deeth. And the sharp stink of human vomit.

It must be bad. | stuffed the yearbook in my bag and curled my left hand around my sword, then struck
out for the front door, my boots crunching on therocks. A sirand of long black hair fell into my face. |
blew it back, irritably. "Y 0, Spooky!" | caled, assoon as| got to the bottom of the stairs. "1 should be



homein bed."

"So should I." Her shiddsflushed purple-red. My own shielding reverberated, answering hers, she
stopped and looked down at me as the emerald on her cheek sparked agreeting. ™Y ou look different,
Danny."

"Must be exhaustion and digging up old bodies." | paced up the stairs, aware that Jace was right behind
me. His staff tapped on the granite. My cheek burned, the twisted-caduceus tat shifting itsinked lines
againg my flesh. "What do we have here?'

"Ceremonia.” She ushered me past the blues, who both recoiled dightly. | guess my reputation preceded
me. It wasonetimel wasglad of it—at least if they were recoiling they weren't garing at me.

The emerdd on my cheek burned as| stepped over the threshold, a deep drilling warning. "The
shidding'storn.” | looked up. "From insde."

Gabe nodded. "Just like the other three. It's Aran HEm."

| remembered him. HEd gone to Rigger Hall too, in my class. Hed been atall blond babyfaced
Ceremonid, with blue eyes and a habit of sucking on hislower lip; 1'd had him in aPhilosophy of Religion
classand afew other dectives.

Jace swore. "ThisisHelm's place?' He smacked the butt end of his staff against the marble flooring, one
sharp crack echoing through the foyer. "Godsdammit.”

"Y ou know him?" | asked, looking up. Apparently Helm'staste had gone for high cellings, acoat of
antiquated mail on astand, and atall grandfather clock that chimed aswe walked in. A long, overdone
staircase went up to theright. | followed Gabe, my fingerstrailing the baustrade. Thefed of defenses
wedded to every stair crackled againgt my skin, humming uneadily. | smelled beeswax, and afrowsty
scent that told me only one human lived here. Apparently Aran Helm lived done; in ahuge house full of
slenceand londiness.

"Ran with him for awhile, when | was dating you," Jace replied easily enough. "Worked withhimon a
couple jobs—did some wetwork together. Never met at his house though. Dodgy."

"Wetwork." Assassination. A long time ago | would have been willing to swear there was nothing |
didn't know about Jace, but here | was finding out something new. | had balked at doing nations,
though held said it was good money. | hadn't asked what his own jobs entailed; I'd trusted him blindly.
"How was he?'

"Good," Jace said. "Cold. Not overly troubled with hesitation." His auratouched mine. | shivered.

Not like me; the only time you mentioned assassination to me | almost bit your head off. How
many wetwork jobs did you come home from and climb into bed with me? Did you ever want to
tell me, Jace, or did you think I'd never find out?| swallowed the anger. It was ancient history. |
didn't have to think about it, did 1? Not right now with akiller to catch and the Prince of Hdll caling me

agan.
It was ardlief to find something unpleasant | didn't have to think about.

"He's up in the bedroom.” Gabe's shoulders were tense under her long dark synthwool coat. "It's... well,
you'll see. Have you got anything so far, Danny? Anything at dl?'

It wasn't like her to sound desperate. "1'm going to see Polyamour as soon as possible. It seems Steve



Sebagtiano was part of the congpiracy that got Mirovitch.” | laid it out in afew clipped sentences,
including the marksin the yearbook, which were probably nothing but the closest we had to alink. At the
top of the stairs Gabe led us down a hall past another two blues standing guard, and | didn't need her to
tell me which room Aran was in. The hacked-open door and thick cloying smell of blood spoke for itsdlf.
After you've smelled death for awhile, the smell of blood stops bothering you much... at leest,
conscioudy.

The lingering traces of other smellsin the air were more interesting. | inhaed deeply—protections, even
more protections, laid thick and tight over every inch of wall and floor. A marble bust of Adrien
Ferriman, legidative crestor of the Parapsychic Act, siood on a blackstone plinth, hisfamiliar jowled
scowl gpparently directed down the hall.

Laid over that wastheraw, new smell of human from the blues, Gabe, and Jace. | sniffed deeply, closing
my eyes. Human blood, human swest, protection magick, and...

[ filledmy lungs. Thereit is. | smedled offa, magick, and thereek of aftershave. | rilled my lungs, closing
everything e se out, even the throbbing burn in my shoulder.

| knew that smell. Dusgt, offd, magick, aftershave, chak, and leather.
The smdl of the Office. The Headmaster's Office.

| shivered, the shudder going from my hedsdl the way up to the crown of my scap. Nerve-stringstight
and taut, Snging their sren song of bloodlust and the path of the hunt laid in front of my feet. But laid over
that shudder was fear, nose-stinging and skin-chilling fear. Thefear of achild locked in aroom without

light

Be careful , Japhrimel's voice whispered at the very back of my brain. He cannot hurt you now,
hedaira. You are beyond hisreach. | fet awarm hand touch my face, an intimate trailing down my
cheek, pausing at the pulse in my throat, then diding down to the curve of my breast.

| came back to mysdlf with ajolt. What the hell? | didn't smell thisat Christabel's. That damn lilac
perfume of hers, maybe. Or maybe the scent had faded. "I can amndl it."

"Danny?" Gabe paused before the doorway. "Y ou okay?"

No, | wasn'. | was hdlucinating my dead demon lover'svoice. But it didn't matter. Getting the smell of
the quarry isimportant in any hunt. And if imagining Japhrimel's voice helped me get through this, | was
al for it no matter what price | would have to pay afterward, when the hunt was over and | had to face
the fact that he wastruly gone.

"I'mfing" | rasped. A pattern was starting to gppear under the shape of events. "Let'stake alook at Mr.
Hem." | stepped past Gabe and looked into the room. "He certainly did believe in protection, didn't he?’

"Either that or hewas afraid of something,” Jace said grimly. "Chango..." It wasalong bresth of
wondering disgust.

| agreed. Past the hacked and battered door was an orgy of blood and bits of what had once been a
human body. The chalk marks on the floor were familiar but hurried, scrawled instead of done nestly.
The circlewas doppily and hatily finished. Had the killer been interrupted?"Who found the body?* My
nose wrinkled. The only thing worse than the effluvia of dying cells around living humanswasthe stench
of rotting ones.

You think that as if you're not human, Danny. | shivered again.



"Housekeeper," Gabe said. "Apparently was paid agood deal to come in and work ten hours a day
cleaning this pile. And to keep her mouth shut. The body's afew days old, she wasn't supposed to come
into this part of the house very often. Once she found the body, she didn't know whether she should call
the police. She brought the question to one of her cousins, who's alow-levd retainer for the Owens
Family and astooge for the Saint City PD. He brought it to us. If the shields hadn't dready been cracked
we would have cdled you in to crack them.”

"Gods." Jace looked definitely green, yet another new and amazing thing. | felt alittle green mysdlf.
"Therésonly pieces.”

Check that. | wasn't just fedling a little green. | felt green asanew crop of chemagae. Nausearose,
twisted hot under my breastbone. | forced it down. I'd seen alot of murder and mayhem in my time, but
this... the smdl of blood wasn't bothering me, but the visua's were beginning to become
nightmare-worthy.

| should know, I've had my share of wonderful nightmares.

| looked into the bedroom. Thiswas evidently where Aran Helm truly lived. Scattered papers and dirty
clothes strewn about, a huge four-poster bed with wildly mussed covers now spattered with blood and
other fluids, and burned-out candlesin many holders. Between this and Christabel's careful obsessive
order, | wasn't surewhich | preferred.

| stepped delicately insde the room, wishing once again that | could shut my nostrils down, and saw
something.

A human hand, severed at the wrigt, clutching abit of consecrated chalk.

A few more bits of the pattern fell together. " Sekhmet sa'es, Gabe. Welve got it al wrong. The marks
weren't made by thekiller."

"What?' Gabe stopped at the door. "What are you talking about?*

"Look." | pointed at the hand. "The victims made the marks. | need alaseprint of these. If | can figure out
what they were trying to defend againg—"

"Y ou don't think it's human?' Hope and dawning comprehension lit her face,

"I wouldn't say that,” | answered dowly. "I can't tell. But if the marks are defensive, I've been going
about thisdl wrong." | whirled. "'If Jace givesyou aligt, can you find out who onthelist is<till in Saint
City? And who's il dive?’

"All things should be so easy.” Gabe's eyeslit up. Shelooked afew yearsyounger. "You're sure,
Danny?'

"Not sure." | gave the room one last look. "But it's better than any other theory | had. There's something
ese t00."

"What?' She dmost twitched with impatience, and | suppressed the desire to giggle nervoudy. Couldn't
she s2e? Why did she need meto tell her?

"Thisdoor's hacked in." | looked back at them, saw Jace was watching me, his blue eyes bright against
the shadow of the hall. A deeper shadow did over hisface, and | would have recoiled if my feet weren't
nailed in place. When | looked again, the shadow was gone, and | had to chalk it up to nerves.



| was chalking alot up to my nerveslately. It was a bad habit to get into.

"What?' Gabe'stone wasn't overly patient. | had drifted into silence, staring at Jace, my forehead
furrowed.

| shook myself and met her dark worried eyes. "I don't think the attack started here.”

Chapter Twenty-three

| wasright. Wefound his sancta in the basement, a hexagona stone room with nudiegirl holoposters
gummed to the rough walls. A pentacle was etched into the discol ored granite floor—Aran had done well
for himsdlf, if he could spend time and Power etching stone. | was uncomfortable looking into the
room—éfter al, aCeremonid's sancta is like a Necromance's psychopomp, the deep place they trust to
work their grestest magicks. Apparently, Aran Helm had derived agreet ded of his power from sex; it
didn't look like he had many partners, however. He must have done alot of Power-raising with hisright
hand.

A drawer inalow armoire was pulled al the way out, showing shiny sharp implements. Bloodletters and
weights. | sucked in abreath, delicately touching the wood of the drawer with afingertip. The shiver that
went through me wasn't entirely unpleasant—blood and sex, and pain. Good fudl for magick.

And very tempting for demons. Even part-demons like me.

Interestingly enough, there was only one door to the sancta, and it was hacked open—but from the
insde. | cast my gaze over the hexagona room.

Jace leaned in the door. Gabe's voiceraised in the corridor beyond, giving orders. Jace's staff glowed
golden, afaint light edging it and the bones tied with raffia clicking together. Here in another sorcerer's
sancta, any Shaman would be uncomfortable. And the lingering trail of terror and bloodlust onthe air
would only add to that discomfort.

Cigarslay fanned under atwisted statue of The Unspeakable. So he was a Left-hander, | thought. That
was val uable information—no wonder held been in the business of nation. Left-handers wouldn't
sacrifice humansto gain magicka energy, but they would sacrifice other things. Dogs, cats... monkeys,
sometimes. Insects. There was awhole branch of Left-handersthat dedlt with the power released by
killing snakes as dowly as possble, since snakeswere living conduits of magicka energy. Catswere
popular too, and goats. About the only anima a L eft-hander wouldn't touch was a horse, since plenty of
Skinlinsworshipped Eponaand their goddess took avery dim view of sacrificing equines. Of course,
there was the question of what to do with the body afterward. The old joke wasthat a vaudun and a

L eft-hander would both kill a chicken—but the vaudun would et the chicken afterward.

Most of thetime, after a L eft-hander was finished, there wasn't much of the sacrifice left to eat.

A haf-bottle of very good brandy sat on the altar too. His ceremonia sword, its blade twisted into an
unrecogni zable shape, was a two-handed broadsword, pretty but cheap metal. If he did wetwork it was
with knife or projectile gun, not honest stedl. Aran Helm had used the human deathsto pay for his house,
and animd desth to fud hismagick.

| wondered if either had troubled him.



"Here," | murmured. "Here waswhere it started. How could it come from inside?" | turned to the door.
Gabe had dready repaired Christabel's shielding by thetime | got there, but the bits from the door had al
been on the outside, inthe hdl. " Christabd's shields breached from the insgde? And the other two, the
sexwitch and the norma?"

Jace shrugged. "Moorcock yes, sexwitch yes, norma no. That'swhat Gabe said. I'll ask again if you
want." But he stayed there, looking a me, his eyes oddly shadowed and burning at the sametime.
"Danny, what are you thinking? Y ou look..."

"I'm not sureyet.” Why are we so sure the normal’s part of this? But | an sure, sureas| can be. It
started with our mysterious normal and hasn't ended yet. Something I'm missing, something
critical. And Christabel, making marks and shouting " Remember "

| blinked, knelt down. Caught in the pentacle's deep-carved lineswas a glimmer of something. My
fingertips brushed stone, and | caught a glimpse of aman who had to be Aran—blue-eyed, his greasy
blond hair cut in aflattop, stumbling back as Power whipped like a serpent from the statue of The
Unspeskable. "Was he avery good sorcerer, this Aran Hdm?"

| felt more than saw Jace's shrug. "Good enough. Better asan N, | think. Otherwise, how would he
pay for this?'

"True" It was afinesilver chain, anecklace. The clasp was broken. Attached to it wasacharm the size
of my thumb from digtd joint to fingertip—asilver spade, like on an antique playing card. "Ace of
spades.” | held it up delicately between index finger and thumb. "I think you're onto something, Jace.
Good work." Stupid to put a mark in a yearbook, Christabel. Why would you do something like
that? It'sa pity | can't bring you out of Death and ask you. Shiversrilled up my spine.

One corner of hismouth lifted into a hdf-grin. "Good to heer it. Can Gabe'steam start up in the
bedroom?”’

"l think s0." | made it to my feet, holding the necklace. "We need to go through this yearbook and make
alig.”

"Yougotit."

A new thought struck me as | rose from the floor. | paused, holding up the necklace. "I wonder if
Christabel had one of these."

Jace turned and murmured to Gabe. She said something, then looked over his shoulder a me. "Danny?'
"Did Chrigtabel have one of these?' | held the necklace up so she could seeit.

"Shedid. So did the sexwitch. | chalked it up to junk jewelry." Gabe's tone was uncharacterigticaly
harsh. No cop liked to miss a piece of evidence.

"The norma didn't have one?' | asked, just to make sure.
"Not that | remember. I'll go through the evidence manifest again, if you want."

"Dothat." | stared at the nudiegirl posterson thewall. They fluttered as my attention brushed them.
Nothing behind any of them. No way into the room but the door, and the door hacked open from inside.

| tore the yearbook out of my bag and stalked for the door. "Gabe. Get methelist. Everyone in here
who hasthat mark next to their names. | need to know who's il living and where, especidly in Saint



City. Send it to my datpilot, will you?"

She nodded. "What's up?" At least she knew enough not to bother me with questions that needed long
explanations.

"One of Polyamour's girls was the second body," | said, and watched Gabe's eyeslight with
comprehension. She was looking more relieved by the second. At least we had a connection, however
tenuous; adirection to go in was good newsto any cop. "I'm going to drop in on Poly now. If one of her
girlswas downed and she has more bits of the puzzle, she's going to be very nervous, very guilty—or the
next goddamn victim.”

Gabe nodded. "Go. Go on."

| gave her aquick smile and pushed the yearbook into her hands. "I need thisback." So | can bury it
again. Maybe deeper thistime.

"Understood. Now go." Her tone wasn't just a thank you—it wasrdief and gratitude dl rolled up
together and lit with birthday candles.

Jace followed me, his staff tapping on the marble. The spade necklace dangled from my figt, and | stuffed
it in apocket without thinking. My fingers tightened around the katana's scabbard. | should have gotten
a sword long before thisso | could have a blade | could depend on. A chill finger touched my spine.
My ringsflashed, demon-fed, and the atmosphere of Aran Helm's palatial house shivered. | reached out
without thinking, calming the runaway energy like arestive horse. Helm had put so many layers of
protection on his home that the air itself would have been dead and tifling if not for the giant rent
whoever—or whatever—had torn in the shidding.

Fromtheinside. | wonder if heinvited hiskiller in. Why, if he was so obsessive about protection?

It was arelief to havethis puzzle, so | didn't haveto think about Lucifer's soft voice burrowing in through
the phoneline. I must speak with your lover, and | am unable to contact himin the usual manner.

| wondered what the "usua manner” was and felt my skin go chill again.
Can it be you have not resurrected him? Taunting, soft, and corrosive.

| decided | didn't fear him as much as | had when | was human—and that was bad. After dl, | wasn't a
demon, only a hedaira, whatever that was. And even if | had been ademon, Lucifer was the Prince of
Hdll.

So maybe the Prince of Hell was starting anew game. | had to go carefully, or | might be caught like |
waslast time. Of course, any game the Devil started was rigged from the beginning; but last time 1'd had
no warning whatsoever. Now at least | knew something awful was about to happen.

Cold comfort, if any.

"Danny!" Jace caught my arm. Sunlight fell down on the crushed stone. 1'd walked out of the house and
toward the garden wall. A few more strands of my hair fell in my face. My boots seemed rooted to the
ground now. "Hey. The hover'sthisway."

| blinked at him. "Jace." I'd been so deep in my thoughts | had literaly forgotten about him. The sunlight
was kind to him, made his hair catch fire and his eyes glow. Had he followed me through the entire
house, trying to get my attention?"I'm sorry. | wasthinking."



"It'snot like you to wander around desaf to the world.” He shook his staff for emphasis, the bones clicking
and twirling on their raffiatwine. "It'sthat phone call, isn't it." Hisvoice wasflat.

Once before, I'd been so wrapped up in my own thoughts I hadn't been aware of my surroundings.
Japhrimel had pulled me out of the way of a speeding streetside hover. | had no demon to watch over me
now; | gave mysdf a severe menta shake, pushing away uncertainty. I'd deal with Lucifer after | dedlt
with thismess.

After | deal with a crazed killer from Rigger Hall, the Devil might almost be a vacation. Black
humor tinted my menta voice, gdlows humor. The type of macabre humor every Necromance and cop
used to distance him or herself from the horror of what people could do to each other with gun and knife
and club.

My fingerstightened on the scabbard. " Are you coming with me to Polyamour's?’ | looked up into Jace's
face.

He nodded. Hisjaw set, amusclein his cheek flicked. "Of course. Do | get to play bad cop?"
You'd be better at that than | would. How many other thingsdid | not know about Jace?
Did it matter?

Not to me, not now. Whatever he hadn't told me could stay in the past. What mattered was that he'd
given up Rio for me, moved in with me, and stretched his human body to the limitstrying to help me. And
gods help me, | could forgive him everything for that.

"We're not going to frighten her," | decided. "Not unless| think she'sguilty.” | touched his shoulder, my
hand closing, my thumb moving gently. It wasamost acaress. "Thank you. For... for everything. | mean
it

Hisface eased dightly, mouth relaxing into agenuine smile. "Hey, no problem, baby. Hanging out with
you is better than aholovid game.”

An unwilling smiletilted my lips up even as my heart sank. Jace Monroe, the man 1'd thought abbandoned
me years ago, loved me. But | still couldn't stand the thought of anyone but Japhrimel touching me. If
Japhrimel could beresurrected. .. "I'll choose to take that as acompliment. Let'sgo."

Chapter Twenty-four

Polyamour'swasin the Tank Didtrict, on the very northern fringe between the Tank and the financid

heart downtown. Of course, she had to be closeto her clients; and her clients had to berich. To afford a
liaison with Polyamour, or one of her contracted sexwitches, took achunk of hard cash or credit that
Lucifer himsdf might have balked at spending. She was evidently expecting us, for the security net
acknowledged my hover; Jace spent afew minutes tapping on the deck, and the net's Al linked with
ours, brought the hover down in acircling pattern to land with ajolt on the roofpad. 1t was broad
daylight, so the roof lot was empty except for one deek gleaming hoverlimo.

| spent afew moments studying the roof and the shielding. The place was well-shielded, both magickally
and dectronicaly; | wouldn't have wanted to crack it. The roof entrance was a sort of smal gazebo
seemingly made of stone and strung with glittering pladights; stairs descended. | exchanged a glance with



Jace and shook my right hand out. It threatened to cramp. My shoulder eased alittle; maybe the thin shell
of cdm over my degpening panic was fooling the demon-made mark.

We went down the stairs and findly came to abeautifully carved mahogany door. Venus glowed from
one haf, her wooden face serene; Persephone with her pomegranate on the other. Others might have
mistaken it for art, but any Magi-trained psion would know better. The sexwitch's rellm was Eros and
Thanatos, the life-urge married to the redity of Death itself, pain turned to pleasure turned to Power; that
it was offered for clients dispelled none of the mystery.

Some theorists said sexwitches were the bridge between sedayeen—the heal ers—and Necromances,
those who tread in the relm of Degth. | didn't believeit.

Stll, I couldn't dismiss the power of sex itsalf. No psion who dedls with the deepest urges of the body
and psyche can.

Sex wasthe least of what sexwitches offered. Redemption, ddlight, the chance to play with the degpest
and most forbidden of fetishes and fantas es, companionship, vulnerability—sexwitches offered dl the
power of the physical body to soothe, al the power of sex to enlighten, to loosen, to liberate. It was
heady stuff, and people paid in buckets for it, making sexwitch House taxes atop revenue source for the
Hegemony government.

Two full-gpectrum lights made to look like gadamps burned behind the silvery lattices of ornate carriage
lamps. | inhded and smelled kyphii, sex, and synth hash.

"Great," Jace murmured. "The onetime| go into Polyamour's and it's during the day."

| laughed. The sound bounced off the creamy marble wdls. "I wonder what these stairs are like when it
rans”

"Sippery. But think of the possibilities.”
"Slipped disk. Cracked skull." | kept the laughter back only by sheer force of will.
He snorted, ashort chuckle. "Y ou have no imagination.”

"Morelike too much.” The banter to ease our nerveswas so familiar | began to relax fractionally. Then
the doors gave athestric creak asthey began to open, adice of glowing almost-candleight widening.

We waited, my right hand closing around the hilt of my sword. Jace let out ashort sound that wasn't quite
awhistle and nowhere near aword. When the door was fully open, it revedled adimly lit halway hung
with red velvet and decorated with tasteful marble statues. And there, sanding in the middie of the hdll,
was the transvestite Polyamour, the most famous sexwitch of our generation.

Shewastdl, and her face was as beautifully made as any architecturd triumph: caramel skin; long, curling
black hair; and amazing gray eyesfringed by thick charcoa lashes. She had long aesthetic legs, lightly
muscled and revealed by afluttering pae-pink silk dress. Her feet were bare and surprisingly smdll, the
nailslacquered deep blood-red. One dainty ankle was graced with athin gold bracelet, and gold hoops
hung from her perfect ears. High on her |eft cheek wasthe inset ruby, aesthetically placed, which any
datscan would reved as encoded with apowerful protective chip. If aplasgun or projectile discharged
anywhere near her or if the ruby were removed, the police would automatically be called. A datscan
would aso reved her asalicensed sexwitch, immuneto severa laws gpplying to other psonics—and
worth ten yearsin afedera prison if she was assaulted. The Hegemony received far too much in tax
profit from sexwitchesto look kindly on any harm done to them—not like the fifty years before and after



the Pargpsychic Act, when sexwitches had al but died out due to the abuse they received from being
bought and sold like chattdl, worse than any other sort of psion.

Her quick intake of breath showed a pair of shalow high breasts under the silk. | wondered if they were
augments, or if she'd taken hormone courses.

Her Power reached out, caressed the edges of both my shields and Jace's. The familiar smell of
sexwitch—sex and vulnerability and pure sugary musk hest—rolled out from her in waves.

Anubis, she's powerful.

"Dante Vdentine. And Jace Monroe." Shetilted her beautiful head dightly, an acknowledgment that sent
her perfect ringlets cascading. "1 thought you would be aong sooner rather than later. The holovidsjust
reported Aran Helm's death.” Her voice was carame with adight astringency, too deep for awoman's
but too light for aman's.

| sniffed. Something smelled odd here: arank edge of fear under al the perfume.
| saw aglint of Slver a her throat.

| dug in my pocket, pulled out the broken necklace. The spade swung at the end of it. " Tig vedom deum
" My voice stroked the hdl, made the velvet hangingsflutter. | was forgetting to be careful.

Polyamour actualy turned pale and stepped back. She reached up to her sculpted throat and touched
her own necklace. If my eyes hadn't been so sharp, | might not have been able to seeit in the shifting,
dim light. But thereit was, aslver spade. | felt ajolt of sick happiness, one more connection diding into
place. | was getting closer. Are you happy, Christabel? I'm remembering, and I'm dragging other
people through remembering it too. Are you flicking happy?

"Y ou were not amember, but you know." Her voice was less smooth now. Her eyes did over me again.
"I suppose you should comein.”

"l suppose we should.” | moved down the steps, heard Jace behind me. "Theway | seeit, either you're
part of it or you're apotentia victim. If it'sthe former, I'll get you firdt. If it'sthe latter, you could do
worse than have my protection.”

She laughed, but the sound was unsteady. Polyamour turned on one soft bare foot and started off down
the hdl. "l wastold you were direct. That seemsabit of an understatement.”

"One of thevictimswasagirl of yours." | moved after her, my boots clicking softly. "Why didn't you say
anything?'

She cast me one extraordinary dark glance over her shoulder. The sway of her hips under the silk was
amost awoman's. | looked back at Jace, who seemed bemused. 'Y ou were at the Hall," Polyamour
said. "Y ou know the habit of silence can be hard to break. | didn't know anything useful about Y asrule's
death until Edward brought me the pictures. Then | knew."

"What exactly do you know?" She wasn't moving very quickly. My boots, and Jace's, thudded in the
murmuring silence, al sound dulled by the velvet on the walls. The doors closed behind uson
whisper-soft hinges.

"Let's have some coffee. We can be civilized, can't we?' She had recovered. Her voice was back to
smoothness. But her aura shifted uneasily, and my own Power reached out, caressing her vulnerable
edges. Sexwitches were ill nicknamed "beggars' in some circles; the natural physiologica processing of



Power triggered chemical cascades of pleasure in them, endorphins that made them pleading and
vulnerable. Asapart-demon, | had more Power than most sexwitches ever encountered; if Polyamour
wasn't fully-fed she would be distracted, and | would have to be very gentle. If | was careful of my new
body's effect on normal humans, | was doubly careful of what | could do to an exquisitely sengtive
sexwitch.

Other hals began to open off thisone. | caught sight of round couches, spears of daylight picking out
details: alarge harp, the glowing green leaves of sometrailing plant, adeeping white Perdan cat on a
round cushion of black velvet. All indl, it seemed pretty tame.

Asif reading my mind, Polyamour laughed. It was a practiced sound, with arill of uneasiness undernegth.
"These are only the reception rooms. Have you ever been insde aHouse, Ms. Vaentine?'

"Cdl me Danny," | said automaticaly. "No. Some bordellos and brothels, but never aHouse. It's very
beatiful."

She accepted the compliment with aqueenly nod. "My private quarters are afew floors down. If you
dont mind."

"It would be an honor." Something that was bothering me became painfully clear. "Where are your
bodyguards? I'd think your intra-House security would be alittle tighter.”

"What good would bodyguards do if Dante V aentine wants me dead?' Her tone edged on the
whimsica. "No. For personal reasons, I'd prefer to keep this meeting private.” The end of the hall rose
up in front of usand two shielded doors opened, reveding an elevator. | swallowed, my jaw setting, and
Jace's hand closed around my elbow. "Besides, | am not without adight precognitive Taent. It comesin

We stepped into the elevator. Polyamour's aura pressed against mine, the air roiling with Shaman,
sexwitch, and almost-demon. The doors closed. There was atime when | would have drawn stedl and
started struggling to escape such a confined space, but now | set my teeth together and tightened my left
hand around the scabbard. My rings popped and sparked. Jace's touch on my elbow |oosened for a
second, but then he drove hisfingernallsin savagely.

The bright diamonds of pain were negligible, but they helped.

Polyamour studied my face. In such close quarters, | could see the line of her jaw, too strong for a
woman's. Therewas an old, faint scar running just under her right ear, under the jawbone to the bottom
of her chin. Her forehead was allittle too broad too. But those eyes more than made up for it. "You're
exquiste," shesaid. "I could get you aton of work."

| managed atight smile. Maybe she didn't assume I'd been genespliced. Then again, she could seethe
black stain on my aura. Thanks for the compliment. | don't want to look like this. "Not many would
liketo fuck aNecromance." And | can't touch a man without thinking of a dead demon and how he
held me.

Nothing seemed to throw her. "Y ou'd be surprised.” The elevator made a soft sound, and the doors
opened. Disregarding safety or politeness, | wasthe first one out, tearing free of Jace's hand but dimly
grateful that he had choked up on my elbow.

This hall was plain, wood-floored, and white-walled.
Sunlight poured in from the windows, but gauzy white curtains diluted the force of thelight. | blinked, my



pupils contracting, and smelled coffee. Polyamour led us through a plain wooden door and into alarge
comfortable room with afireplace, atumbled king-size bed, two blue linen couches, a battered Perasiano
rug, and awoman wearing nothing but acollar and long chain standing in the middle of asmall

kitchenette, pouring coffee from asilver samovar.

"Please, at." Polyamour strode across the room, silk fluttering, and draped herself across one of the
couches. "Dianawill bring the coffee.”

| lowered mysdlf down gingerly, the sword across my knees. Looked up at Jace, who wore afaint
scowl. He stood to the side and folded hisarms, watchdog written in every line of hisbody. "I suppose
we might start with the obvious,” | said. " Someoneskilling the members of the Black Room. Why?"

She gave one eegant shrug, the silk whispering as she moved. The naked woman padded over softly,
bearing asilver tray. She glanced at Polyamour, who nodded dightly.

"Cream?’ the naked woman asked, her breasts moving gently as she knelt to placethe tray on alow
ebony table. Her pubic fleece was smoky darkness, her hair along rippling fal of chestnut. Shewasa
sexwitch too, aruby glittering in her cheek. She seemed utterly unsalf-conscious of her nudity, dmost to
the point of parody. Her aurawas a alow ember, fully fed, but she gill made a subtle, inviting movement
as soon as the edge of my auratouched her. "Sugar?'

"Jugt cream.” If thisis a game to see how | react, Paly,
you're going to be very disappointed. Even when | was human | didn't go in for this.
She looked up at Jace, who shook his head.

The naked woman handed me an antique silver cup full of expensvely smooth coffee and chicory, cut
with heavy cream. She spent afew more moments preparing Polyamour's drink, handed it to her, and sat
back on her hedls, waiting.

"Youmay go, Diana | will be quiteal right. Come back in two hours." Poly waved her away.

The woman bowed, her breasts moving, hair faling forward to vell her face momentarily. Then sherose,
looped the chain from the leather collar over her arm, and left, closing the door with aquiet click.

Polaymour seemed to shrink dightly at the sound of that click. "1 suppose you want to know how they
didit."

| took asip of the coffee. "Thisisvery nice."
She acknowledged the compliment with asmall nod.
Let's get down to business. "The more | know, the better prepared | am to stop thisthing.”

"I'm not sureyou can stop it." She crossed her legs, demurely, but afaint sheen of sweat showed on her
forehead. | wondered if she'd had her chin laser-treated to get rid of stubble, or if hormone treatments
had taken care of it. "It's probably Destiny coming hometo roost. Do you believe in Fate, Danny
Vdenting?'

| shrugged. "No more than the next Magi-trained Necromance."

She gave acoughing little laugh. "That's very funny. | wasinvolved in aconspiracy to kill aHegemony
officer. Areyou going to arrest me?"



It was my turn to laugh, alaugh that dropped and shattered in pieces on the wooden floor. "Not fucking
likely. Any truth to the rumor that someone turned into a Feeder and took him on in a predator's duel ?*

"Inaway, | suppose.”" Polyamour shivered.

My nogtrilsflared. | Saw her fear, rising in trailsthat rippled and eddied like heat. A sexwitch'sfear is
perfumed, and smellslike something fragrant and wanting, pheromones pressing hard againgt anyonein
the room. Humans and Nichtvren like the sméll, psons are particularly sensitive to a sexwitch's
pheromones of fear or excitement; werecain and kobolding aren't affected at dll.

And me? It was difficult for me not to look at the curve of her throat where the pulse beat. She smelled
likefood. She dso smelled—just a hint—of amber musk and burning cinnamon, asmell that made me
think of Japhrimel's body against mine, his spent, shuddering sigh as he buried hisface in my throat, the
tang of demon blood burning my mouth. It's not real. It's only chemicals and Power. She's just scared

Her long caramel hand came up and touched the spade necklace. She curled her fingers around it, then
broke the chain with aflick of Power, held the necklace up. "They made it stop." Her eyes moved with
the spade as it dangled back and forth, glittering. "Or Kdller did.”

| breathed shdlowly, trying not to inhale any more of the delicious, eectric, mouthwatering scent.
"Kdler?'

Her mouth quirked dightly. "Our fearlessleader. 1..." Shewastrembling. Abruptly, Polyamour swung

her legs off the couch, set her coffee down on thetray, and rolled up to her feet. The one quick
movement told me sheld had some combat training, and that was very interesting. Sexwitches don't
normally go for combat; fear turnsinto desire for them, crippling their ability to respond. ™Y ou know," she
sad tondesdy. "You know how bad it was."

| swallowed. The coffee turned to ash in my mouth, but the taste of it cut through the tantalizing scent. |
wondered if that waswhy sheld offered it. "'l wasin the cage four times. But | know the sexwitches had it

rough.”

"Oh, rough." She waved a hand, pacing away from us. | could breathe again, without her pheromones
drowning me. "Rough. We were fucked every which way but loose, Vaentine. That's not rough. The
rough part was having that bastard pawing away at your mind while he or one of his cronies stuck
whatever they wanted in their orifice of choice. If you're a sexwitch, you learn early that your body
betrays you—it'syour mind that hasto stay impregnable. Y our soul. To have that filthy old maggot
fingering indde your head..." Her cascade of dark curls shuddered as she turned her supple back. She
was shaking.

"Sekhmet sa'es,” | whispered. At least the few cubic inchesinside my skull had been all mine. No matter
how much of a smoking wasteland it became, it was sill my wasteland. What was that old fable?

Why do you eat your own heart? Because, O King, it is bitter, and because it is my heart.

Even in the middle of my blackest moments, I'd had my books. The hard kernels of immortal stories,
each one areminder of how deeply Lewisloved me, of how strong | could strive to be. My books and
my god, steady sources of strength in the impregnable fortress of my head. | had been lucky.

Lucky. | never thought | would think that.
Polyamour turned back to us. The beauty of her face had become harder, more brittle; her eyeswere



dark holes. "I learned early that | wanted to be strong. Or at least have a strong protector. And so, | built
this. But would you believe | dill have nightmares?”

"I believeit." My eyesflickered over to the mantd. Hung above it was arestrained, priceless Mobian
print, the famous black-and-white of the woman's back tattooed with arising dragon. | would bet it was
the origind. The subtle shades of gray and stippled black were alive to my demon sight. | could have
contemplated it for hours. "l believeit." | had Anubis, and you had nobody. Should | feel guilty about
that? Lucky? Or guilty about feeling lucky?

"Would you believe| actudly fet guilty?* Her throaty, husky voice broke on the last word. The sharp
pinch of my own guilt settled in, twisted hard. The scent of her fear ill lingered on me, and it took an
effort of will to cam my own racing pulse.

If I could, Poly, I'd walk out of here and let you get back to trying to forget all about it. Because
as soon as| finish this, | intend to forget every-fucking-thing that has to do with Rigger Hall too.
"Poly, | need to know who. | need to know what you did. And why the Feeder glyphs are supposed to
protect you againgt it."

She dropped her head, stood with her carefully ringletted hair around her face. After amoment | redlized
the sound in the room was her. She was bregthing like a horse run too hard, her fear rising in waveslike
heet from pavement. Her auraswirled in blue and violet, trembling, about to go nova.

| was off the couch before | knew it, leaving my sword behind. | approached her softly, my own aura
dretching; my rings swirled steadily. When the gold glow of my auratouched the edges of hers, the result
was startling—her light yearned toward me, the classic response of asexwitch. They need to feed, either
on sex or the power sex raised; pure Power aways raises asexua responsein them. That iswhat makes
them so vulnerable—their bodies beg for it, davesto the degpest urges of the body itself. The smell of
her fear rose to drench me, but my own demon-scent overlaid it, afiery, smooth kick like brandy igniting
inmy stomach.

Gods above, | could get drunk on this.

I'd forgotten how much more | was. How much more Japhrimel had made me. The outer layer of my
defenses dropped, and athin, humming sonic note of Power did through the air like oil into aglass. Her
head tipped back. Even though she wastdler than me | caught her nape and wrist easily, the demon-hard
calluses on my golden hands from daily knife-drill rasping on her soft skin. Then my auraclosed around
her, the full-scale plasgun charge of power sinking into her veins. Her eyelids fluttered shut and she
moaned, helpless againgt theriptide.

Was that what | looked like when Japhrimel changed me? | shook the thought aside. Pleasure
scraped againgt my nerves, sparked through my bones. It was just like alcohol, athorny dectric lassitude
like the best stage of every drunk I'd ever been on. Yet | wasin control, not helplessinitsgrip. Gently,
ever so gently, | stroked down Polyamour's spine with a feather-touch of Power. She moaned again, the
sk of her dresswhispering as her hips jerked forward. | kept one hand steady on her nape, my skin
roughening dightly asthe wave of her pleasure wrapped around me. My other hand touched her chin, her
skin gartlingly soft. My fingernails scraped dightly as| traced the scar on her jaw. Thisclose, | saw that
her skin was flawless; her eyelids fluttered again, eyelashes asthick and dark as ayoung boy's.

| could do anything | wanted to her. The thought shook me. | had power , more power than I'd ever
had in my life. And Polyamour was helpless, as helpless as we had been under Mirovitch.

Shock jolted me out of the haze of sensation. No. I'm not like that. | want to help her, dammit. I'm
trying to help her.



| exhded, disengaging, the flow of Power dowing to atrickle. Waited until she stopped trembling and
made sure she had her balance. She leaned toward me. | pressed akiss onto her cheek, smelling the
peculiar musk of sexwitch laid over the smell of human. It was oddly pleasing, but now the edge of fear
was gone, and so was the buzzing, blurring pleasure damming through my nerves. Do demons feel like
that when they scare us?

Had Japhrimd felt that when he frightened me?
"There" | murmured. "lsn't that better?'

She blinked. Consciousness flooded back into her eyes. She tore away from my hand; | et her go,
backed up two steps, and paced back to the couch. Jace stood in the same place, studying the Mobian.
Hewasn't blushing—but | could smell hisarousdl. It didn't smell nearly as good as hers. My shoulder
wasn't burning—the mark had settled back into adim glow. | picked up my cooling coffee cup, my hand
stopping halfway to my mouth. My head suddenly cleared, swept clean by thejolts of sensation.

Can it be you have not resurrected him?
You will not leave me to wander the earth alone.
Feed me.

Sexwitches needed feeding. | needed feeding—but thankfully | could use human food. Japhrimel hed
needed blood. He had visited a daughterhouse in Nuevo Rio.

| would not have you see me feed. Hisvoice, old and fiercely dark aswhiskey. | stared into the coffee.
Polyamour stood with her back to usfor afew minutes, taking in deep ragged bresths; but her aura
smoothed out. When | could talk around the lump in my throat, | repeated mysdlf. "I need to know who.
| need to know what you did. And why the Feeder glyphs are supposed to protect you against it."

Shelet out aclipped little laugh, then swung around to face us. "I'll tell you what | know. Y ou've paid for
it, after dl, with thet little display.”

You enjoyed it. But that was unfair. So had 1. "For fuck's sake. Y ou could be next, Sebastiano. Quit
fucking around with me and tell me what | need to know or I'll leave you to it and track it down from the
other end.”

Polyamour held up the spade necklace. It glittered, avenomous dart of light. "I'm dead anyway. We
couldn't kill Mirovitch, we werejust kids. It was Kdler'sideathat they... they each take some." Her
hand jittered. The spade danced, more barbs of light spitting. "1 don't know al of it, Vaentine. My job
was to get them into Mirovitch's private rooms past the security. Keler couldn't take him on by himsdf.
And nobody wanted to take him on in a Feeder duel. Nobody wanted to become a Feeder, hunted
down, despised even after treatment. So Keller came up with the idea. They each take apart.”

| blinked. That's part of why the inquiry was sealed. If word got out that acircle of psons—just
kids—had dipped their collars and murdered the Headmaster of a school, especialy one as experienced
asMirovitch...

That would be even worse than the public-relations fiasco of aschool with aHeadmaster gone awry. It
was publicly more paatable for the Headmaster to abuse the students. Psions were aready hated and
feared equally in some places, uneasily accepted at best. The Hegemony needed us, we were protected
under the lav—but publicity was another thing entirely.

My stomach turned sour. It wasthe redlity of living in the modern world, but it still nauseated me. It was



more acceptable for him to abuse us than for usto turn on him. Because after dl, if psons could kill
when they were children, where did that |eave the adults? Too dangerousto be left dive, maybe. That
wasthelogica extenson to that thought, wasn't it?

Jace shifted dightly. | caught hismeaning asif hed laid it in my brain with atelepath's light open touch.
"Kdler?'

"Kdlerman." Polyambur sighed.

The namedidnt ring abdl. "1 must not have met him."

Her voice took on a scraping note of sarcasm, elegantly done of course. "I doubt you'd remember it even
if you did. He was eminently forgettable.”

"Kdlerman?"'

Polyamour shivered, her hair trembling—I didn't bother to speak softly, and the entire room

reverberated, the tray ringing softly againgt the creaking table, the walls groaning dightly, the curtains over
the windows blown back, throwing gauizy shadows over thewalls. | wondered if her body was betraying
her, if she was fighting the urge to come back and drop a my feet, fawn on me.

| suppressed ashiver. | thanked my gods | hadn't been born a sexwitch or been sent out as a breeder.
Or indentured to acolony. Or any of the thousand other thingsthat could have happened.

Stll... it would be s0 easy to scare her alittle, just avery little, and fed that delicious drowning feedback
agan.

"It was anickname. Kedlerman Lourdes. His parents were Novo Christer, died in acolony transport
crash." Polyamour let out alow breath. "What €se do you want?'

"Why the Feeder glyphs? And who elsewasin this?' The pattern was rising from the depths of
coincidence like a shape breaking up through smooth glassy water, piecesfaling into place. But not
enough pieces, and not nearly quickly enough.

"Only Keller knew. Weld meet him in that boathouse on the grounds—you remember that shack?
Anyway, none of us knew about anything other than the person we recruited—never more than one
more—and Kéeller. He took secrecy very serioudy. | was only recruited to get Keller and the others
through the security.”

"Theothers?' You'd think she'd be spilling everything she ever even thought she knew about this
Keller and Mirovitch, | thought sourly. But she was pae and shaking, only the flush of my power
keeping her from collapsing. If memory could reopen the scars on my back and amost force meinto
shock, echo in Eddie's head loud enough to make him shake even after all these years, and push the
fabled Polyamour into losing her careful control, then she deserved afew seconds and dl the gentleness|
could muster.

Especidly snce | was dmost trembling with the urge to do something unforgivable, just S0 | could have a
few moments of oblivion. | had never understood bought sex before, never .

Not until now.

"I think Y asrule was one of them. Maybe. | don't know." Tearsthickened her exquisite voice, wellingin
her dark, haunted eyes.



"Y ou weren't there? How could you short out the security and—"

"He liked orgies." When she mentioned Mirovitch, it was obvious, her voice took on aweight of
whispery fear and utter loathing that scraped the air and madeit bleed. "So | brought fresh mesat, and |
brought Kdller. | had to get close to him and—"

"Sekhmet sa'es,” | whispered. ™Y our one recruit and Kdller."

She nodded. "Once we wereinsde, Kdler dipped his collar and bought enough time for meto get the
security circle down. Then | dragged the meat avay—she was aMagi, Dolores Ancien-Ruiz, she didn't
know anything. That'swhy | hate mysdlf. He was busy with her whileI' Keller started his... plan... and |
worked on the net." Polyamour held up her caramed hand, examining her shaking fingersasif they

bel onged to someone dse. "1 do hate mysdlf for that."

| had to know. "Why?"'

Her shoulders dropped and she pulled them back taut again. "Dolores committed suicide two yearslater.
She was deven when she hung hersdf.”

Shit. | would have wanted to question her too. The thought of an eleven-year-old girl hanging herself... |
pushed it away.

"I hauled her out of the Headmaster's House. She was screaming. They went past me—they were dl
wearing sk8 masks, but | thought | recognized Y asrule. And Aran. And Hallin."

"Hallin?Hollin Sukerow?' Him | knew, by reputation at least. | glanced up at Jace, who was pale, a
sheen of swest on his forehead. It wasn't a comfortable story. He was vulnerable to Poly's pheromones,
too. | wondered what he smelled when she drenched the air with fear.

"Thevery same." Polyamour's chin lifted, afaint note of chalenge. "Areyou amost done?| have an
appointment | would rather not miss.”

As if you have anything more important to do. But it might just have been that she wanted us gone,
that she wanted to start forgetting the fear that made her helpless. | made it to my feet, thistime scooping
up my sword. Paced over to her, avoiding the low table. | don't know what she saw in my face, but she
dropped her eyes, her entire body shifting just afew millimeters. It was amazing how she could express
complete but grudging submission with such a subtle movement. | wished | had body language that
expressve.

Lessthan afoot from her, | halted. My fingernails scraped her hand as | took the spade necklace from
her dackening fingers. This close, with my aura blurring and wrapping around her, she Sghed, leaning
forward asif shewould lay her head on my shoulder.

| stuffed both spade necklaces into my pocket and caught her nape again with my free hand, holding my
sword well clear. Polyamour's forehead touched mine.

Her skin wasfevered, but gill not aswarm as mine. She exhded, | smelled human breath, coffee, and
sexwitch musk. If | kissed her, shewould met against me, and Jace would be left standing on the couch.
It had been along, long timefor me; and she...

But | want to scare her. | don't think | could control myself. The thought frightened me, because it
was so goddamn tempting, and would be oh so very easy.

What have | become?



Her auraturned gold as| pushed Power into her, more and more and more until she cried out hoarsely,
her body shuddering and hipsjerking helplesdy forward again. My fingers suddenly turned toiron to
brace her. "Full-up,” | whispered. "Now for afew nights, you don't have to feed. Take avacation. And
stop besating yoursdf up over Dolores.” My own breath caught as | inhaed, struggling for control. Kept
it. | don't do that. | don't use people likethat. | DON'T.

Oh yeah? For once, the snide voice of my conscience didn't sound like Japhrimel. What about Jace?

| drew in adeep ragged bresth. "Chances areit wasn't you, Bastian. Lots of kids killed themsalves rather
than handle the falout from that place. Who knows what she suffered before she helped bring Mirovitch
down?' My voice sank into itslowest registers, athrobbing contrato husk, swirling into her skinas| tied
mental stringsin acomplicated knot, sealing the Power into her. For afew days, Polyamour would be
free; shewouldn't have to feed. The power-charge | gave her would last longer if she didn't attempt any
spells—and if she was attacked, she now had afull chargeto fight with. It was poor payment for what I'd
just put her through, but al 1 could give.

Onething was certain. Our killer wasn't Polyamour. Sexwitches didn't turn Feeder. Their capacity to
hold acharge of Power wasfinite; they couldn't feed from anything other than sex. Not only was our
killer not Polyamour, but she wasn't implicated in the mess. She was clean.

She gained her balance, and | |et go of her neck. "And the next time you need another few days of rest,
Poly, you come seeme.” | forced mysdlf to step cautioudy, then turned on my hed and tilted my head a
Jace. "WEell let ourselves out.”

Jace turned too, preceded me to the door. His hand touched the knob.

"Vaentine!" Polyamour'svoice didn't quiver. | hated, not looking back. If | looked back | was going to
do something | shouldn't My left hand amost creaked, | clutched the scabbard so tightly.

"You bitch." Now her voice broke like ateenage boy's. "Thank you."

If you only knew how close | was to scaring you, to using you, you might not thank me. "No
problem.” | touched Jace's shoulder, he pushed the door open, and led me out into the hall beyond.

"We're going to have to do the elevator again,” he said. | let out a sharp breath, closing my eyes. My
hand dug into his shoulder. Heleaned into it. If it hurt him, he gave no indication. "Don't worry, Danny.
I'mwith you."

It was more comforting than | expected. "Good." My voicewas still low, it made a shiver run through
Polyamour's House. That was close. That was so fucking close. And | invited her to call me again.
She needsiit, every sexwitch needsit. Loathing crept up my spine, skin-crawling didike. No. | can
offer her some help. That's all. Payment for what | almost did to her, for what | was tempted to
do. lam not a demon. I'm human. Human.

But that exquisite sensation, the blessed relief from pain, the pleasure of smdling her fear, sweeter than
anything I'd tasted since being locked in ademon'sarms. ..

No. No. I was human, goddammit. | was going to stay that way, no matter what. Genesplicing didn't
make a human less human, and neither would this. Only my body had changed. The rest of meremained
the same.

Didn'tit?

Oh, Anubis, | prayed, don't let me be wrong on this one.



“Day?

| let out aragged breath. "Yeah?' Don't ask me, Jace. Don't ask meiif | can give you any more than
what you already have from me. The best thing | can do isfinish out this case, however it ends up,
and try to find some way to set you freeto live your own damn life. | can't do this anymore.

But once again, he surprised me. "Where we going next? Let me guess. To find Hollin Sukerow.”

| opened my eyes again. The mark on my left shoulder throbbed against my skin, and | felt hot fingers
trail up my back. Dead fingers. Japhrimel's fingers. Had my fear smdlled like that to him? Had he loved
the smell of my terror? Had it Strained his control ? | wrestled the thought away with an dmost-physica
effort, forced it down. "Y ou got it. But first were going to rendezvous with Gabe."

And as soon as | can, I'm going to seeif there's a dlaughterhouse in Saint City that will do mea
blood vat.

It was agood thought, one that made my heart lighten. The one that came after it made my entire chest
snk. But what if I'mwrong and | dump Japhrimel's ashesin a vat of blood and ruin them? Lucifer
lies, and therest isjust guesswork. What if he's taunting me?

If the Devil was taunting me, he was doing a goddamn good job of it. | would have to finish this goddamn
hunt and then find every book | could lay my hands on about resurrecting demons. No more bounties.

I'd grieved long enough, goddammit.

Chapter Twenty-five

The station house was a seethe of activity, and we madeit to the Parapsych floor from the underground
parking garage without trouble. | guess my hover was known to the cops, because their parking-lot Al
deck took care of bringing the hover in. Jace said very little, and hisface was thoughtful. | had finaly
managed to unclench my left hand and convince mysdf | hadn't just tempted Poly to call meagain. I'd
only been offering an exchange, fair payment to her for making her remember the Hall.

Sowhat if | felt the lightest touch of swest prickling dong my forehead and under my armswhen |
thought of her? | didn't swesat easy anymore, it took phenomend effort that left me numb and hungry to
wring water out of my skin. But thereit was.

Gabe stalked into her office with a stack of paper to find uswaiting for her. Her dark eyes glittered with
something closeto rage, her deek hair ruffled. She stopped, seeing us, and tossed the paper on the desk.
"Find anything useful ?* A dight snarl turned her pretty faceferd.

Yeah. | found out that | can get drunk off scaring a sexwitch. How about you, Gabe?"Lots of
interesting, and possibly useful.” | blinked at her. "What's up, Spooky girl?"

"I made aligt of thekidsin the yearbook that had that mark. One of 'em | can't find. All of thefew Hill
living are till in Saint City. The othersare dead.”

"How many?" Jace leaned againgt thewadll of her cubicle, folding hisarms. | tried to tell mysdif | didn't
want to know what he smelled in Poly'sfear.

Lying to yourself isabad habit to start when you're a Necromance.



"Nine outside Saint City dead.” Gabe's mouth turned down at the corners. "1t looks like they scattered to
the winds:. three of them in Putchkin territory, two in Freetowns, and the rest in Hegemony territory asfar
away from Saint City aspossible.”

"Let meguess.” | dropped down inachair and leaned back, closing my eyes. Thank the gods, something
elseto think about. "The one you can't find is Kellerman Lourdes.”

"Sounds like you've had a productive few hours," she said sourly. "Heresthething: dl of thenineare
dead. It started in Putchkin territory, then in the Freetowns, then coming closer and closer to the city.
Thenthislast gring of killingsin the city itself. And nobody's caught on. Guess when thefirg killing was."

| shrugged, reaching up and rubbing a my templesasif | had a headache. | wondered if part-demons
ever got headaches, or if a psychosomatic headache would explain the way my head was pounding. "Tell
me" Not in the mood for guessing games, Gabe. Sorry.

"Exactly ten yearsto the day after Mirovitch's death. The victim, Anders Cullam—"

"I remember him." | shivered. "One of Mirovitch's Sooges." The phantom scars on my back started to
bum, three stripes of fire; the branding along the lower crease of my left buttock gave one flare of pain
and then settled down. My left shoulder spread a prickling heat down my chest, velvet fire threading
through my veins, soothing me just as'd just soothed Polyamour.

| was dmost happier with ademon mark that was cold and quiescent than one that seemed to have a
mind of itsown. Especially since | wondered if the mark was reacting to my fear. But that was
impossible. | was not a sexwitch.

Gabe dropped down into her chair. "He had one of those spade necklaces and a serious case of being
ripped limb from limb. The Putchkin police had the case cold-filed after they hit awall and no other
homicidesin the city fit the profile. Look, Danny, | don't understand just one thing. The normal, Bryce
Smith. How the hdll doeshefitin?"

It wasasmal, sour reprieve to have apuzzle to think about. Neither do |. That's the thing that bothers
me the most. "Don't know yet. Can you pull his records? Everything not covered under the blind trust?*

Gabe shrugged, dug in the pile of paper drifting up on her desk, and retrieved athick file. "Already did.
Let's see. He didn't have one of those spade necklaces efther.”

"Hewas ajeweler. His dichoard was registered to someone named Keller," Jace piped up. "Guess what
Kelerman Lourdes's school nickname was, according to Polyamour.”

"No shit?" Gabe shook her head and flipped the file open. "Bryce Smith. Applied for a Putchkin visaasa
‘technologica advisor,' which would put him in that territory at about the right time. .. hmm. He took
someone esewith him, but it doesn't say who. Goddamn diplomatic seals." Her eyes came up to meet
mine. "Goddamn, Danny. It's good to have you with me.”

That managed to bring aweary smileto my face. | leaned forward to take thefile. "I liveto serve. You
have alig of the oneslivingin Saint City?'

"l do. Seven of them settled here and are assumed dive—"
"Take Polyamour off thelist. And Kellerman Lourdes. That leavesfive. IsHallin Sukerow on thelist?

"Y ep. IsKdlerman our suspect, Danny?"



| took adeep breath. My brain clicked over into "work™ mode, and it was ardlief. "I don't know." I'm
working on blind instinct here, Gabe. You keep expecting a miracle.

Widl, wasn't that what blind ingtinct was? Wasn't that what magick was?
"Why arethe peoplein Saint City gtill dlive?' Gabe's eyebrows drew together.

"Because Rigger Hall islocated here. That'swhereit started—so that'swhere it will stop.” The prickling
heat from my |eft shoulder did down my back, the phantom scarsturning to liquid fire and then subsiding.
| blew out through my teeth, awhistling tone that served as punctuation. "All right then. Let's get this
hover inthe air. What are we going to do?' | was dightly surprised my voice didn't shake. | sounded
normal except for the throatiness eft over from Lucifer crushing my windpipe. Time hadn't taken the sting
from that memory—or from any other, for that matter. A Magi-trained memory isboth ablessng and a
curse; there were so many things| wished | could forget. The list seemed to be getting longer lately.

Much longer.

Do you believe in Fate, Danny Valentine? Polyamour'svoice, terrified and low. | hadn't redlly
answered her, because the answer wastoo. .. scary.

For amoment | contemplated telling Gabe that some things should be left to Fate, that something was
being worked out here, some horrible equation being finished. | wondered what she would say if | told
her that | was beginning to see the pattern, and that it was aterrible one, completein itsinfinite avfulness.

Then | had another thought, rising like bad gas from the darkest vaults of my mind. They—whoever it
wasin that dark room after Polyamour dragged away a screaming nine-year-old who had probably
suffered more than any child should have to face—had fed on Mirovitch, torn M him into psychic pieces
and perhaps physica onestoo, since physica dismemberment would definitely help the psychic
muitilation. And now, decades later, they hadn't contacted the police when they felt danger closing in.
Instead, they had retreated to their sanctums and drawn circles with consecrated chalk. Were they the
same circles and glyphs Keller had dtered and used to drain the life out of amonster wearing the
Headmagter's clothing?

| was suddenly, chillingly sure that something had risen from those circles and torn them to pieces. Had
Christabe wondered if this might happen al those years ago and marked those she knew might bein
danger? A Necromance knew that the dead stayed dead, but could she have suspected something would
risefrom an unquiet graveand. ..

| shook the thought away, my braid bouncing against my back. She hadn't been afull-fledged
Necromance at the time. But maybe Christabel had started to wonder about things... And maybe she
was like me, with asmall precognitive talent that had whispered to her to mark her fellow conspirators,
maybe as a fuck you to the world that hadn't saved them from Mirovitch, forcing them to do the
unthinkable to save themsdves.

Remember Rigger Hall. Remember.

My hand dropped to my pocket, feeling the small bumps from the silver necklaces. Maybe | should just
let thistake care of itself.

| couldn't believe I'd just thought that. It had to be the fear talking.

| didn't even recognize mysdlf anymore. The old Danny Vaentine would never have thought so, would
never have entertained the notion that perhapsit was better for this circleto be closed. That this
murderous cycle might best beleft to finish itself out unmolested.



No, the old Danny Vaentine would know that whoever had killed Mirovitch was due adebt of gratitude,
if nothing else.

The old Danny Vdentine wouldn't have wanted to scare a sexwitch just to get afew chegp moments of
enjoyment ether.

Come on, Danny. Think about it. Thereisa circle being closed here. You get in front of something
with this type of momentum and it could run right over you. And besides, thisis not your fight, is
it? If it's vengeance, it's a vengeance you have nothing to do with.

It was a dishonorable and uncomfortable thought. A thought not worthy of someone Gabe could count
on, athought unworthy of the woman Jado had given another sword, unworthy of the terrified
Necromance Japhrimel had tried his best to protect and the woman Jace was even now protecting as
best he could.

But ill, the thought persisted. Like the Devil's perfumed, silken voice, crawling in the corners of my
mind, searching for entrance.

The Devil's voice—or Mirovitch's.

Besides, | had vengeance of my own to mete out. For Roanna, who had tried so hard to tell her socia
worker what was happening. And for mysdlf, too. For the child | had been.

Eddies voice floated through my head. | can't go home, | can't fuckin sleep, and people are dying. |
got to get this done.

| looked up at Gabe's worried face. | had no choice. It had been too late the moment Gabe picked up
her phone and dialed my number. In for a penny, in for a pound. "Do?" | shrugged. "I'm going to go
vidt Hollin Sukerow. Y ou try to find out more about this Bryce Smith." Good luck, if he was a tech
advisor you can't break the blind trust; it's standard for Hegemony-Putchkin work trades.

"Do you think hewas Keller?' she asked.

It was an idea. It would have been nice and neat, except for the fact that it made no sense at al. Keler
was apsion, or hewouldn't have been at the Hall. "I don't know. We don't even know for surewho
Bryce Smith was, only that his body scanned normal and had some gend ocking they checked to verify
identity. Until wefind out more, it'd be useless to assume everything. Y ou know what they say about
assumptions.”

That earned me a sniggering laugh. She was looking better by the moment. Give Gabe a clear-cut string
of probabilitiesto work, and she was just dandy. Uncertainty and blank dead ends bugged the hell out of
her. "All right. Y ou ever thought of working for the cops?’

| rolled my head back, stretching out my neck. "I'm not too good at playing politics and taking orders. |
like being afredancer.”

Gabelaughed. It was alow, brittle sound, but better than nothing. "Actudly, my assisgold right now.
The Nichtvren are putting pressure on the mayor and City Hall to give me anything | need. Whatever you
did when you visited the Prime Power must haveimpressed him."

"I killed acouple werecain." | rocked up to my feet. And I'm planning on paying the Prime and his
Consort another visit and raiding their library soon. "I'm going to go visit Sukerow. Can you give me
acopy of theligt?'



She grinned. "It'saready on your datpilot. Hey, Danny?"

| paused, looking up at Jace, who started scraping himsdlf off the wall. There were dark circlesunder his
eyes, and he looked like he needed about twenty-four hours of deep. | had to remember hislimits.
"Wha?'

"Thanks. For talking to Eddie. He came homelast night.”
| winced inwardly. "No problem, Gabe. After dl, youre my friend.”
That being said, | paced out of her office, Jace following me. "We heading to Sukerow's?"

| glanced down the hall, unease prickling at my neck. "No. Home. | need to pick some stuff up, and you
need some deep. I'll visit Sukerow, and hook up with you in twelve hours or 0. Then welll—"

"Goddammit, Danny. | can handleit." He sounded irritated. We took the stairs down to the parking level
agan.

Our boots rang on the linoleum steps, the sound bouncing off concrete walls. | was bresthing easier now,
but the prickling on my nape meant bad trouble coming.

"I know you can handleit, Jace." | wondered if the excessive patience in my tone was going to pisshim
off even more. It wasdamn likely. "I just don't want you to if there's no need. In twelve hoursor so I'm
going to need you big-time."

"Why?' Faint tone of challengein hisvoice. | could sensethe tenson in him as he dammed down the
steps behind me, his gaff thwocked the wal with ahollow sound. Dammit, Jace, let up on me, all
right? I'm not having a good fucking day here.

"Because when | finish with Sukerow and the others on thelist, I'm going to Rigger Hall. And I'm going
to need you there.” My voicewas at least as brittle ashis. And when thisis all over | also have
something | need to do, something that doesn't concern you. Something you wouldn't under stand.
Something that concerns a blood vat and a demon's ashes, and me praying a whole hell of a lot
that Lucifer just isn't yanking my chain again. You can't waste your life on someone who can't
give you what you need, Jace. As soon asthisisall finished, all over, | haveto tell you that. Make
you under stand.

"At least let me go to Sukerow'swith you. My 'pilot saysit'sright near here.”

| stopped on the stairs and looked up a him. He carried his staff, his sword was thrust through aloop in
his belt, and he'd been silent about usfor far too long. I'd guessed it couldn't last—it had been long
enough to strain anyone's patience. Even Jason Monroe's.

He shoved his datpilot back into the inner pocket of his coet, his blue eyes meeting mine. Therewasa
time when | would have sworn that | knew every thought crossing through those blue eyes. HEd come
after me, and dedlt with me being generdly unsociable and rude, never losing histemper, not even
pushing mefor sex. He had smply been there, a comfort and support.

Why? Especialy when the Danny Vdentine he knew would never have forgiven him, no matter how
much penance he pefonned. | was no longer the terrified, swaggering, half-cracked Necromance hed
fdleninlovewith. | was someone ese, and so was he.

Who was hein love with, who | used to be or what 1'd become? And who was | trying to protect by
keeping him close to me? Jason Monroe, or my own slly self?



The stairwel | echoed with silence. | balanced my right hand on the round handrail covered in chipped
blue paint; my left hand curled around the sword. It had quickly become naturd again to have my left
hand taken with the dender weight; | could dmost forget everything was so different now. | could dmost
forget the intervening years; | could amost forget Nuevo Rio, the heet, and the ice of theidand we had
tracked Santino to.

| could dmost forget everything when | looked up a him, the faint fans of lines coming from the corners
of hiseyes, theway hefavored oneinjured knee, the familiar dope of his broad shoulders, and the way
his mouth quirked a one corner even when he was being serious. | had imagined, sometimes, how he
would look when he got older, back in the painfully intense days of our first love affair. I'd even toyed
with theidea of having akid with him, once the mortgage was paid off. There was still something about
Jace Monroe that made my shoulders relax and my mouth want to curl up inasmile. He could irritate me
the way no other human being on earth could—and the memory rose of his hand around my elbow in
Polyamour's devator, hisfingernalsdigging in, slently giving methe pain to anchor mysdlf.

| could dmost forget everything except the one thing that stood between us, the shadow-ghost of atall
not-quite-man with his hands clasped behind his back, hislong Chinese-collared coat smoking with
demon power, green eyes gone dark and watching me. The onething | could never forget, the one thing
Jace would never be ableto fight hisway through or understand hisway around.

Japhrimel. Tierce Japhrime.
But still, my heart ached for Jace.

He's protecting me the only way he knows how. | eased up another step. My right hand closed around
his shoulder, carefully, ddicatdly. "Jace," | said quietly, "if there | was anyonein thewholeworld |
would... bewith now, it would be you. Theonly reason I... well, | don't know what it would do to you.
Thelasttimel had... sex... with anyone, it was Japhrimel.” My voice miraculoudy didn't bresk on
Japhrime's name, for once. | couldn't bring myself to tell Jacethat | couldn't give him anything more. It
was cowardice, plain and smple; cowardice and need, dressed up as agentlefiction to spare hisfedlings.
"I'm different now. | don't know what it would do to you, and | don't want you... hurt. | don't think
you're less capable than you were, Jace. | just don't... | don't fed wearinesslike | used to. Or pain. | can
go for longer without resting. That'sdl. It's not because | don't trust you.”

Who elsedo | have to trust? You, Gabe, Eddie. More than I've ever had in my whole life. | loved
you, Jace; | still do. The very thought was shaded orange with bitterness. Why couldn't he have stayed
with meinstead of disappearing? Why couldn't he have trusted that | could protect mysalf instead of
thinking he had to return to Rio to "save' me? Why?

| would have taken on Santino, taken on Lucifer himsdf, for Jace; | would have counted it small
potatoes. But now, with the shadow of a demon between us, | could not give Jace what he needed.
Whether | could resurrect Japhrimel or not, | couldn't be what Jace wanted me to be. Who | used to be.
Thewoman hed fdlenin lovewith.

Maybeit wastimeto let him go.

Helooked down at me, his blue eyes dark and his mouth astraight line. "I've never seen you the way you
were with Polyamour,” he managed, findly. "And ... Chango, Danny. Thisisdl fucking wrong."

You can say that again. And | wasn't doing Poly any favors, no matter what it looked like to you.
"I know." | swalowed dryly. Thewords| could never say to him, the sllences held used against me, hung
between us; an even bigger wall than the demon who had Fallen and dtered me. | settled for giving in.
"Fine. Come with me to Sukerow's. But then | want you to get somerest. If | go back into



Rigger-fucking-Hall, | need you fresh. Okay?"

He nodded. Some weight he'd been carrying for along time seemed to dip from his shoulders, and he
sghed, pushing hisblond hair back with siff fingers.

It lasted only amoment, the dark caul diding over hishead. | blinked. His face turned into a deathshead,
and my entire body chilled, nipples peaking, my breath catching. The stairwell seemed to go dark, the
emerald on my cheek spat asingle green spark—and the moment passed, my eyes opening, Jace looking
just the same. Hislipswere moving.

"—Sukerow's, I'll catch afew winks. Sounds good.”

| stayed where | was, afraid to move, staring up at Jace's face. He looked down at me, his eyes soft, and
then lifted hisfree hand. His knuckles brushed my cheek. ™Y ou don't have to explain, Danny. 'Slong as|
get to hang around you, I'm ahappy man. 'Kay?' There was no hint of sarcasm or of the anger we used
againgt each other. Just smple tenderness, atone I'd heard Eddie use with Gabe. My heart roseinto my
throat, lodged there.

The stairwell was empty except for Jace and me. There was no breath of threat or magick other than my
own pulsing demon-fed Power and Jace's bright thorny Shaman glow. | swalowed my heart, hearing a
dry click from my throat. " Jace, I—"

"We better go get Hollin Sukerow and see what he hasto say," he said. "I'll drive."

| nodded, turned on wooden feet, and led Jace down the stairs.

Chapter Twenty-six

Sukerow's home was a ramshackle brownstone apartment building on Ninth. We clambered out of the
hover streetside, then the Al deck took the hover up to hold in aparking-pattern. | did my sword partly
free and checked the blade, good bright stedl, then blew out along bresth. Moved my head from sideto
Sde, gtretching out my neck muscles.

Jace examined me, hisfingers tapping his swordhilt. Hed |eft his staff in the hover, and he touched the
butt of aplasgun. "Y ou look like you're expecting aless-than-warm welcome.”

No shit. So do you. What else could fucking go wrong today? | winced inwardly. It was tempting
Fate to even think that too loudly. "I've got abad feding about this" | glanced up at the building.
"According to my datpilot, he'sup onthethird..." The sentencetrailed off. Hang on. What the hell's
that?

Thethird-floor corner gpartment had afine set of shieds blending with the physica structure of the
building. Sukerow was a Skinlin, and his bacony was green even thislate in autumn. He probably rented
aplot in aco-op garden, but would grow some of the more common things at home. As| watched,
some leaves fluttered on abreeze contrary to the desultory chill wind swirling anonymous trash along the
sdewak. The shidlds pulsed, astreamer of energy spirding through them, and | drew my sword, the
scabbard reversed dong my left forearm to act asashield. "Fuck!" | ydled. "Cal Gabel Say here!"
Then | bolted for the building.

| could have leapt for the bacony, but that would mean using an amount of Power that would react with



Sukerow's torn shields, which were quivering and sending out staticky bursts of fear. Instead, | ripped
the maglocked security door open with a quick snapping jerk, streaked into the lobby, and started
pounding up the sairs.

Second floor. The tops of my toes barely touched every fourth step, demon speed making me blur. My
sword whirled and tucked up behind my arm, the hilt pointing down in my right hand, vibrating with my
uneasiness. | reached the third floor, kicked the fire door open, and doveinto the hall.

Sukerow's door, gpartment 305, was dightly open. Y dlow eectric light leaked out around its borders. |
rolled up, gaining my feet, and pounded down the hall.

The next few moments take on ahazy shutter-click qudity. First click—a short halway, a spreading
dticky stain of Power dyeing the air with leprous blue light. Linoleum square in front of the door, a
welcome that of twisted and knotted raffiaand strands of plasilica. Each knot held a protective charm,
and | shatter every single one of them, the entire rug bursting into flame.

Click. Down the short hdl ingde the gpartment, my sword up, blue light twisting on the stedl. What
would have taken me months before Japhrimel atered me—months of pouring Power into the blade,
shaping it, deeping with it, breathing my life into it—is donein afew seconds, sparks popping, the sted!
made mine, answering to my will. At the end of the front hal, | see hardwood-looking laminate flooring
and the edge of achak circle. Theleprous bluelight growsintense, asmdl starlike point of brilliance.

| see Hollin Sukerow on his kneesin front of athin, tal shape | had only seen in nightmares for the past
two-and-a-haf decades. Thetadl figure stands, ebows akimbo, silhouetted against the light inits hand,
something pulled from the yawning mouth of the Skinlin's shaitered body.

Click. Blood explodes. Footsteps behind me. Raising my sword, the kia sharp and deadly asit had ever
been in Jado's dojo, blowing the glass out of the windows and stripping the light away, making it stream
intwisted livid flames. My boots skidding on the laminate as | fling my weight back, trying to stop.

Click. Jace hurtles past me, his own battlecry ripping the air with thorns, a Shaman's glow suddenly
streaming from him. He moves without thought, heedlesdy fast, asif helstrying to protect me, place his
body between me and the shadow-thing that curlsin on itself like paper in a hot flamedraft. My left hand
drops the scabbard, shoots forward to haul Jace back.

Click. The shape spins, the light gives aglaring flash like aholovid reporter's stillcam. Theiron smel of
blood in the air mixeswith areek of dust, offal, magick, aftershave, chalk, and leather. The scent | know,
the scent of my quarry in thishunt.

| hear ahigh, thin giggle that driesdl the sdivain my mouth and makes the scars on my back reopen.
They blaze, sharp agony making my back arch asif the lash and fléchette had just split open my skin for
thefirgt time. My fingers close on empty air. Jace dives, his dotanuki blurring upward to dash through
thefigure.

Click. A coughing roar. Hollin Sukerow's last despairing, choked scream. More blood explodes. Jace
ydlshoarsdy, hissword ringing in one awful high-pitched cry of tortured and stressed metd. Backlash of
Power fillsthe air, smacking at the walls. My boots grind long scarsin the floor as| am flung back, my
left elbow crumpling the edge of awal and denting the stedl strut just under the plagticine and Sheetrock.

Click. | seethe face—pocked with the scars of teenage acne, dark eyes soulless and mechanical, greasy
dark-blond hair and the wink of silver at histhroat. A pad of fat under each jawline, the ravages of age
clearly visble. Helooks oddly familiar, though | don't recognize him.



Click. Theleprousblue light gives onelast flare. The stick-thin shadow vanishes. Another burst of that
fetid stench—the rancidness of the Headmaster's Office—and footsteps run toward the window. A high,
piercing giggle drives me to my knees, the gray of shock closing over my vision, the mark on my |eft
shoulder squeezing down and sending red agony through me, shocking my heart back into besting.

| cough. Time snaps and speeds back up. | hear Sirens.

It had taken only afew moments, dl told. | crawled forward, my sword clattering to the ground, and
took Jacein my arms."—oh gods—" My voice sounded small after the thunderclap of demon Power.

Jace's blue eyes were glazed and thoughtful, the thorny Shaman tattoo on his cheek stock-still. His body
was light—too light—even in my demon-strong arms. Too light because histhroat and belly had been
torn open, both in one painless gush.

| reached blindly for Power, my rings sparking, but it was too late. He was already gone. Sometimes not
even aNecromance can bring back someone whose internal organs have been yanked out; whose throat
has been dashed aswell. We are the healers of mortal wounds, we who walk in Death's shadow, but this
wound | could not heal.

The bathroom stench of a battlefield rose up around me. Hollin Sukerow's body lay inside amessy,
uncompleted chalk circle, the Feeder glyphs wavering and atide of quick-decaying ectoplasm covering
everything in itswet dug-trail gleam, steaming asit rotted away. The glyphstore and twisted—his hand
must have been trembling.

And standing beside him had been aman whose face seemed only dightly familiar. But if | paged through
my yearbook, | knew where | would find the younger version of that face.

Right next to Kellerman Lourdess name.

And | knew what 1'd seen, even if my eyeswere blurred with tears. I'd seen the stick-thin figure of
Headmaster Mirovitch, his hands on his hips, silhouetted against the diseased bluelight. | had smelled
him.

Blood and other fluids bathed my arm. "Jace," | whispered. His head lolled back obscendy far, throat
dashed dl the way down to the vertebrae; the wet red of muscle diced too cleanly for ablade. Theflesh
had parted like water; | saw the purple of the esophagus, a glaring white chip of cervica spine.

His sword, the blade twisted into a cockeyed corkscrew, chimed againgt the ground as his hand released
it."Jace." My tattoo burned as | drew on all the Power available to me. The room shook and groaned.
Booksfdl off shelves, and glassimplements broken by my kia and the welter of backlashed Power from
the Headmaster and Kéller shivered into smaller pieces. | poured out every erg of my demon-given
strength to do what a Necromance should do—bring asoul back, and seamlesdy hed ahopelesdy
shattered body.

Thelight rosefrom him. | could still seeit, the shining path made by a soul leaving the body, the foxfire of
dying nervesgiving alast painlessflash. Theblue crystd hal of Desth rose around me, my emerad
drenching the hal in swirling green light as| stood on the Bridge over the abyss. Jason! | howled his
name, the crystal walls humming with the force of my distress, and then the God of Degth came.

Anubis stalked to the very edge of the abyssin His full form, the obsidian-black, smoothly muscled
skin of His arms and legs gleaming wetly. His ceremonial kilt rang and splashed with light, gold
and gems glittering; His collar was broad and set with more jewels. The god's ender dog's head
dipped, regarding me with one merciless, pitiless Eye, a black Eye that held a spark of crystalline



blue light inits orb. He stood at the end of the Bridge anchored in the hall of Death, the Bridge |
had walked so many timesto bring a soul back.

His arms crossed, one holding the ceremonial flail, the other holding the crook. Hiswill stopped
me on the Bridge, my not-self wearing the white robe of the god's acolytes, my golden feet bare on
the stone. Please! 1t was an agonized cry, with all the force of my Will behind it—the sorcerous
will I had learned to use, used all my life; the will that pushed Power to do my bidding, the will
every practitioner had to create and use if he or she expected to cast any spell. My throat swelled
with the agony of that cry, a physical ache in a nonphysical space. Please, no! No! | will giveyou
anything, | will goin hissteed, please, my Lord, my god, give him back!

The God of Death looked down on me, His daughter, His faithful servant, and shook His head.

Bare, laid open, | struggled against that kind implacability. | offered it all: my own life, my
service, every erg of power and heat and love | possessed. | could never give Jace what he wanted
from me, but letting him go down into Death's dry country... No. The stubbornness flared, and for
the first time in my memory, my god paused.

One hand extended, one finger, weightless, touched the crown of my head. There was a price for
the balancing of Death's scales. Was | prepared to pay? Was that what he was asking me?

Anything, | whispered. | will give'Y ou anything | have, anything Y ou ask.

And Death paused again. | read the refusal in His ageless, infinite eyes, and struggled uselessly
against it. My cheek burned, the emerald flaring with drenching light, driving back the blue flame
for one eternal moment. On and on, the strings of my psyche snapping, tearing, rent...

| was shoved back, pushed out of the space between worlds, rammed choking and sobbing back into
my body. | cradled Jace's empty husk to my chest, tilted my head back and screamed again, a sound so
massive it was soundless, rising out of melike light from anuclear fisson. | was dtill screaming when the
copsarived, still screaming when Gabe fought through the press of sound, her nose bleeding from the
wall of psychic agony. Shefdl to her knees, taking mein her arms. Her human warmth folded around me
while| sobbed, mercifully robbed for a short while of every shred of demon power. | screamed again
and again with only abroken human voice while| clutched the breaming, living body to my chest.

Breething, yes. Living, yes. But nobody had to tell me that the soul inside was gone. My demon-given
Power had mended Jason Monroe's shattered body in amimicry of a sedayeen's miraculous ability to
heal, but he was dead dl the same.

Chapter Twenty-seven

| folded my hands carefully around the paper cup while late-afternoon sun danted over the street. Gabe
gpoke softly to someone, they were processing the scene. | huddled in the back of an ambulance hover,
abrown woolen blanket around my shoulders, my clothing tiff with dried blood and noisomefluids. |
shivered, the black liquid masquerading as coffee indde the paper cup dopping against the Sides.

It had been the middle of the day, everyone a work, nobody home except Hollin Sukerow. Which was a
good thing, my scream and the explosion of loosed Power had taken out agood chunk of the building.
Debrislittered the street, smoke clearing on the air. It looked as if awandering shark had just cruised by
and taken abig haf-circle bite out of the brownstone.



| shut my eyes. Gray shock closed over the darkness behind my eyelids again. Again the spiked warmth
from the mark on my shoulder fought it back. Tearsleaked hotly between my eydids, dripping down my
cheeks. My tangled hair was full of dust and blood and dirt.

They had taken Jace's body to the hospital. He was bresthing, his heart begting, everything apparently
fine... except it wasnt. It was an empty shell, an empty house, the soul fled but the housing that
contained it intact. All the Power granted me by ademon's touch could not change Degth's decree.

My sword, tucked up against my leg, hummed softly. | sat on the cold rubberized floor of the ambulance
hover and exhded softly. The whine of adicboard rattled over the scene, and | redlized my lipswere il
shaping the prayer to Anubis.

Anubis et'her ka. Se ta'uk'thet sa te vapu kuraph. Anubis et'herka. Anubis, Lord of the Dead,
Faithful Companion, protect me, for | am Your child. Protect me, Anubis, weigh my heart upon
the scales, watch over me, Lord, for | am Your child. Do not let evil distress me, but turn Your
fierceness upon my enemies—

| stopped, choked on therising tears, and forced them back down. Just like akid, crying because atoy
had been taken away, sobbing messily and completely.

No. | was not achild. | would never be achild again.
"Thank the godsyou're here," Gabe said.

| opened my eyesto see Eddie hedling his dicboard asthe cell powered down, ending with the board
nestly racking itself againgt the step of the ambulance hover. "How is she?' For once, Eddie didn't growl
or sneer. Instead, he pushed his shaggy hair back from hisface and stole afew worried glancesa mein
between examining Gabe. He didn't even glance up at the hole in the side of the brown-stone.

Gabe shrugged, an doquent movement. "Danny?"

Both of them approached me, Eddie's rundown boots scraping the wet pavement. Hislong dirt-colored
coat flapped. His aura, smelling of earth and pines, sweat and beer, meshed with Gabe's swirling
Necromance sparkles.

| swallowed bile, looked up &t their worried faces. Sunlight glittered in my reactive-dry eyes. | blinked.

"l didn't grab himin time. He was moving quicker than I've ever seen him move. He threw himsdlf at
Kédler and Mirovitch—" | repeated it through the lump in my throat, my voice barely recognizable.
Hoarse and wrecked, the voice of astunned survivor of some natural disaster on the niner holonews.
Change the channd, flip the station. Repest as necessary.

Gabe's hand closed around my right shoulder. She squeezed just alittle. "Y ou aready gave your
satement, Danny. Y ou don't haveto."

"| should have caught him." Why did my voice, as hoarse and ruined asit was, sound so young? "'l should
have caught him." | held up one golden hand. "All the strength Japhrimel gave me, | should have caught
him." My face crumpled again, soundlesdy contorting into amask. A tragedy mask, the darker haf of
laughter's coin. The mask 1'd seen on so many other faces when aloved one passed on.

Gabe whispered something to Eddie.

"Goddamn." The dark circles under his eyes were dmost gone. He looked better. "L ook, Danny, I'm
gonnatake you to our house. We can clean you up, maybe get you something to est.”



"I'll befing," | said tonelessly, hoarse. "Got work to do. The otherson the lis—"

"They've been taken to safehouses," Gabe said. "The building security net included stillcams. Weve got a
few good shots of Lourdes. They're dl over the holovids, make the presswork for usfor once. Someone
will cal himin, and well take him down." Her mouth twisted dightly to oneside. "Hard.”

It was apromise of revenge, one that should have made me grateful. | felt nothing; the numbness of a
razor drawn swiftly through flesh, the breathless moment before the pain starts, before the blood begins
to flow.

"Nobody will see him." The ectoplasm had vanished, leaving only afaint shimmer on the bodies; the other
victims had been found too late, no trace of ectoplasmic attack remaining. If we'd seen the dimy eggwhite
of aka taking shapein the physica world, we would have been more cautious. A ot more cautious.
"Any more than anyone would see you if you redlly wanted to stay invisble. And he's... | think... Gabe,
hesgot Mirovitch... inddehim.”

"Y ou saw Mirovitch? But | thought you said he..." Shelooked as confused as| felt.

Focus! The sharp stinging dap of the deep voice of my conscience jerked my head up. 1'd been staring
at my boots. "Gabe. Look. Poly told me that the kids al took a piece of Mirovitch. What if Keller took
thelast piece? Or somehow... | don't know. The first desth was a decade after Mirovitch's...
disappearance. Maybe the Headmaster wasn't as dead as everyone thought.”

Gabe nodded. Her deek hair dipped forward over her shoulders. " So he's out for revenge?’

"Revenge, maybe, who knows? But most certainly collecting.” | waited until Gabe absorbed this, then
tossed the cup of coffeeinto the street. Steaming liquid spilled out. | watched as the steam twisted into
angular shapes, disspated. "I don't know if safehouses are going to be any good. | don't know how he's
tracking them.”

"Youthink Mirovitchisinsde Lourdes?' Gabe's eyes were wide and dark. It was the stuff of
nightmares, aps carrying something like that around. A mule carrying a Feeder's ka.

A Feeder, hungry for Power. And instead of feeding from random victims, or having amild case of being
Feeder, Mirovitch wasinside Kdler, and taking back whatever the kids took from him years ago.
Claiming hisown. It made sense. Theworgt, absolutely wor st type of Feeder. Hungry, hard to kill, and
S0 very close now to collecting the leftover pieces of itself and becoming afullblown ka, moving from
mule to mule and draining each one asit went, turning them into soulless zombies—or worse, into
Feederstoo. A spreading contagion, replicating itself wherever it could.

"I'm guessingit'saka, Gabe. Nothing ese ssemstofit." My throat stung, my eyes watering from the
sunlight. Y es, only the sunlight. "I have something | haveto do." Straining for politeness. It wasalong
reach.

"Danny. Please. Go with Eddie. Get some food. Get cleaned up and come to the hospital. Well do this
together."

| shook Gabe's hand from my shoulder. She backed up haf astep, and | saw the sudden flicker in
Eddiesaura "You don't haveto worry," | told them both, still in that little-girl voice | had noideal il
possessed. | heard the hurt clearly in my voice, too worn to camouflage or swallow it for once. "I'm not
going to lash out & you. Y ou could have a little morefaithinme.”

"I know you wouldn't," Gabe said. "But you've got that look again, Danny. That scary look that says



you're about to go hunting, and gods help anyone in your way."

"That's about right." The ambulance hover rocked alittle on its springs as my tone turned chill. Eddie
shivered. The wind rose dightly, keening through the broken edges of the brownstone above. "'l wastoo
fucking young to kill Mirovitch al those years ago. | should have, | wished | could. | used to dream about
it. Thistime, I'm old enough and armed enough to doit.” | looked up at the smoking holetornin the
building. "I need to find out about this Bryce Smith guy—if he wasjust acover for Lourdes. What the
connectionis. We dtill don't know that.”

Gabe nodded. The purposeful milling around the scene continued behind her. Two coroner's hoverslifted
off, thewhine of hovercells cutting through the sound of the gathered crowd behind the yellow plasilica
tape marking off the borders of the investigation. | saw flashes pop, and guessed the holovid reporters
were out in force. My eyesfollowed the hovers as they rose gracefully, then banked and flew away
toward the station house and the morgue. Sunlight stung my eyes even more, making hot tearsroll down
my cheeks. "Hospitd." | winced & the childlike breathiness of my voice. "They've taken him to the

hospita 7"

Gabe nodded. "Y eah. Come with us, Danny."

No. Please, no. "Hissword. Y ou don't need that for evidence, do you?'
Eddie made a brief restless movement. | was being rude again.

| wastoo tired to care. Japhrimel had never told me about the weariness of demons, the weariness of a
being that didn't need deep. A wearinessthat seemed to sink into every bone, every thought. Or wasit a
weariness peculiar to hedaira? | had nobody | could ask.

| was adrift again, asif | wastwelve years old and shipwrecked by the death of the only family | had ever
known. Again.

"Y ou know it'syours." Gabe actually looked hurt. "I'm so sorry, Danny. | know you loved him."

My lips puckered asif | tasted something sour. Maybeit wasonly falure. | didn't even know that
myself, Gabe. "Thanks." My voice sounded asif it was coming from someone else, someone whose
harsh tone was flat and terribly loaded with Power. If the god hadn't temporarily denied me the ability to
use the demon Power 1'd been granted, | might have leveled the building. Or even more.

Probably more.
Definitely more.

"Dont, Danny." Eddie was uncharacteristicaly serious, examining me. His shoulders dumped asif under
aheavy weight. Thewind plucked at his coat, mouthed hisuntidy hair. "Don't do thisto yourself."

Don't do thisto myself? Don't DO thisto myself?"Who ese should | do it to? I'm kind of out of
victims, in case you hadn't noticed. Everyone who gives adamn about me dies sooner or later. You
should be getting asfar away as—"

| didn't realize | was shouting until Gabe clapped her hand over my mouth, stepping close. Her dark
eyes—human eyes—were bare inches from mine; she was much shorter than me, but | was stting on
the edge of the hover's step, so her nose hovered next to mine, her mouth on the other side of her hand.
Her breath brushed my face, and the smdll of kyphii and her perfume mixed, driving through my nose.
My demon-based scent flared, awave of musk and spice, and her pupilsdilated dightly. That wasal.



"Shut the fuck up, Dante," she said softly, conversationaly. "We're using your hover. Y ou're coming to
my house to get cleaned up, and we're going to the hospital. Well catch this fucker, and when we do,
what we do to him is going to make awerecain kill ook sweet and clean. | dragged you into this, and if
you want to blame someone, fine, blame me and well do some sparring later to hash it out. But for right
now, sunshine, yourewith us. You got it?"

It wasridiculous. It was ri-fucking-diculous. | was part demon, stronger and faster than her, with
enough power to level abuilding when agod wasn't stopping me. Hunger began, afaint cramping under
my ribs. But hunger wasn't what was making my hands shake so that | had to clasp my sword, hard, to
keep them ill.

| stared into Gabe's eyes, her irises so dark her pupils seemed to blend into them. Thisclosel could see
the fine speckles of gold in her irises, and the faint freckles that dusted her perfect patrician nose. Her
auraclosed around me, the comfort of another Necromance, not seeking to minimize the pain. Her
cedary perfume spilled through the shield of demon scent, and | was grateful for it.

Her eyeslooked directly into mine.

| have only stared that intensaly into one other pair of eyes, and those had been brilliantly green, glowing
green. Asit was, wordless communication passed through her into me, azing like an eectric current,
ginging dl the way down to the quick. It was adifferent kind of communion than the one that passed
between me and Anubis, and gill different than the alien ecstasy of Japhrime's hands on me while he
gared unblinking through my humanity. No, thiswas purely female communication, something as deep
and bloody as the depths of labor pangs.

Andfor dl I'd never had achild, | still knew. Every child knows. Every woman knows, too.

"I'm with you, Danny," she findly whispered. ™Y ou owe him being &t the hospital. Y ou know what we
haveto do."

My vision blurred. It wasn't shock, it was hot tears. Gabe's eyes were gentle and utterly pitiless, but still
grieving.

| nodded, dowly. Her hand fell away from my mouth, but she didn't look away. She offered me her
hand, and | took it gently, my fingers diding through hers.

Eddie hunched his shoulders. He said nothing as Gabe pulled meto my fest.

Soft beeps and boops from the machines monitoring pulse and respiration filled the air, and atide of
human pain scraped a my skin. Hospitals aren't comfortable for psions. All the advanced technology in
the world can't hide the fact that a hospital iswhere you go when you're sick, and the terminus of getting
sck isdying. Even the Necromance, whose entire professond lifeis bound up with death, doesn't like
being reminded that he or sheisfinite and will one day tread the same path asthe clients.

Theroomwas small, but & least it was private. There was even awindow, showing the thin sunlight
outside and clouds massing in the north. We were up on the third floor, the curtains pulled back, smooth
blue plasflooring under our feet... and Jace Monroe's body, lying perfect and breathing like a clockwork
toy on the tethered hoverbed with its white sheets and dun blanket. His hair glowed in the paelight; he
findly looked relaxed and about ten years younger.

The chair sat stolid and empty on the other side of the bed. Eddie stood at the foot, and | found mysalf
next to Jace's hand, looking down.



Gabe exchanged low fierce whispers with someone at the door. She was alicensed Necromance and the
investigating detective, and if she said he was dead her word held in acourt of law. With two
Necromancesin the room and an EEG showing flatline, there wasn't any doubt: Jason Monroe was dead
, and thiswas aflagrant use of Hegemony medical facilities for no good reason. Still, Gabe made them go
away so we could say goodbye to the soulless body on the bed, probably invoking the second clause of
the Amberson Act.

| didn't care. Was past caring. | was scrubbed down and wearing Eddie's shirt and afresh pair of
jeans—not Gabe's, she wastoo smal, and | didn't want to ask why they had apair of pantsin my size a
their house. My boots were still wet, but at least they'd been rinsed off. My hair lay wet and tightly
braided in arope against my back that bumped me whenever | shifted my weight.

Gabe closed the door with afirm click. | felt the tingle of Power and glanced over to see her placea
lockcharm on the handle. The rune sank in, barring the door with its spiked backward-leaning X; smple
and elegant like dl of Gabe's magick.

Silencefdl. Sheturned away from the door, her long police-issue synthwool coat moving with her. |
hadn't taken my coat off either, and we both were fully armed. Add to that a Necromance's reputation
for being alittle twitchy, and no wonder the hospital staff was nervous. And if it wasn't that, the sudden
appearance of holovid crews outside the hospital would have doneit.

Gabe blew out between her teeth, met Eddie's eyes. Communi cation passed between them, like the look
Jace would give me when he wanted to ask if | wasdl right but didn't quite dare to.

Jace. My throat was dry. "Gabe." The word cracked on the air.
"Takeyour time," shesad.

| closed my eyes, tried not to sway. | needed al my courage for this. All of mine, and more. ™Y ou could
doit." | whispered, helplessto sop mysdlf. "Y ou could bring him back. He could—"

Eddie made abrief, restless movement. Said nothing. But his auratightened, the smell of fresh dirt and
beer suddenly foaming through the room. He was adirtwitch berserker, if he got angry enough he was
well-nigh unstoppable. There was no reason for him to get angry at me, though.

Not yet.
Gabe sucked in asmdl breath. "You know | can't." Her voice hitched. "He's gone, Danny. Let him go.”

Wonder of wonders, calm precise Gabriele sounded choked. Asif something was stuck in her throat.
My rings sparked dully. | reached down, saw my own graceful, golden-skinned hand. It hovered above
the human hand lying on the fuzzy dun coverlet, calused and scraped from hard combat, white scars from
knifework reaching up hiswrist. There was atime when | would have known every scar, would have
kissed each one. "An gpparition.” My throat was dry as sand. "Just this once. Hisbody's living, he just
needs to come back."

"Y ou know it doesn't work like that." Gentle, relentless, but there was a sob behind every word. "We
haveto let him go, Danny. We haveto.”

| never thought to hear my own voice raggedly pleading at abedside, though I'd helped many aclient
over the border and safdly into death, making sure their families could hear their last words and say their
own fina codas. My right hand cramped, but only alittle, as| reached up to scrub the tears away from
my cheeks. | had promised not to cry, hadn't |?



Anubis et'her ka. Anubis, my Lord, my God, please help me. Please, help me.

Nothing happened. | took in ajagged breath freighted with the smell of human pain and Jaces fading
peppery scent. Without his soul in the body, the smell of his Power would leach away, just like the
perfectly functioning clockwork of his body would begin to arophy. Hewas, for al intents and purposes,
gone. Pulling an apparition back from the dry land of Death and trying to force it back into the body
wouldn't work. If his soul had stayed, miracles could be worked, but Death had claimed him.

The next prayer that rose was tinted blood-red in its intensity, Sweeping over my entire body like arain of
tiny needles, clouding my vison.

Japhrimel . That was al, every scrap of longing poured into one single word. | tipped my head back, jaw
working, the murdered animal insde my chest scrambling for escape. The mark on my left shoulder
began to tingle, prickle, and finaly burn, sinking in through my skin asif the nervesthere were dowly
waking up after along cramped deep. Please, Japhrimel, if you can hear me, help me out here. Help
me.

Then the shame started as | tipped my head back down. Here | was at Jace's bedside, and | couldn't
stop thinking about a dead demon. If Japhrimel could be resurrected, | would have resurrected him by
now. | wasn't worth either of them, goddammit.

| snatched my hand back. "'l can't." Thewordstasted like ash in my mouth. | lifted my left hand, weighted
with my sword, let it drop heavily back down to my side. "Gabe, | c-can't.”

Silence. Was shelooking at Eddie? Was he looking back, sharing her pain? Pain shared, pain haved.
How many times had | leaned on Jace, |etting him take my pain, blind to everything but my own
sfishness? And yet held given up everything, including hislife, thinking he could protect me from ill
more. | ssumbled back ablind two steps, and Eddie's arm closed over my shoulders. | flinched, amost
ready to drive an elbow into hisribs and duck away, but control clamped down on combat ingtinct just in
time. The Skinlin'sarm tightened, and the heavy edge of his coat brushed mine. He was warm, very
warm for ahuman, and smelled most of dl like freshly-turned earth.

He said nothing. It was a new world record, Eddie refraining from asnarky comment for longer than ten
seconds. A bloody fucking miracle.

Gabe stepped up to the bedside. She had unsheathed aknife, cold stedl. It was, after dl, traditiond. She
didn't glance a me. Instead, her pretty face was set and white as she looked down at Jace's ftill form, its
chest risng and falling with macabre regularity. "Would you like to say anything, Danny?* Thefamiliar
question, only | was usudly the one that asked it.

"Y ou think he can hear me?" | tried to sound brave. But my voice was too high-pitched and breathy,
again lacking theterrible velvet weight of demon's seduction or the ruined hoarseness of Lucifer'sfind gift
to me, when hisfingers crackled in my throat.

She amiled, il looking down at hisface. He looked peaceful, the lines smoothed away and his hair
combed back from hisface. Asif he was deeping. "The dead can dways hear us, Danny. Y ou know
that.”

And gods help me, but | did. Only the knowledge held no comfort, even for me. My shoulders hunched.
Eddiesarm tightened. | swallowed ash, tasted bitterness. "'I'm sor—" Gulped down air, tried again. "I'm
sor—" And again, the sounds that were choked halfway. | couldn't say it now, when it mattered most of
al.



"Gods," Eddie whispered. "Gabe." He was shaking, afine tremor that legpt to me asif we were both
drunk or sick. | think my knees may have buckled, because | leaned into him.

She understood, and moved forward, one pale narrow hand resting on Jace's forehead, the other holding
the knife tucked back against her forearm. Her deek dark hair gleamed in the light, and the sparkles of
her aura began to pulse. " Jason Monroe," she said quietly, her voice carrying ancient authority, "travel
well. Be a peace.

No00000 ... | swalowed the moan, locked my teeth, refused to let it out Still, alow hurt sound came,
whether from me or from Eddie| couldn't tell. Didn't want to know. Gabriele's auraflashed, and for a
moment | seemed to see blue flame crawling up her arm. The knifeflicked, sted glittering in the weak
autumn sunlight, and a sigh echoed through the room. The machines stopped their beeping and booping.
Silencerang like abell through the room, asilence | had heard so many times but never like this, never
when | wasthe one trying to scream and utterly unable to do so.

"And flights of angels sing theeto thy rest,” Gabe whispered softly, tenderly. His eyes were closed, but
shelaid her hand over them anyway, asif closing them. Her aurafaded back to its usua sparkles, her
shielding humming asit settled into place. Tears glittered on her pae cheeks. The blood had drained from
her face, and fresh shame bit me. What had it cost her to do thisfor me, something | was too week to do
for mysdf?

Jace. Jason...

| managed to find my balance, dowly. Eddie let me go assoon as| pulled avay from him. | took the
deepest breath of my life, seemingly endless, my ribs crackling as| inhaled, and inhaded, and inhded. My
aurathrobbed.

| stepped up to the side of the bed. Gabe didn't look at me. She studied Jace's deeping face asif the
secrets of the universe were printed there. For al | know, they might have been.

Two fingers, tipped with black molecule-drip polish, | touched the back of his hand. Nothing there, not
even the low glow of nerves dowly dying out, what Necromances call foxfire. She had done agood job.
Her knife sang asit did back into its sheath, softly, gently, clicking home.

It wastoo hard to look up. | stared at his hand. "Thank you." Amazingly, the words didn't stick in my
throat. My broken voice sounded like sandpaper honey. The plain beige curtains ruffled uneasily.

Her free hand found my arm and squeezed once, hard. "Y ou're my friend, Danny." She sounded tired.
"Y ou understand? There's no debt between friends.”

Maybe it's just that the debt gets so high you stop counting it. | freed her fingersfrom my arm gently,
delicately. "Thank you." It sounded more natural now, more like mysdlf. Morelike Danny Vdentine.

Who the hell was she, though? | no longer knew.
n Da,]w_ll

| turned, digging my hedl in, my boot scraping on the plasfloor. Then | headed for the door. Two long
grides. | heard Eddie move and tensed, but his hand didn't close on me.

The words sent achill up my spine. "Let her go,” he told Gabe. "Gods above and below, just let her go.”

It was too late. The door was closed. | was already gone.



Chapter Twenty-eight

It was child's play to dip back into my house without the reporters seeing. | came over thewall again,
twigting to land lightly on my feet, and brushed my hands off. My lungs burned from running for so long,
literally blurring through the streets, moving with a speed close to the eerie darting quickness of ademon.
Close, but not close enough.

The god of Deeth did not bar me from using my strength now.

The sun was sinking, high dark clouds massing in the north. Thefirgt of the winter sorms, not coming in
from over the bay but diding down the coast. | took alungful of Saint City air, chill with approaching
winter. My garden was ragged, unkempt; | had been too busy running bounties to keep up with the
weeding.

| stopped agood twenty paces from my house, eyeing it critically. Bought with Doreen, as an abandoned
dump when chesp property was the rule in this neighborhood because of the gang wars and derdlicts,
paid off completely with blood money, my haven and sanctuary rose above me, glowing with some fresk
ray of evening light.

| kicked my front door open, the doorframe shattering and spraying little splintersinto my front hall.
Choked, had to swalow cold iron. Tears, and grief. And something so huge | was afraid it would choke
me

The shields shivered, each layer of energy vibrating. The layers of shielding Jace had gpplied were fading;
it would take along time for them to fully vanish without hisreinforcing. Months, maybe, if | didn't put a
shuntlinein and take them down mysdlf. But | didn't have that sort of time, did 1?

| gdked into the front hall, into my living room.

The candles on Jace's dtar were out, the smell of burned wax filling the air. The dove's blood had
splashed up out of the brass bowl, the painting of Saint Barbara rent and tattered.

So Jace's loa knew. Of course they knew. The spirits dways know.

| looked at the tapestry on the west wall. 1siss face was turned away, and Horuss wings rustled uneesily,
threads shifting againgt each other with soft, whispering, grieving sounds.

A cream-colored flash on my fieldstone dtar caught my eye. | approached it dowly, each footstep
seeming to take an eon, my boots making hard clicking sounds againgt hardwood and muffled thuds on
my meditation-rug.

Propped againgt the inlaid wooden box holding hologtills of Lewis and Doreen, the envel ope crouched.
Velum, with its proud screaming sedl of red crimson wax, it grinned a me. | ressted theurgetoturnina
tight circle—there was nobody in my house. Not now.

The sound surprised me. A low keening hum vibrated in my chest, my back teeth clicking together as my
throat swelled with the effort of keeping the screamin.

Lucifer. Dipping hiseegant little fingersin my life again. Taunting me. Polluting even my grief. He couldn't
stand to leave me alone. Japhrimel was dead, Jace was dead, and the Prince of Hell had just poked me
one goddamn time too many.



This has gone too far . Thisvoice was new, adtiletto of stedy-cold fury turning in the center of my brain.
| stared at the crimson sedl, hearing the creaks and flutters of my house as my rage communicated itself
through the air, pressing againg the wals, touching the tapestries, ruffling the paper. From the kitchen
came adim crash as cupboard doors chattered open and closed, | heard smashing from the dining room
and thetinkle of broken glass upstairs. My throat swelled, a stone caught in its center, my eyes hot and
daring as| struggled to contain the fury.

Therewas no containing it. An almost-audible snap resonated in the middle of my chest, alocked door
shattering open and sterile light flooding out. The circuit of rage snapped closed, and ahumming rilled my
brain.

|. Have. Had. Enough.
The choking wrath eased, turning into sharp clarity. There were thingsto do. Placesto go.
People—and not-people—to kill.

| turned on my hed, stalked upstairs. My fingernails had turned to demon claws. | tore the borrowed
clothes off as| went, shreds of fabric falling away. | ripped my shirt into pieces, diced the tough denim of
my jeans. | tripped hafway up, my jeanstangling around my ankles. My head hit the balustrade with
stunning force, shattering the wood. The sounds that came out of me smashed the plaster from my walls,
scorched the paint, made the glass of each picture I'd hung shatter. The noise of plasglass bresking
amost managed to cover my wrenching sobs.

| tore the covers from my bed; they gill held Jace's scent and mine. | threw them acrossthe room. Then |
punched my computer deck. Plasilica broke, my tough golden skin diced but closing dmost immediately,
the black blood welling up and sealing away the hurt. Sparks popped, a spray of them from the deck's
monitor, little squedling sounds as my rage smashed the circuits.

My demon-callused feet ground in shards of plasglass, since I'd broken the shower door and the mirrors.
| got dressed—amicrofiber shirt, another pair of jeans, dry socks, my boots were still damp but | pulled
them on anyway. | did the strap of my messenger bag over my head. The necklace I'd worn to the
House of Pain went over my head, settled humming against my breastbone.

| dug the two spade necklaces out of my bloody coat. My hair streamed over my shoulders, heavy and
soft, the braid had unraveled. The necklaces went into my bag.

Then | strode down the hall to the end. The hologtill of Doreen to my right, smiling her gentle smile, fell.
The plasglass of the frame shattered in atinkling burst. | hit the door at the end of the hal open with the
flat of my hand; a hollow sound thudding through me.

Jace's room blazed with the last dying rays of sunlight. A golden square from the window lay over hisbed
with Doreen's blue comforter. | smelled the lingering sweetness of a psion metabolizing acohol wedded
to the smdl of human mae, and my heart twisted. The lamp by the bed—aMerican Eraantique with a
base made of amber glass—rattled as| stood in the doorway. | could go no further.

Neatly-made twin bed, plain pine dresser with empty Chivas Red bottles making a collage of mellow
glowing plasglass, each tightly capped and with asmal light-charm wedded to each one. At night the
bottleswould glow softly, each limned in gold or blue; it was atrick most often seen in Academy dorm
rooms, where drinking was a hobby raised to an art form. The closet door was haf-open, showing neatly
hung dark clothes, thelong low bench where he made his own bullets and prepared his charms and
amuletsrested dong the wall, organized with amuletsin different stages of completion, aswel asjars of
dried herbs and interesting bits of bone and fur and feather. A threadbare red velvet cushion sat precisely



placed in front of the bench. His nightstand held astack of music discsand a persond player, the
headphones stowed out of the way; a short wickedly curved knife; and a Glockstryke R4 projectile gun
gleaming mellowly in thethick golden light. No pictures or holostillson the wdls. His spare rig hung nestly
on apeg near the door, asdid hisold coat, with its severa pockets and leather patches against the tough
canves.

| reached out, gently took the coat down, and shrugged into it, switching my sword from one hand to the
other. It still smelled like peppered honey that tingled with the memory of thorn-spiked Shaman's aura

| filled my lungs with the smell of my Power and Jace's, the mixed scent of a part-demon and a Shaman,
the bitter smell of my own fallure tainting every mouthful, every inch of oxygen. Then | backed away,
closing the door gently, asif someone was deeping in the room beyond.

It wastimeto pay my toll to the dead.

| turned, went down the hall and down the stairs, stopping at the niche. The statue of Anubis| wrapped
inasquare of black slk gtting under it, the resultant bundle went into my bag, with aquiet gpology to the
god. | picked up the lacquered urn, surprised again by itsweight. Oh, Japhrimel. I'm sorry. Gods
forgive me for what | have done. Forgive me for what | am about to do.

My cheekswere wet again. | sniffed, spat to the side. My rings loosed a shower of golden sparks.

Urnin one hand, my sword in the other, | continued downgtairs. | looked into the kitchen, &t the
dining-room table, where the stack of yearbooks taunted me. I'd forgotten to turn the coffeepot off, and
it had no shut-off switch. The smell of cooked coffee made my gorgerise.

What rough beast's hour has come at last? | dmost seemed to hear Lewiss voice, from the long-ago
dim reaches of my childhood. The poem had dways made my hacklesrise, it had been my favorite. And
where will it be born, after it slouches through my life?

| looked at my fieldstone dltar; at Jace's atar, my couch, the plants he had watered and nursed between
bounties because I'd been too busy running headlong from one thing to the next. | took another deep
breath, athin sound breaking free as| exhaled, catching sight of the vellum envelope and crimson sedl.

My boothedls clicked on the floor. | smelled smoke.
| drew my sword.

The blade shone blue, runes twisting on the stedl, answering my will asif 1'd spent months stroking it and
pouring Power intoit.

Jace...
His name choked me. | could not say it.

Anubis had denied me entry into Degath for the first time. The Lord of Desth didn't bargain, and | couldn't
have brought Jace back even with a demon's Power—his body had been too wounded, interna organs
pulled out and shredded. It had been hopeless even before I'd spent al my strength in afutile rebellion
againgt Death's decree. A sedayeen might have been ableto do it right after theinitia injury, but | wasno
pacifist heder. Or maybe Jace's soul had been tired of living, finding itsalf freed of the body for amoment
and bolting away from the cruelty of Me?

My falures rose to choke me. | hadn't been quick enough as ahuman to kill Santino, and if Japhrimel
hadn't given up alarge share of hisdemon Power for me he might have been too tough for Lucifer to kill



s0 easily. And even with the strength and speed Japhrimel had given me, | had not been ableto catch
Jace when he rocketed past me to protect me from whatever twisted sorcery had dredged up Mirovitch
to torture seemingly everyone who had survived Rigger Hall.

The glyph took shape at the end of my sword, encased in asphere of lurid crimson. It was Keihen, the
Torch, one of the Greater Glyphs of Destruction, alittle-used part of the Nine Canons.

| don't love you, | had told him after Rio. | won't ever |ove you.

And hisanswer? If | cared about that 1'd still bein Rio with a new Mob Family and a sweet little
fat-bottomed babalawao. Thisis my choice, Danny. And stubbornly, over and over again, he had
proved hislove for mein ahundred different ignored ways.

| had never even guessed how much he meant to me.

Therewas only onething | could give up, one penance | could pay, for the mess1'd made of everything.
If Japhrimel could be resurrected, it was probably too late; he had Falen. Lucifer'sword meant nothing;
hadn't he dways been called the father of lies? If aFallen demon could be resurrected and Lucifer
wanted him, he could have sent another demon to collect me and the urn, or just the urn. | was
part-demon, sure, but no match for ared one.

None of it mattered. All that mattered was that | had tortured myself with hope, when | had known all
aong there was no hope. Japhrimel was never coming back, and neither was Jace. If | survived taking
down a Feeder's ka, 1'd live afterward with the knowledge that | had denied mysdlf even thefaintest dim
chance of resurrecting Japhrimel.

My tall to the dead: my hope. It was the only penance big enough.

| took my time with the glyph, no shuntlines, no avenuesfor the Power to follow except one smple
undeniable course. The crimson globe spat, sizzled, and began to steam. Vapor took angular shapes,
tearing a theair. | clamped my teeth in my lower lip, ignoring the pain, and stood in my front hall,
Japhrimel's urn tucked under my arm and the house shields quivering uneasily but calming when | stroked
them. The glyph twisted insdeitsred cage, trying to escape. | flicked it off thetip of my sword, in the hall
between the gairs and the living room, and held it spinning in the air with will done, my sword diding
back into its sheath.

| got agood grip on Japhrimd'surn. | had to hold the glyph steady whileit strained like adippery fiery
ed.

| spat black blood from my cut lip, sank my teeth in again until | worried free amouthful of acid-tasting
demon blood. This| dribbled into my pam and smoothed over Japhrime's urn, the risng keening of the
glyphingdeits bubble of crimson light beginning to scorch the ceiling. The heet blew my hair back. The
paint blistered on the walls, bubbling, and | smelled more smoke.

| tossed Japhrimel's bloodied urn straight up. My sword rang free of the shegth, a perfect draw, the
sound of the cut like worlds colliding. Ash pattered down, the cleanly-broken halves of the urn smacking
the floor and shattering, but | was dready shuffling back, my sword held away from my body. Running
with every ounce of demon speed, | reached the door before the bubble holding the glyph... burst.

There was an immense, silent sound, felt more in the bones than heard. | spun aside a the door and
legpt, but a giant warm hand pressed against the back of my body and threw me clear. | landed and
rolled, indinct saving me. | cameto ahat panting, my head ringing with flame, my bitten lip Snging with
pain until black blood coated the hurt and sedled it away.



My left shoulder came dive with agony. | screamed, the force of my cry adding to the explosion that
shook the ground. Flame bellowed up, and bits of the garden igniting and crumbling to ash. The heat was
likealiving thing, crawling dong my body, only the shield of my Power kept my clothesfrom smoking
and catching fire.

There. Both the men in my life, gone. | had read, long ago, of the Vikings sending ships out to seadive
with flame, burid bargesto go with the dead into the afterlife. Now | sent my house into Death aswell as
Japhrimd and Jece. If | waslucky, when | died they might be waiting for me.

The only thing left now was anger. Fury. Rage. A crimson wash so hugeit shoved dl other considerations
asde. Eader to fight than to cry. Eadier to kill than to admit to the pain.

And oh, anger is sweet. Fury isthe best fud of all. It isso clean, so marvelous, so ruthless. Eyefor eye,
tooth for tooth, rage against evil is better than sorrow. Sorrow can't balance the scales.

Vengeance could. And she would too, if | had anything to say about it.

| was dready on my feet, unsteady, walking away. | madeit to my front gate asthe layers of shielding on
my house imploded, fuding the Power-driven flames. There would be nothing left but ash and adeep
crater. My head rang and my shoulder crunched again with pain. | inhaed, staggering.

| had dwayswondered what the limit of my powers was. The wall was scorching, concrete turning black
and brittle on the outside. My garden was swalowed aive with flame, kissed with choking ash. | dimly
heard human screams, and wondered if the Shockwave would break afew windows. The gate itself was
beginning to melt and warp. 1t dmost seared my hand when | touched it, tough painted plasilica bubbling
and smoking.

| opened my front gate, stepped ouit.

A few enterprising holovid reporterstried to take pictures. | no longer cared. | stalked through them like
awdl-fed lion through a herd of zebra. Some of them were cowering behind their bristling hovers. Fine
hot flakes of ash drifted down. | heard Sirens, and thought that the house was past saving. | did fedl a
moment's pity for my neighbors, but it passed.

It was three blocks before | remembered to sheathe my sword. The mark on my left shoulder settled into
asteady burning that was not entirely unpleasant, except for one last flare that stopped me for afull thirty
seconds, head down as| breathed heavily, ribsflickering as my lungs heaved. Then | pushed my
hair—dry now from the fierce heat, and crowned with tiny flakes of ash—back, and continued on my
way. The sun had sunk below the rim of the bay in the west. The column of smoke from my shattered
home blazed alurid orange, underlit by flame.

Night hed fallen.

And it was going to be along one.

Chapter Twenty-nine

Four hours later | stopped in a coffeeshop in midtown, ordered five shots of their best espresso, and
stood at atable. My sword tucked into aloop on my belt while | tapped a my datpilot. The shop's
holovid feed was on, and | saw without much surprise that my house had made the evening news.



| didn't look after seeing the first few moments of scrambled footage: the column of flame going up an
impressive couple of thousand feet, making a mushroom cloud of smoke that led some hysterica people
to think that there had been anuclear attack on Saint City. There had been no hovertraffic overhead,
since my house was outsde the main lanes, and the force of the explosion had been channeled up instead
of outward, so gpart from some broken windows and traumatized holovid reporters, there was precious
little damage to anything other than my house.

Which was, of course, what I'd wanted. Something I'd done right, for once.

| took down the five shots of espresso at once. The mark on my shoulder had settled back to a satisfied
glow, spreading over my body likewarm ail. | looked at my datpilot. Theinformation Gabe had sent was
interesting, to say the least: asummary of al the bodies so far, dates of death, and thumbnail digitas of
the crime scenes. Sheld aso had an analysis done of the glyphs, and it wasthisthat | studied, going from
oneto the next while my datpilot glowed. It took a couple of hours of standing there, my eyes glued to
the screen, to redlly get a sense of how the Feeder glyphs dtered from the regular Ceremonial a phabet
of the Nine Canons, and how twisting each runein a particular fashion would serve the purpose of
strengthening a psychic vampire. My secondary talent as arune-witch hel ped.

| felt the gnaw of hunger just under my breastbone. For thefirst time, | had truly extended my powers,
and | found | was tarving. | ignored it, for now.

My eyesfdt dry and grainy. | locked my jaw against the dight moaning sound | wanted to make. Grieve
later, | told mysdlf. Work now. Grieve later .

The door to the coffeehouse opened, and | glanced over. Nothing impressive, just adicboard kid, his
hair donein wild spikes of blue and green, wearing three torn, layered Fizzwhackers T-shirts and loose
pladesather shortswith achain for abelt, dong with the newest and most expensive gleaming white
Aeroflot sneakers. Helooked a me with the supreme unconcern of the very young, and my blood turned
toice when | thought | recognized hisface. Then the moment passed. He was too young to have been at
Rigger Hall. Far too young, and normal besides. Not apsion.

| noticed for the first time that the shop was very quiet, and glanced up. The three employeesweretrying
not to Stare a me, and uneasinessroiled intheair. | set my jaw, put my datpilot away, and left, no doubt
to thair great relief.

Walking through Saint City at night isawaysinteresting, due to the fact that the city rarely deeps. In
some didricts, it never degpsat al except during daylight. | wandered, head down and hands more often
than not clasped around the katana's scabbard. | wasn't quite thinking. It was more like asort of haze,
shot through with different crystal-clear images.

Likethe corner of Thirtieth and Pole, ahooker leaning against a streetlamp opening her mouth to
proposition me but retreating rapidly as soon as she saw my tat, the cdl dying on her lips as streetlamp
light kissed and did over her tired human face.

Or aneon-lit dley, where | paid the entrance fee and went into a screaming shuddering nightclub, going
to the bar and paying aso for ashot of vodkal didn't drink; the atmosphere of synth-hash smoke, sex,
and frantic clinging as painful asthe loud screeching noise that passed for music. Then, turning away from
the bar, wandering aimlesdy through the dancers and the occasiond ghodtflit riding the waves of sound
and sensation, and findly going out the front door again onto the black streets.

Or adeserted street, wet because rain had started to fal, patterns of street light swimming againgt the
gleaming concrete. Shapes | dmost knew flickered through the gleam of the falling droplets asthe sorm
moved in, washing theair clean.



| penetrated the tangle of aleysin the Bowery, the deepest part of the Tank Didtrict. They led to the
Rathole, and | spent alittle while standing on an abandoned shelf looking down into the huge sinkhole
that used to be atransport well, watching the little firefly flickers that were the sk8 tribes getting ready for
their nightly cohesion of dichboard deviltry and community-building. Each young dictribe kid down there
whirling on adicboard through the ramps and jumpoffs was a star, reactive paint glittering asthey
swooped and yelled with joy; | felt the meaning of the patterns of their chaotic dance tremble at the edge
of my understanding.

Theideaswam just under the surface of my mind. | dways thought best while moving, and thisaimless
back and forth did qualify as moving. | had read once that sharksin the ocean's cold depths couldn't stop
swimming or they would drown.

| understood.

Dawn came up in aglow of rose and gold, the storm passing to the south after having dropped its cargo
of water. | found myself up on arooftop in the University Digtrict, the spell of night wearing off and the
furnace of the sun breaking free of Earth's darkness. | saw dripping treesin Tasmoor Park below me,
heard the hovertraffic overhead take on anew urgency to begin the day, felt my dry burning eyeswanting
to close.

When the sun had been up for awhile, | got up from lying on the wet, cold concrete of the rooftop and
climbed down the rusty fire escape to the alley below, and went in search of acallbox. It took some
doing—on this edge of the U Didtrict the last riots had destroyed afew callboxes, and phone companies
were |oath to put more in when everyone had datpilots with voice capability—but | finally found oneon
the fringe of the Tank Didtrict on the edge of an abandoned lot. | stepped into the lighted box, my wet
clothes sticking to my steaming skin, and dided afamiliar number.

"Spocardlli, Saint City Pargpsych." She sounded hassed and tired. Behind her, frantically ringing phones
and raised voices, snuffling papers. It sounded busy.

"Gabe." My voice was ahusk of itsformer sdf. "It'sme. Any news?'

One lone second of slencewasdl | got. Then, "Holy fuck," Gabe whisper-screamed into the phone.
"Where the fucking hell are you, Danny? Eddie and | been looking everywhere for you! What the fuck
are you doing? We thought L ourdes had taken you out too! What are you doing?'

Thisstruck me as an excdlent question. What was | doing? " Thinking. Been thinking. Look, the other
four onthelis—"

"Three" shesad grimly. "It was abusy night. He got a Shaman named Alyson Brady last night and killed
four copsto doiit. It'slike he has some sort of link with them, he's hunting them down like a bloodhound.
We had dl of them in safehouses. Now we're moving them every two hours. The holovids are having a
field day. They're cdling him the Psychic Ripper. Chief just got finished chewing my ass out over this. |
sure hope you have agood fucking ideain that stedd box you cal ahead, | have been worried sick about
you, goddammit! Why didn't you cal me? Goddamn you and your theetrics, Vaenting!”

| closed my eyes. Four Spook Squad cops down, and Brady. 1'd known Brady, even worked on a
mercenary job or two with her. | might have even seen her wearing that spade necklace. Wed never
discussed Rigger Hall at dl, not even when we were crouched behind a pile of wreckage with three
desperate bounties shooting at us, me bleeding from my head and her bleeding just about everywhere
else. That had been the Gibrowitz job; the bounties were wanted for the rape and murder of the
Hegemony senator's daughter. We'd brought them in alittle worse for wear. Brady, in particular, did not
likergpids.



The necklaces.
Ingtinct clicked under my skin. | actudly gasped, cutting off Gabe's frustrated swearing.

If I hadn't been o tired, so physicaly and emotiondly exhausted, | might not have seenit. "Gabe." My
voice took on anew urgency. "Look. Do they till have the spade necklaces?!

"l don't... | know Brady had one." Gabe's tone sharpened suspicioudy. "Danny, what are you thinking?'

"Get those necklaces from them. Do it now. Take 'em to the station, and don't touch them if you can
help it. Leave them on your desk for me and clear out. | think that's how he's tracking them. Get al the
necklacestogether. I'll be therein an hour to get them. Draw him off."

"Danny, we gtill don't know what we're degling with!" The high edge of panic colored her voice. "If it'sa
ka—"

"I think I know what's going on. And he killed Jace because he couldn't kill me, Gabe. I'm the best
equipped to track him down, goddammit, if it'sa ka I'll take my goddamn motherfucking chances.” My
voicewasinfused with acertainty | didn't fed. Then something else occurred to me. "Why did you think
L ourdes had taken me out?'

"Your house, you idiot! Didn't you see the footage?' Phones beeped and buzzed behind her. | heard
someone shouting about a Ceremonia trace. More shuffling papers.

Click of alighter and along inhale—she was smoking again.
| think that is the very first time you have ever called me an idiot, Gabe. "Whét footage?'

"Hades, Danny. It'sbeen dl over the news. Y our house was wrecked and they have footage of you
wandering off looking like you'd been hit on the head. Worrying the fuck out of me, I might add! |
thought L ourdes was following you, | thought you might be dead!"

A dight, shaky laugh boiled out of me. "I am dead, Gabe. | just don't have enough senseto lie down and
admit it. Get the necklaces. I'm coming to collect them, and I'll take care of Lourdes or Mirovitch or both
or whoever thisis. And Gabe, if you've got the necklacestherein the building and you start to fed

hinky, run. Don't take him on.”

"But—backup, Danny! For the love of Hades—"

"No fucking backup." My voice wasflat and levd. ™Y ou saw what he did to Jace, he's dready killed
enough of your people. I'm part demon, Gabe. If anyone can takethison, it'sme; if | think | need
backup or agoddamn thermonuclear strike I'll cal in and tell you. Don't you fucking dare put anyonein
danger by sending them after thisguy. HE's mine."

n Da.]w_ll
"Y our word, Gabe. | want your word."

Long crackling silence. If | had to worry about human psions behind me getting hurt my effectiveness
would be halved, and | was, after all, stronger, faster, and able to take more damage. Gabe wasin an
unenviable position—throw more of her coworkersin theline of fire and hope this man, whoever he was,
didnt kill them, or send me and trust meto finish the job. Trust the lying certainty in my voice. Therewas
only one choice she could make. Sacrifice the many, or trust meto handleit.



"Fine. Youreon." But Gabe's voice shook. Another inhae, along exhale of synth-hash smoke | could
amog taste over the phoneline. "I'm glad youre dive, Danny."

That makes one of us. A choking laugh ripped itsway free of my throat. "Thanks, Gabe. Be careful.”

"You got it. Don't do anything stupid." She dammed the phone down. | rested my head againgt the metdl
and plasilicaof the phone booth, laying the receiver back into its cradle. Hunger twisted under my
breastbone. A wave of weakness did over me.

Doreen. Eve. Japhrimel. Jace. Thelitany kept going under my conscious thought, the sharp spurs of
guilt snking in, poisoning al they touched.

"I need food," | muttered.
...feed me...
Can it be you have not resurrected him?

"Can't now even if | want to, sunshing" | said, with akind of grim humor. "Look &t this. I'm talking to
myself in aphone booth. Come on, Danny. It'stime to go get some food."

Another thought stopped me. | keyed in another number from my datband's clear plasilicadisplay. It rang
four times.

"The House of Love," amae voice purred out of the receiver. "What isyour wish?'
"ThisisDante Vdenting," | said, low and fierce. "'l need to speak to Polyamour. Now."

"Wdl, everyone hasto—" The sound clicked off. | heard something, moving materid, and then another
voice.

Female, dark and smooth, and raising the hair on the back of my neck.
"Ms. Vdentine. Lady Polyamour thought you'd call. Just amoment.”
"Lady" Polyamour ? 1 wastoo tired to even find that funny.

Another click. No hold-music, just saticky silence. | looked out over the abandoned lot and felt terribly
exposed. The skin on my back roughened. The dawning gold of sunrise edged even the weedsin the
empty lot with gold, touched the sky with blush. Thin cirrus cloudstrailed across the sSky—the night'srain
was pushing easstward, inland, leaving afresh-washed pae blue and pink initswake.

Then another click. "—punishment. | told you to tell meif she caled.” Polyamour'svoice. | smiled
dightly, my skinfedling asif it was going to crack. | needed food, lots of it, and soon. "Ms. Vdentine. |
thought you would cdl again."

"| hate to be predictable. Look, Poly, | need to know something. The necklaces. The spade necklaces,
the reminders. Where did you get those from?”

"Kdler got them from ajewder..." Shewas slent for amoment, probably trailing the name through
memory. It didn't take long—a Magi-trained memory isawdl-trained memory. "Smith. Bryce Smith. His
unde”

| let out along, satisfied breath. The normal living in ahouse with excelent shidds—what else doesa
psionic kid do for hisloving uncle? I'd bet the shields were Kdler'swork, after the kid left schooal.



After he'd left school—and before Mirovitch had broken free of whatever deep psychic vault Kellerman
Lourdes had locked him in, maybe believing him dead. "That'swhat | needed, Poly. Thanks. Lock your
fucking doors and stay under cover, okay?'

"Thank you for your concern, but I'm quite well-protected. Dante?!

"What?" | leaned my forehead againgt the meta again. The clear plasilicawindows were starting to steam
up.

For once, she didn't sound disdainful or controlled. Instead, her voice was tinged with something
foreign—respect. And not the fawning respect of a courtesan for her callers—genuine respect. "Thank
you. Y ou're wel come here anytime you choose to come.”

Oh, gods above, don't tempt me. "Thanks." | hung up. Food. | need food.

In the Tank Didtrict there were egteries that still served readl meat instead of protein substitute. | stopped
at atagueria, bought and wolfed two huge steak burritos; then went to the burger stand next door and
took down three triple-cheeseburgersin ten minutes. Next was another burger stand and three more
cheeseburgers, thistime with soy bacon. Then, with the edge of the blowtorch holein my gut dightly
taken off, | walked into aNovo Italiano cafe and ordered spaghetti and garlic bread, with bruschettato
gart off with, stuffed mushrooms, and a double order of cdamari. | barely even tasted it. | would have
ordered more, but they took too long to bring it to the table.

When | finished there, | stopped in a convenience store and bought a twelve-pack of plascanned
weightlifter shakes, meant to hel p those with black-market augments keep their muscle mass. Ten
minutes later, in an dley, | dropped the last can and wiped my mouth.

The hunger was only blunted, but I'd told Gabe I'd be at the station in an hour and had only fifteen
minutes left. Madeit just in time, bolting up the stairs and reaching the third floor, whirling in through the
door and finding Gabe's office empty. On her desk were four slver necklaces, their chainstangled
together.

The entire third floor was eerily silent and empty. Of course, with aFeeder killing psionics—both cop
and civilian—and the suspected trigger to histracking on Gabe's desk, she would have little need for

persuasion to clear the place out. They were probably watching, waiting to come back after | 1eft the
building.

| didn't blame them.

| scooped the necklaces up, looking around. Finding ablank piece of paper proved to be alittle tricky.
Inthe end | wrote on the backside of alaseprinted burglary report.

The first victim—the normal was Lourdes's uncle. He made the necklaces. | know where Lourdes
is. I'm going to make him fucking pay. Do NOT send anyone after me!

| paused, then wrote, THANK YOU . Underlined and circled twice. It didn't seem enough, o | laid my
hand on the paper and let atingle of Power down, shaping stray ink into aglyph—Mainuthsz, a Greater
Glyph of the Canons, shaped like the suggestion of arider on ahorse twisted into an inky line sketch. It
meant unconditiond love, a partnership—something she and Eddie had, something | had ways wanted.

The swift dark stream of guilt roared under the surface of my mind for afew moments before | wrestled it
down. | was going to expiate the guilt in the oldest of ways—with blood. But to do that, | needed to
think clearly.



Revengeisbest served subzero, because revenge is no fucking good if you don't think clearly. | was
perfectly prepared to die, yes—but | was not prepared to waste myself. Before | was through, Keller or
Mirovitch—or both—were going to be sent to Hell, with al the ferocity and cunning | could muster, and
al theclinica coldness| was cagpable of.

| picked up the pen. There was nothing else that could have expressed what | felt for her, or what | had
to do. | hesitated, scrawled one more word.

Goodbye.

| ducked out of her office. The place was deserted. | made it down the stairs and out of the station, the
gpade necklaces dangling in my hand before | remembered what and who | was, and stuffed them in my
pocket.

Come and get me now, Mirovitch, I thought, waiting for the lash of pain down my back, waiting for the
phantom wounds to reopen.

They didn't. Instead, anice-cold wall of fury closed around me, impenetrable, shutting me away. My
quarry wasin front of me, the track clear, my revenge assured. | was going to make him pay, no matter
who hewas. Lourdes, Mirovitch, the fucking King of the Rats—I was going to kill him.

Now it was personal.

Chapter Thirty

| still needed food. Seven restaurants later, the late-afternoon sun glittered in my eyesas| ended upina
pub in the eastern fringe of Saint City, sandwiched between the city and the lake. | wasworking my way
toward the Bridge going east on ingtinct, from one med to the next. The necklaces were aweight in my
pocket. | hadn't precisaly lied—I didn't know exactly where Lourdeswas, but | could fed alittletingle
in my subconscious. 1'd hunted down too many psychopaths and criminals not to know that littletingle. It
meant that | was close and on the right track. The bounty hunter in me was satisfied, and that was good
enough for now.

| set down the pint of beer, wiping my lips with the back of my hand, and studied the demolished
large-9ze pizzain front of me. | hate the taste of beer, but it providesalot of carbsin avery short time,
and | needed fudl. | felt like agoddamn glutton, but | was hungry.

| sghed. From aback booth, my eyes tracked through the dark pub. The holovid feeds were showing an
advert for the newest series about a group of Ceremoniasin East Los Dangeles-Frisco. For hating
psions so much they certainly love to watch us on the holovids, | thought, as| awaysdid.

Then the feed switched and it showed my house, the familiar grainy images of the column of flamerising. |
watched, my fingernail s tapping the table. Gabe had thought Lourdes and Mirovitch had gottento mein
my own house, or trailed me away from the burning wreckage. She must have been worried, worried
sck. A better friend than | deserved; Gabe had never et me down.

| watched, my eyes nailed to the display. Insde the column of flame, something twisted.

Something dark and swirling like obsidian smoke.



A vagudy human shape dtretched in the middle of the fire, oreading its dender black wings, hands
upraised. Then the column of fire was sucked back toward the figure, a Shockwave rattling the camera.

| watched, my jaw dropping. What the fucking hell ?

Theflames didn't stop, but they were pulled back in, wreathing around the dark figure, which lifted its
head asif searching. Then, maddeningly, the picture stopped, dissolving in aburst of static. My face
flashed on the holovid, athumbnail up to theright of an announcer. | saw with adight twitch of
aggravation that it was my new face. Someone had managed to take a tillcam holo of me. My hair was
pulled back, tendrilsfalling softly and beautifully in my face, so | would bet it was taken at the House of
Pan.

The announcer was of me type dways chosen for holovids—dightly androgynous, high cheekbones,
sculpted mouth. This one had deek blond hair and apair of bright green eyes that made my stomach turn

over. | paid and got out of there in ahurry, my boots barely touching the stairs that took me streetside.
The pub's antique wooden door swung shut behind me.

What was in my house? Wasit Lourdes? Had he somehow been there, stlalking mewhile | was blind
with grief, and my torching the house had taken him by surprise? My throat went dry, my right hand
clenching into afis.

But | hadn't sensed Mirovitch or Keller. And even crazed with grief | was sure | would have noticed the
cloying psychic stench of the Headmaster.

It couldn't be. It couldn't be,
Can it be that you have not resurrected him?

"Impossble” My voice startled me. | glanced around, catching afew frightened |ooks from the normals
who were giving me awide berth. "Im-fucking-possible.”

Figment of theimagination. Or, if not... Santino had used the Egg against Japhrimel, and L ucifer had
finished the job by beating him to death once he was already wounded. Would fire and Power do what
I'd thought blood might do, and bring a demon back to life? Rebuild a demon's shattered body from
ash? Even aFdlen demon?

Don't get distracted, Danny. Every moment you delay is another moment he has to kill someone
ese

But | had the necklaces, didn't I? 1 wasthe target now.

| walked down the street, my hands clasped around the scabbard. My sword hummed inside the shesth,
asublimina song of Power. After awhile | noticed that people were spilling out of my way whilel
waked. When | passed into abelt of residentia buildings and the sidewalks were empty under old trees
turning red and orange and white for winter, it was arelief. | crunched through wet-smelling fallen leaves
and kept moving.

The sun was setting by thetime | madeit to the Bridge.

With hovertraffic being what it was, the huge Bridge wasin a state of disrepair. But dicboarders can't go
over water, and foot or wheelbike traffic needed the Bridge. A thriving traffic rumbled over the lake, and
therewasarail lineto take land supplies that for one reason or another couldn't go by hover transport.

| needed to go east, and | wanted to walk, so it was the Bridge or nothing.



On thewest side, the old main roads zigzagged down the hill. | cut through the bands of shrubbery and
wished I'd thought to keep my dicboard, or rent one. The edge of the river curled away under the
beginning of the Bridge, | smelled cold iron and the dead, chemical-laden water. There were colonies of
homel ess people living on the banks, renegade psionics, adl sorts of human driftwood. It made the Tank
Digtrict look like a sedayeen commune. | kept walking.

The Bridge lay on the surface of the glass-cam lake, an architectural triumph when it was made five
hundred years ago, revamped every few decades. The origina concrete was crumbling, but haphazard
repairs are done every year, and plasilicaand new stedl had been hammered in afew years ago during a
grand recongtruction funded by Hegemony grants and City Hall. Algae drifted thick on thelake,
harvested and distilled by the biotechs or anyone with a chem degree and afew thousand credits worth
of equipment. The last wave of additive-laced Clormen-13 had come from here; tainted and cut with
some thyoline-based substance to make it more harsh and addictive. Not like Chill needed any help.

| could have been over the Bridge in ashort timeif 1'd gotten adic or used some of my demon speed,
but | shivered, continued walking. The pond that the boathouse on the Hall grounds stood near fed into
theriver, | wassure of it. Even being this close to water that had touched the grounds of that cursed
place was enough to make my blood turn cool and loosein my veins.

The more | thought about it, the more miraculousit was that the Black Room had managed to meet
anywhere on the grounds, especidly in the same place more than once, even if Kdler only took the
members there one a atime. Mirovitch had been uncanny, sniffing out hidden stashes of contraband,
seemingly aways one step ahead of every upswell of rebellion in the sudent population, aswell asany
student conspiracies. No matter where you turned, someone was reporting to the stooges, or being
punished, or smply withdrawing into their own little shell, just trying to survive,

What other secrets had Rigger Hall kept?

After an hour's steady walk | reached midspan, pausing to ook over the dark agae-choked surface of
the lake. | had no warning.

My left shoulder came dive with pain, asif aclawed hand had curled around and dug in. | went to my
kneesin the middle of the road, sted creaking under me. | found my claw-cramping right hand under my
shirt, my fingertips touching the writhing ropes of scar that was Japhrimd's mark. The dight
pressure—fingertips against sca—made the world swim asif apane of wavering glass hung in front of
me.

Saint City seen upside down, the lights shimmering on the TransBank Tower, hovertraffic zipping
by. Need burning hot in the veins, dropping, wings furled, breaking the fall at the last moment,
booted feet lamming into pavement. Following a scent that was not a scent, a sound that was a
touch, afire of need in veins old and strong, drawing... eastward.

| came back to mysdlf, ripping my fingers away from the scar. My knees dug into the Bridge, which
swayed like aplucked string. | heard yellsfrom both ends, used my scabbarded blade to lever myself up.

Can it be you have not resurrected him?

Lucifer'svoice, taunting me. And the dark winged figure in the middle of the flames... Fire, enough fireto
perhaps feed a demon?

Enough Power to perhaps bring one back, rebuild ademon's body from ash?
Ridiculous. Insane. If Japh—



If he had been dive, even just bardy clinging to life, | would have known when | clagped hisburning
body to my chest. | would have known every time | touched the glassy lacquered urn. | would have
known. | was a Necromance, death was my trade, and | was as exquisitely sengitive to the spark of life
and soul as a sexwitch wasto Power.

But what about the soul ? A demon'ssoul.... or aFalen demon's soul, the soul of an A'nankhime! ...

| wished again that 1'd been able to study more about demons. Or, more precisdly, about A'nankhimel
Fallen demons, and the hedaira, their human brides. But none of the books had anything other than old
legends garbled to the point of uselessness. The demons didn't like to talk about the A ‘nankhimel, for
whatever reason; and the Magi for dl their fooling around with demons, didn't know about anything the
demons didn't careto talk about. The Magi's natural jealousy and obfuscation surrounding each
practitioner's research and results didn't help. | couldn't even question aMagi about demons, they
wouldn't talk unlessit wasto members of their own circle, and even insde circleseach Magi had hisor
her own secrets.

What if | turned back now? 1 could find out. | could touch my scar and go wherever it led me. | could
leave thishorrible circle of murder and death and foulness behind and ook for my dead demon lover
instead of revenging myself and every other soul who had suffered at Rigger Hall. And if my sanity
snapped, | could look anywhere in the world for him, anywhereat al. | could spend my life usdesdy
hunting down something that didn't exigt, fooling mysdlf into believing hewas till dive, around the next
corner, just out of reach.

No. If he had not come back before now, he wasn't going to. All the longing in the world couldn't fool me
into knowing otherwise.

| squeezed my eyes shut, hot tears dripping down to the Bridge deck. | wasjust hallucinating, trying to
hoodwink myself. Japhrimel was dead, Jace was dead, and | was hunting a Headmaster who refused to
die

Where did Kellerman Lourdesfit in? Was he carrying Mirovitch like apoisonous seed in hisown
thoughts? Was he amule for the Headmaster's twisted psyche and soul, his dime-drenched Feeder ha?

Or had Mirovitch taken over completely, grown insde Lourdess body, driven out of hisown
middle-aged body by the assaults of the other kids?

None of it made much sense. It wasridiculous anyway. I'd shattered his urn to remove the hope of
Japhrimel coming back. It was my penance, and by every god that ever was, | was going to pay my
penance and have my revenge.

| swayed on the middle of the Bridge. Another thought chilled me—maybe the Power | carried, likea
plasgun over abarre of reactive, was going to est me up. Maybe the only reason I'd survived so long
was because | hadn't used the full extent of my capabilities, wasting myself on grief, bounties, and
torturing Jace. Maybe it wasrising, and it would burn me to ash—just like Japhrimel.

Jugt like my house.

I'm going to take himwith me. Mirovitch, Keller, whoever heis, I'mtaking himwith me when |
go. If I go.

What if | managed to kill Mirovitch? What then?

| was so tired, weary with aweariness that went al the way down to my bones and even further. | had
read about despair of the soul, and never thought it possible until now. Even the part of me that had



fought al my life, the stubborn refusal to givein that had colored my entire existence, was dully muted,
hanging its head. There comes atime when even smple endurance can't carry you through.

| knew what it would belike, laying my head on Degth's black chest, feding the weight of living rise away
from me. The clear light would bresk out from the horizon of What Comes Next, and | would go
gratefully into thet foreign land.

But not before Mirovitch. Or Kdler. Or whoever the hell hewas.

| looked out over the algae-choked, glassy surface of the lake, reflecting the orange glow of the city on
every shore. | lifted onefoot, uncertain, and then put it back down. Remained standing where | was.

The last few dregs of light squeezed their way out of the sky. Night folded over Saint City and the
Bridge—and me—uwith dl the softness of black wings.

| shook my hair back, ash faling free of the black slky strands, and continued on.

Chapter Thirty-one

Walking up Sommersby Street Hill at night was a strange experience. Thelast time I'd seen thisplace
had been in broad daylight decades ago, when I'd walked to East Transport Station to board the
transport that would take me north to the regional Academy for my specialized Necromance training.
Whileat theHall | had rarely seen the street at night; students weren't allowed off the school grounds
after dark, and I'd never come east of the Bridgein al my after-Academy years of living in Santiago City.
I'd been al over the world hunting bounties, but this place so close to home I'd avoided like the plague.

Given my druthers, | would have continued doing so.

Fog wasrolling in off the bay and the lake, athick soupy fog that glowed green near the pavement and
orange between the streetlights. With the fog came the smdll of the sea—thick brine—and the smell of
fire, burned candle wax, and ash. Or maybe the smell of a burned, smashed life was only mine, risng
frommy clothes.

| paced up Sommersby Hill, my boothedl s clicking, and saw with aweary jolt of surprise that the
Sommershy Storewas il open.

Whilel was a the Hdll, the Store was where al the kids went in our infrequent free time. We bought
cheap novels and fashion mags about holovid stars, candy bars to supplement the bland Hall food, and
synth-hash cigarettes to be smuggled on campus. The Store used to have a counter that sold tofu dogs
and ice cream and other cheap fare, but | saw that part of the building was boarded up now. With Rigger
Hall gone, most of the Store's customers would be gone too. It was amiracle that even the main part was
dill there.

For afew minutes | stood, my hands in the pockets of Jace's coat, the sword thrust through the loop on
the belt of my weaponsrig. | watched the front of the Store, its red neon blurring on the dirty glass. The
newspaper hutch standing to one side of the door was gone, apaler square of the paint of the storefront
marking where it had stood; but the dicboard rack was il there. The boarded-up half of the storefront
was festooned with graffiti, a broken window on the second story blindly glared a me. | stared at the
glassdoor with its old-fashioned infrared detector, the plasticine Ssgn proclaiming Shoplifting Will Be
Prosecuted still set above the door's midbar, dingy and curling &t its corners.



| findly did my sword out of theloop on my belt. Holding it in my left hand, | crossed the street.

I'm about to be swallowed by my own past. It wasn't acomfortable feding. After dl, my past had
teeth. And what would | become when it finished digesting me?

Will you stop with the disgusting thoughts? Please, Danny. You're even irritating your self.

The motion detector beeped as | stepped into the warm gloom. It looked dingier and even more
rundown, but there was the same ice machine and rack of holovid mags, shelves of crisp packets and
junk food in bright wrappers, and a plasilica cabinet holding cheap jackknives and datband add-ons,
gleaming likefool'sgold. Thefloor was gtill white and black squares of linoleum, dirt and dust drifting in
the corners. Memory roiled under my skin. | expected to look down and see my scabbed knees under a
plaid skirt, fed the stinging weight of the collar against my vulnerable throat and scratchy wool socks
agang my caves.

"Hepya?'

The voice was arude shock. Even more of a shock was the man—fat, amost-bearded, dressed in a
stained white T-shirt, oily red suspenders, and apair of baggy khaki pants. | let out abresth. My |eft
hand, holding the sword, dropped. "Hi." My eyes adapted to the gloom. Red neon cigarette-brand signs
buzzed in the windows. Tamovar. Marlboro X. Gitanes. Copperhead. "I'm here for a pack of Gitanes.
Make that two. And that silver Zijaan, in the case.” | picked up ahandful of Reese Mars Bars—my
favorite during school years. | rarely had any money |eft over from my state stipend after it was applied to
tuition and my uniforms. Even though Rigger Hall wasfor the orphans and the poor, the kidswith families
usudly had alittle more pocket change.

A psion was gate property, their upbringing supposed to be overseen by trained professionds, the family
just an afterthought—niceif it was there, but not terribly necessary. Had | missed my family?1'd had
beaky, spectacled, infinitely gentle Lewis, and my books. The pain of that first [oss seemed strangely
sweet and clean to me now, compared to the Sick, twisting litany of grief and guilt caroling under the rest
of my thoughts. I'd had Roanna, my first sedayeen friend, the gentle balast to the harshness of my nature
even then. And my connection with my god had sustained me; | had dways known, from the moment |
read my first book on Egyptianica, that Anubiswas my psychopomp. Some Necromances reached their
accreditation Trial without knowing what face Degth would take, | waslucky.

Thelibrary, the hall where we were taught fencing, afew of the teachersthat weren't so bad... there had
been good things too, at the Hall. Thingsthat had sustained me. | hadn't missed the mother and father
who had given me up a hirth. | hadn't known enough to missthem, and still didn't.

| shook mysalf out of memory. Couldn't afford to be distracted now.
What else?| cast around.

There, on the rack, was a holovid mag that showed a picture of Jasper Dex leaning againgt abrick wall,
his bowl-cut hair artistically mussed. It was aretrogpective issue; memory rose like aflood again. |
pushed nausea and memory down, trying not to gag at the smell of unwashed human mae.

Mrs. DelaRocha had been behind the counter in my younger years, baefully eying the collared kids from
the Hall, suspicioudy peering a you, following you down the two aides of the store, breathing her
halitossin your face when you asked for cigarettes. | squashed the guilty ideathat if | turned around |
would see her right behind me, her skirt askew and her cardigan buttoned up wrong, lipstick staining her
ydlowed teeth, her hook noselifting proudly between her faded watery hazdl eyes.



| laid the candy and the magazine down on the counter. He looked at me curioudy, but got the cigarettes
and thelighter for me. "The Zijaan'sfull-up. Y ou want lighter fluid?"

"No. Thank you." | paid with crumpled New Credit notesinstead of my datband, because that'swhat |
would have done as akid. He pushed everything back over the counter at me, glowering as he counted
out my change—three single credits, everything in the store was priced in whole numbers and the
Hegemony never indulged in the antique custom of saestax like some of the Freetownsdid. They had
other ways of getting your credits.

The candy and the magazine went into my battered messenger bag. My emerad glittered, a sharp green
gpark crackling in the dimness. The man jumped nervoudy. The sight of dl that blubber quivering madea
completely reprehensible desireto gigglerisein my throat. 1t was suppressed and died away with no
trouble a al. His T-shirt wasfilthy and barely covered his hairy chest; stub-ends of cigarslay in aplastic
ashtray shaped like a nude woman with her legs spread. No doubt acommemorative item, the ashtray
was haf-pushed behind a stand-up holoshell calender.

Today is (blank spot). Thelast two digits of the year blinked—75. | shivered. The calendar was agood
twelveyearsdow.

The extrapack of Gitaneswent into my pocket. | opened thefirst pack, took my change, and stalked out
of the store, ignoring his sarcadtic "Havvagood evenin'.”

It's extremely unlikely I'll have anything of the sort. | stepped out into the fog-laden street. My hands
shook only dightly as| clicked the Zijaan with my free right hand and lit thefirst Gitane. The smdll of
synth hash rose up, nearly choked me. | blinked. My eyeswatered. | walked across the street again,
head down, dawdling like I used to do on the afternoons when we were free to leave school grounds.
Then | glanced back at the Sommersby Store.

A chill ruffled my spine,

It was dark and boarded-up, no neon in the windows. Abandoned like dl therest. No sign of lights, of
neon, or of the fat hairy storeowner.

Chapter Thirty-two

My mouth went dry, and the gray of shock fuzzed around the corners of my periphera vison. | forced it
away, bent over, my right hand twisting into aclaw once again. The red eye of the cigarette taunted me. |
inhaled smoothly, down into the pit of my belly as|'d been taught.

"Holy shit. | just bought Gitanesfrom aghost." My voice sounded high and childish even to mysdlf. Did
this mean that the gods were with me? Or was | hdlucinating again? Both were equaly likely.

| re-crossed the street. If anyone was watching, they would probably think | wasalunatic. | poked at the
boards over the shattered glass door I'd just walked through whole, went on tiptoesto peer insde the
cave of the store. A heady brew of wet decay and other garbage-laced smells poured out; my
demon-sharp eyes caught sight of a magazine rack upended, afew holomags scattered, drifts of trash on
the floor. The plasticine counter was shattered too, and | saw a scraped-clean circle off to onesdeand a
blackened scorch mark on the floor. Probably afire some transient had made inside the abandoned
building.



| dropped the smoking cigarette, then opened up my bag. The magazine was gone, and the candy, but
one pack of cigaretteswasthere. | fished the other pack out of my pocket and stared at them, turning the
unopened one over to read itswarning label; there was a sweepstakes to win afree hover blazoned on
the back.

| crumpled both packsin my figt, feding the sticks break inside, and dropped them heedlesdy. Then |
drew the slver Zijaan from my pocket.

The bresth left me in another gasping rush. The lighter was battered and scratched with hard use, and
etched into oneflat Sdewas a cursve C wreathed with another cursive M.

| blinked. FHlipped the lighter open, spun the whed with aclick, and orange flame blossomed. | snapped it
shut. | ran my fingers over the carved letters.

For onceinmy life, | was completely at aloss. | looked up at the boarded-up storefront again, smelled
decay and that strange, indeci pherable scent.

CM? Christabel Moorcock?

"Chrigtabd?' | said, tentatively, my voice echoing againgt the soggy shredded interior of the abandoned
sore.

No answer. Except the memory of the scraping awful scream—remember, remember . Thelilac smell of
terror clinging to pale-pink paper as Christabel wrote her last message. The memory of her bed, neatly
made; her bookshelvesreligioudy dusted, her kitchen and bathroom spotless... Everything inits place.

Inal my years of dedling with Power and the strange logic of magick, | had never come across anything
even remotely likethis. | held up the lighter. Swallowed dryly.

Then | dipped the lighter in the breast pocket of Jace's coat. There'sa circle being closed here. Just
like a Greater Work of magick.

It was vaguely comforting. It meant some other agency might be working with me to bring Mirovitch and
Kédler down. Maybe Christabel was hel ping out another Necromance. Who knew?

Or perhaps it meant | wasto be offered as asacrifice. That was alittle less comforting. | blew out along
breath between my teeth, atuneesswhistlethat fell flat on thefoggy air. | backed away from the store,
finally hopping down from the sdewalk and into the sireet. | decided to go up the Hill and—

"Vdenting! Hey, Vaenting" A girl'svoice, light and young, and the patter of quick, light, running feet on
concrete. My earstracked it, the footsteps sounded as if someone was running up right behind me. My
neck prickled.

| gagped, whirling, my hair fanning out. Sommersby Street yawned, the abandoned buildings and
boarded-up houses mocking me. The concrete pavement was cracked and pitted here, and no
hovertraffic lit the sky. Without the Hall, this district had probably goneinto dow decline.

A perfect placeto hide.

My own voice caught me by surprise. "Christabel?' Okay, that's it. | have had enough of this.
Everyone out of the swimtank. No more voices, no more illusions, no more delaying. | straightened,
my jaw set, my right hand cramped around the hilt of my sword. When | could walk without staggering, |
continued up the middle of the street in defiance of any streetside hovertraffic, my bootheds clicking on
the pavement. Winter had come early here up on the Hill, and frost rimed the darker places where the



sun didn't reach during the day. Under trees and in shadowy corners, winter was cregping in without the
benefit of the rest of autumn.

| continued up Sommersby and turned right onto Harlow. At the end of Harlow the gates rose up,
wrought-iron with plasilicapanels, an R donein gothic script on one half, an H on the other. On the top
of the gates, dagger-shaped finias lengthened up like claws.

| stopped in the shelter of adoorway, looking at the gates. Be careful, Danny, Jace's voice brushed my
cheek. 1t only looks quiet. Don't trust nothin' in there.

"You don't need to tell methat," | muttered.

Thefirs illegal job I'd gone on had been as aresult of Jace'stutelage, afew monthsinto our relationship
during adry period. I'd complained that | didn't have enough to make my mortgage even with the
apparitions and bounties | worked on, and he'd looked at me, his head propped on the headboard of my
bed, and said, How would you like to make some read money, baby?

I'd done bounties and 1'd tracked down stolen objects, but I'd never done corporate espionage or
thieving before. I'd never even thought of doing mercenary work, but the money was good and Jace and
| were afantastic team. At thetime | hadn't wondered at it, but no doubt Jace's Mob Family connections
had come in handy. Under histutelage, I'd become so much better at tracking bountiesit wasn't funny,
gpending just hdf thetimeit normaly took to bring themin.

The memory was strangely fuzzy, even the sharp sword of pain at the thought of Jace was oddly muted. |
stared at the gate I'd seen for yearsin my nightmares, and my hand tightened on the scabbard once more.
My heart thundered in my chest.

"Okay, Chrigtabd," | murmured. "Y ou're till leading the dance. Let'sgo."

Chapter Thirty-three

| wondered why the geography of aplace I'd tried so hard to forget was burned so deeply into methat |
had no trouble calling up amental map of the entire complex. Behind the gate, the driveway would curve
up the gentle hill, the pond to the right, the shack of the boathouse just visible on the other sde. The main
house, with classrooms, the cafeteria, and the gymnasium, would rear up in front of the driveway. An
ancillary road would curve off to theleft, leading to the four Halls, each one shock-shielded and stocked
with suppliesfor practicing the sandard Magi disciplines, intranet security and an automatic fail-safe on
each one.

Behind the main building were the dormitories, two for girls, onefor boys (sncethe X chromosome
carries Tdent far more often than the Y') and the fencing salle/dojo, the swimtank building, and, in the
very back, the Headmaster's House. Further up the hill and also to the left was the Morrow building,
containing the Library, more classrooms, and afully stocked achemical lab, aswdll as hothouses for the
Skinlin trainees closed around a courtyard that held a co-op garden for the Skinlins and hedgewitches.

The only thing missing was the stink of childrens fear—and, of course, the tang of Power aswell asthe
glimmer of asecurity net: despscan, magscan, and afull battery of defensive measures. Not to mention
the chain-link fence, six foot tall and topped with razor wire Mirovitch had erected insde the older, more
aestheticdly pleasing brick wall.



Who did that to you, Danny? Jace's voice, harsh with anger, during one of our old fights. Who made
you think you were worthless? Tell me who. Goddammit, who did that to you? And hed turnedin a
tight haf-circle, jerking away from me asif the offender might be hiding in the living room.

"Jace," | whispered to the empty, foggy street. "I don't want to go in there again.”

Whether | was caught in some magick of Fate or just too stubbornly, exhaustedly determined for my own
good, | was called upon to finish it. And who, after adl, wasleft to finishit if | couldn't?

My right hand throbbed and ached. | dropped it, touched the pocket holding the spade necklaces. If |
was right—and | goddamn well hoped | was—Kdller would be tracking me now. | would draw him like
alodestone drawsiron filings, like a broken-down hover in the Tank District drawstechstrippers. Likea
fight in Rio drawsthe organ harvesters.

Thinking of this, | reached down into my pocket and drew out four necklaces, leaving one behind. |
cupped them in my palm, examining them closdly. There was no thread of Power | could detect. But of
coursg, if it was only a passive charm keyed to Keller | might not be ableto seeit at all, even with a
demon's acuity. When it came to tracking spells, passive usudly meant weak, but it also usualy meant
invisible.

| closed my right hand into afigt, the sharp pricks of the spade charms digging into my skin. Thetrickle of
Power did down my wrist like arazor, hest welling up under my skin. It pooled in my pam, melting,
swirling, straining to escape.

| stared a my hand, the trickle of superheated Power making my fingernails glow.
Memory rose.

Crack. The worst thing about the whip is not thefirst strike, laid hot against the back. For the
first few microsecondsit is almost painless—but then the red-hot fiéchette, fueled with Power,
scorchsplits open every nerve, and the entire body becomes the back. Not just the back, but the
entire world becomes the lash of agony. The scream rises up out of the deepest layers of the body,
impossible to deny. No matter how much the will nervesitself not to scream, the body betrays
begging, pleading, breaking.

| opened my fig.
Valentine, D. Student Valentine is called to the Headmaster's Office immediately.

Thefiéchette gleamed in my hand, long and thin and razor-sharp. Made of Power and the metdl in the
necklaces, it rang softly as| touched it with aforefinger. | blew alow tuneless whistle between my teeth
and looked up toward the gate.

It was open dightly, fog wresthing through the bars. Come into my parlor, said the undead
Headmaster to the wary ex-pupil . The lunatic Sngsong sounded alittle bit more like me. | grabbed at
the thought, sucked in another breath, and dug in my messenger bag. | had no sheath that would fit the
fléchette, so | wrapped a supple piece of plasilicaaround it and stuck it in my pocket with the last spade
necklace.

| don't think I'm going in through the front door . | melted out of the shadow of the doorway to vanish
into thefog.

Chapter Thirty-four



It was till there, the old drainage tunnel. Trash drifted in the bottom of the round concrete cave, looking
alot smaller now that | wasat least afoot taler. Severd years of fallen leaves were turning into dudge a
the bottom. | examined it carefully, reaching out to touch the concrete. Here, where the drainage ditch
went through a hummock under the fence, someone had once cut through the iron grating covering the
school side. Generations of students had carefully covered the hole with rotting wooden scraps from the
woodshop, enough to let the water drain and cover the fact that the metd grille was broken. Sincethe
hole went underground, it didn't register on the shields, psychic or eectronic—or if it ever had, it had
been forgotten. Asfar as anyone knew, this was one secret the students had successfully kept. Sneaking
out to roam the streets at night was aRigger Hall tradition, indulged in even in the darkest days of
Mirovitch'sreign. We were, after dl, only kids. There was nowhere elseto go, not asa collared psion.
We were Hegemony property.

After hearing about the Black Room, | wondered if other secrets were kept. | would have thought it was
impossible to keep anything from Mirovitch or his stooges. Now, with an adult's sense of circumstance
and complexity, | found mysdf thinking alittle more charitably about the ooges and rats. They had just
been terrified kids, like me.

But I'd never broken. | hadn't broken even when he'd forced me to watch Roanna die—and now |
wondered if he had known she would dip through hisold, hard fingers and fling hersdlf at the fence after
we had refused to betray each other.

| had never broken, not even afterward when Mirovitch dragged me back into his office to punish me,
demanding to know just what my sedayeen roommate had told her socia worker—and if she had told
anyoneelse. | knew now that he had been amogt frantic at the thought of losing his persona playground,
not to mention the punishment that would have been meted out to him; swift execution, most likely ina
gashox. After that, hed had it in for me. My defiance outraged him, but | was il only onesmall girl ina
large schoal. | frequently managed to stay benegath his notice.

| ducked into the end of the tunnel, my boots dipping in the scudge. Water doshed. Thear was
absolutdly till, and the fog made it eexily quiet. Complete blackness made the tunnel into an abyss,
despite my demon sight. There were no streetlights on either side of the concrete pipe, and the thick fog
cut vighility even for my eyes.

| lifted my sword, thumbed it free. The dight click of the katana easing loose of the scabbard wasloud in
the cottony silence. Threeinches of stedl did free, and afaint blue glow flowed aong the metdl.

| saw thetunnel, till doping dightly upward, aknee-high spill of water and leaf dudge coating its bottom.
Permaspray graffiti tangled dong thewalls, some of it even glowing with Schorn's dgae when thelight
from my blade touched it. The concrete was crumbling, but still sound. | couldn't see anything blockingit,
and the water was gtill coming, so | bent down to step cautioudly into the opening.

Hafway through, | paused and lifted my blade, looking at the left-hand wall. My boots doshed; | moved
very carefully, peering through the dark.

Thereit was. In black permaspray, the crudely-done drawing of adender Egyptian dog with long ears,
reclining; acopy of an ancient Satue. | remembered biting my lip as| marked thewall, the sharp chemicad
reek of permaspray, and the satisfaction I'd felt when it was done. It was the mark of my persona war
with the school, my badge of honor for not breaking. | smiled, holding my sword up alittle higher,
shaking my hair back. In the dim light, shadows shifting and crowding, it seemed the dog's head dipped



once, nodding at me. | set my jaw and nodded back, then carefully stepped away.

The tunnel was shorter than | remembered. At the end, | pushed aside a sheet of rotted plaswood, setting
foot for thefirg timein decadesinsde the wdls of Rigger Hall again. | took a cautious sniff, smelled only
leaf mold, grass, and sdty fog. Strained my ears, but heard only the thick silence of a cloud-wrapped
night. | held the cloak of my Power close but sensed no shields on the walls; when they closed the
school, ateam of Hegemony psions had come out and dismantled the defenses, earthing the power. And
there were no dectronic countermeasures. If Kdler was here, he was counting on invisibility to keep him
sfe.

The familiar loose tension invaded my body, my heartbeat speeding up. | chased down a demon even
the Prince of Hell couldn't catch. | survived two run-ins with the Devil. I'm the best Necromance
in Saint City. I'mlisted as one of the top-ten deadliest bounty hunters in the Hegemony.

That thought caused asniggering little laugh to jerk itsway out of me. One of the biggest hunts of my life,
and | wasn't going to make ared credit off of it.

That was avery adult thought, and | was glad. | still had to check to make sure | wasn't wearing the plaid
skirt, and every time the denim of my jeans touched my knees | had to suppressaguilty start.

The grass was nho longer manicured but knee-high, weedslying thick and rank and edged by frost inthe
deeper shadows. | saw thefamiliar bulk of the dormitories roofs over the hill, decided to go uphill and
angle toward the Headmaster's House. | could cut around the back of the dojo and avoid any possible
patrolling teacher or stooge.

Asif there was anyone here.

For all | knew, nobody was here... but just because | felt like | should snesk around to avoid
Mirovitch's hounds didn't mean it was a bad ideato exercise alittle caution.

I'm being eaten alive by my own childhood. Gods above. Why me? The answer camein aflash. Why
not? Who, after al, was better equipped than me?

| reached the top of the hill and hunched down ingtinctively, the edges of my shields roughening. Dugt,
offal,

magick, aftershave, chalk, and leather . | retreated, dmost asif scaded, gasping and dropping flat as
thewall of magick passed overhead. He was scanning the grounds.

Well, now | know he's here. | tried to remember if | had any consecrated chalk in my bag. Thenit
occurred to methat | was doing exactly what a scared teenager would do—nhiding, and waiting for
Lourdesto find and trap melike arabhbit.

Which brought up another glaring holein my plan. | didn't even have one. | was operating on a sort of
half-assinginct I hadn't used since | wastwelve. A miserable ingtinct that was just what any stupid kid
would use. Thefact that it wasimpossibleto plan for something like this didn't exonerate me from feding
alittle dumb.

Time to start thinking, Danny! A whisper that sounded like Jace'sin my ear, hot bresth touching my
cheek, warm fingers on my nape. It felt so bloody real | gasped, throwing mysdlf down and rolling,
ingtinctively throwing up aflare of Power that stained the hillside crimson for amoment.

Well, | just blew any chance | had of secrecy. | madeit to my feet and bolted avay at adifferent angle.
Thiswould take me directly to the Headmaster's House, keeping me below the sight line of the hill.



| heard boots crunching on gravel, which told me two things: that he was on the other side of the hill and
behind me, and dso that he had been at the front gate or in the dormitories.

For amoment, | considered veering up and engaging him head-on; but | was dready running soundless
asan owl. | heard the footsteps on gravel dow and strained my ears, suddenly and, for once, blessng my
demon-acute senses.

A short yel of pain and the sound of something falling, hitting the ground hard. Then amead
gravel-crunching scramble, and footsteps on grass. | didn't stop, came around the side of the hill's breaest,
and found myself faced with the track leading up to the Headmaster's House.

Polyamour came this way, with a nine-year-old girl and Keller. Bringing them to Mirovitch. My
gorgerose. Thetrack was paved, and | ran over it using al the speed and silence my new body could
giveme,

| had just come over the dight rise, legping over apothole, when | heard ahissing crackle. | threw mysdlf
asde and the bolt flung past me, crackling and spitting as it went, and buried itself in the Headmaster's
House.

The prim, two-story neo-Victorian was clearly abandoned, plaswood over the windows. Uncertain foggy
light showed great cracksin the peding paint—the same kind of Ieprous bluelight I'd seen in Sukerow's
gpartment. Only thistime, the blue light spread, crackling and hissing. | wondered for asplit second if the
unhedlthy looking glow would give me aradiation burn. It certainly looked like the diseased glow of a
coremdt.

The explosion was deafening. | ended up lying in the long grass on the side of the road, the Shockwave
smashing me down, awarm trickle of blood coming from my nose,

"Plenty more where that came from," | heard from my right, down the hill in the bushes. The bolt had
streaked past me from my right, which meant that he'd been scrambling behind me.

The fléchette, he's probably tracking the fléchette.
And the last necklace that | had in my pocket.

"Who are you?' The wheezing, dightly asthmatic voice came again. Chillsworked up my spine, spilled
down my arms. It sounded odd, strangely distorted, asif passed through a synthfilter—but | knew that
voice. My entire body went cold and strained against shock at the sound, my fingers digging into the
earth, the smell of crushed wet grass and damp earth rising around me and warring with the heady, spicy
fragrance of demon.

The Headmaster's House was burning merrily, orange flamesinstead of blue now, casting alivid light up
into thefog. | had only afew seconds before he crested the rise and saw me.

Then | heard ahorrible, chilling scream. "No! NO! Stop it! STOP IT?' Thisvoice was different, a
baritone, with the unmistakable tang of Skinlin. | only heard one set of footsteps—but then | heard a
thrashing, like afight.

"Whoever you are, ran! Run for your lifel"
| intended to run, but not for my life.

| intended to run for his.



"—down," Mirovitch hissed. "And stay down. In your place, boy."

| didn't stick around to hear more. | ran.

Chapter Thirty-five

| suppose the last place either Mirovitch or Keller would have expected meto go was the cafeteria
There was awall of boarded-up windows on one side, two lone leftover tables stacked against the wall,
and insulation hung from the celling in long swathes. It wastacticaly exposed, and I'd had to break open
adoor to get in here—and if the sound of screeching metal and my own jagged breathing didn't bring
Mirovitch, what | was going to do next would.

| was only afew stepsin before my foot came down on something soft. My sword whipped out, and |
found mysalf looking at an innocuous deeping bag, lying tangled on the floor. The smell of canned beef
soup hung intheair, and | smelled candle wax aswell. Candle wax and unwashed human—and the cold,
fetid reek of Mirovitch, dust and magick and feces and chalk and aftershave.

I'd found alair. Thetroublewas, | wasn't sure of what.

| dug in my bag with one trembling hand. My sword glowed blue. My frantic fingers couldn't find any
chalk, though | knew | had some. | could dmost fed time winding down, the clocksprings of whatever
was going to happen ticking away, closer and closer, rising through the water to sink itsteeth into my

thrashing legs.

| pulled my hand out of my bag and took a deep bresth flavored with human and not-so-human scents,
my own smoky demon smell suddenly strong as ashield in my nogtrils. Reached into my pocket, fingers
closing around the fléchettein its plasilica shegth.

Thetouch of cold metal shocked me back into some kind of sense. | crouched down on the floor in the
middle of the caf, aswordsman's crouch, my blade held out to one side, the fléchette in my left hand.
What do | need chalk for? I'm part demon.

Thecircle swirled in the air, dust scorching asthefirein merose, whipcracking in smal, controlled bursts,
atattoo of Power burning into the concrete under the linoleum. It took bare seconds. By thetime it was
done, | had atolerable gpproximation of adouble circle scored around me with red-glowing
Power—and between the two circles, the subtly atered shapes of the Feeder glyphs Kellerman Lourdes
had created writhed. Every candle Lourdes had placed in here burgt into flame, suddenly divewith fire,
their glow warm and welcoming. The fléchette began to hum, metal glowing, heating up in my hand. My
pocket, the one holding the leftover spade necklace, began to smoke. | didn't have ahand left to fish it
out, so | just crouched, on guard.

One of the plaswood windows blew in. Then another. Another. Splinters skidded acrossthe floor.
Silence descended. Here was whereit would end.
Do you believe in Fate, Danny Valentine?

| gulped down air, the three phantom scars on my back dive. The vanished brand along my lower-left
buttock began to ache, dully at first, and then with increasing pain. A curl of smoke drifted up from my
pocket. | waited.



The door I'd wrenched open creaked as it was pulled wide, then ripped off its hinges. And into the
cafeteria shambled Kedlerman Lourdes.

Now that | saw him up closg, | vaguely remembered him asatdl, gawky, acne-pocked Skinlin, aways
on the periphery of whatever activity was being conducted. His career a Rigger had been singularly free
of rumors and whispers. It was asif nobody noticed him at dl. Theinvisible man.

Part of the puzzle became clear as| studied him. He stepped into the caf and watched me, dead dark
eyes sparking with blue pinpricks, histhick wattled cheeks quivering ever so dightly.

"Y ou were aFeeder dready.” Breathless, | sounded like | was fourteen again.
And scared.

That waswhy held been invisble; and that was why he could get close to Mirovitch that fateful night with
Polyamour and Dolores. Hed had a Feeder's camouflage; it was no use being a psychic vampireif you
shouted it to the heavens. No, they were al-but-invisible, especialy to children, which was what made
them s0 bloody dangerous. In anorma Hegemony psi school he would have been tested, treated, and
more than likely saved, freeto live out anormd life asapson. But in Mirovitch's kingdom he was | eft
untrested. .. and so he used that camouflage to kill Mirovitch with the others, probably taking Mirovitch's
death into his own psyche and sealing his own fate as a Feeder—or even worse, aFeeder'smule. A
physica body for the ka of the dead Headmaster to ride.

He stared at mefixedly, hisface dack and wooden. Then something swirled in the bottom of hiseyes,
crawled for the surface, and tried to speak. "You'e... not... one. Of. Them." He cocked his head to the
side, histhroat swelling as he wrestled for control of hisown voice. "Get. Get out. Out of here. | can't...
hald..."

"He'sriding you," | realized out loud. "Y ou're a Feeder's mule. But you kept him down for ten years.” |
fet athin burst of satisfaction a having guessed right, dong with aflare of guilt for how stupid I'd been. It
wasdl plain asday now.

"l can't—" Kellerman Lourdes gasped, spittle flying from hislips. He twisted, hunching down, some
terrible battle being waged for control of hisbody. "I can't stop him now. You... run..."

Then his head jerked forward, like a snake's quick whipping strike. The fléchette in my left hand abruptly
cooled, the cold stinging my fingers far more than heet would have. | held on, grimly. Waiting.

Then bluelight bloomed from the circle of glyphs|'d scraiched into the floor. The necklace, ill inmy
pocket, fell as| shifted. It had burned a hole straight through the Kevlar-reinforced canvas of Jace's coat.
It fdll, the chain writhing like alivething, and hit the floor with an oddly musical tinkle.

Thecircle cracked. Bluelight flared like athunderclap, and | saw Kellerman Lourdess entire body jerk
as ectoplasm streamed from mouth and nose and eyes and ears, acoughing mass of it. | dove back as
Mirovitch's ka streaked for me, itsinhuman hands turned into venom-dipped claws. Only thiswas not
Mirovitch, the stoop-shoul dered tweedy Feeder Headmaster who liked to prey on children.

Thiswasthe ka, grown monstrous and foul, Mirovitch seen through the eyes of a child, with clawsand
fangs and the leprous blue-burning eyes of a closet-hiding goblin.

| screamed, scrambling back, forgetting | was holding a sword. The backlash of the circl€e's cracking and
breaking from inside poured up my spine and jerked a coughing yell from my throat as the Headmaster
descended on me, his claws raking my belly, one catching in my ribs. A hot gush of demon blood boiled



out, | convulsed, and Mirovitch dove for my open mouth, gagging reeking ectoplasm forcing down my
throat.

Chapter Thirty-six

Wagging. Retching. Agony, asthe clawstorein through my skin and organs, visceraspilling in ahot
stream, my eyes bugging out as everything behind them pushed like depressurization.

"Sudent Valentine is called to the Headmaster's Office immediately."

Walking, every step a dread drumbeat, up the wooden stairs. Mirovitch's smile as his dry papery
hand landed on my shoulder . We've got something specia for those who break the rulestoday, Miss
Vdentine. Meeting Roanna's eyes, feeling the sick thump of knowl edge behind my breastbone.
She'd told her social worker, and Mirovitch had found out.

Jerking, crackling, her body on the fence, Mirovitch's fingers sinking into my arm as he dragged
me back into Hell... and the brand, glowing red hot. Leather against my wrists as | screamed until
my voice broke, after he was finished with me and the red-hot iron burned my skin as his semen
trickled down my thighs; the chair's hard slat in my midriff, unable to breathe, the sound of his
papery laughter filling the universe as that lest shameful memory crashed out from behind the
locked door—the door 1'd closed and locked when | left Rigger Hall, the door that had to close so |
could go on living. Surviving.

Fingers. In my head. Scraping, tearing, ripping. Burning.
No wonder Christabel couldn't be brought back—

The alien thing in my mind recoiled. That thought wasn't part of the feedback loop that would keep me
helplesswhile it destroyed me. | grabbed onto it with the last shipwrecked vestige of my strength, sank
my mental teeth into its hide, and began to fight.

Polyamour, tilting her head so dlightly. "You learn early that your body betrays you—it's your
mind that hasto stay impregnable. Your soul. To have that filthy old maggot fingering inside your
head..."

It howled with rage, this thing bent on rape and destruction, and tore into me al the more savagely,
battering down even more mental doors, tearing gresat gaping holesin my psyche.

And | fought back.

Two dark eyes, the last flaring of emerald light in them. Green eyesin a saturnine face, the
demon'’s mouth warm as he mouthed my neck, my shudder against him, spent, his murmur in my
ear.

Memory, twisting and whirling, Putchkin Roulette with theingde of my head, the burning as he forced
hisway in, battering down doors, bursting locks, trying to find. .. what?

"Even the loa can't force a woman's heart..." If | hadn't been part-demon, | would never have
heard his murmur. "I had to give it up, Danny. | had to. For you."

It screamed, recoiling from that memory too. Of course, the memory of Jace was underlaid with aclean



purewell of emotion, shame and love and guilt twisted together but till mine, still a source of strength,
inimica to the unholy thing. | had wegpons, if | could just reach them, find them, use them. Good things,

anything.

Smoke bel ched up, the unholy sick bluelight forcing itsway into me, lesions cracking on my skin, demon
blood bailing, trying to hed me.

A convulsveeffort. | waswinning, if | could only remember.

Remember, Christabel keened. Remember everything.

Remember Jace's face, slegping and peaceful in the bed you shared with him so long ago.
Remember Doreen's soft touch, the light in her eyes. Remember Lewis's hand in yours, so strong,
so sure. Remember the books he gave you, each onetelling you that you wer e precious because he
trusted you. Remember Japhrimel's last sigh as he sank down on your body. Remember reading
under the covers with your heart in your mouth and your breath stale in your throat. Remember
Gabe, doing for you what you could not do for yourself. Remember Eddie, holding your shoulders,
remember Japhrimel throwing himself between you and Santino, determined to protect you.
Remember, Dante.

Remember everything.

My fingerstightened on the fléchette. | gagged. Black spots over my vision. Passing out. Oxygen... even
ademon needed somekind of air. And then what he did to my mind would be done to my body.

—fucker flayed her alive—

Christabd's raw scream, the shattering of tiles as she lunged for me. No wonder—even Death might not
take thisagony from me.

But | would win. Aslong as| could remember .
Remember, Dante. Remember everything.

| flung the fléchette as | fell backward, the thing that was Mirovitch forcing itsway into my mouth and
nose, ramming itsway into my mind. | struggled, the memoriesfading as| tried desperately to keep them,
to keep them and to stand, to endure.

The splinter of metal and Power pierced thewall of blue glow, shonelike ashard of ice, and glowed asit
bulleted in a perfect arc—

—and buried itsdlf in Kellerman Lourdes neck. Kill the mule and the Feeder should die, please,
Anubis, please...

It wasthe only way | knew of to kill aka. | would win, if | could just hold on.
If I could just remember what mattered.

Faling, then. Fling, faling, fell, concrete smacking my head and back, its clawstwisting in my belly but

| could not scream, it wasin my throat, pushed past my gag reflex, forcing itsway in, my nose burning
and stretching, it wastearing a my jeans with one probing finger of ectoplasm, it'll get in any way it can
, convulsing, darkness not just spots but aglaucous sheet closing over my vision.

Remember, Dante. Remember . Christabel's voice, not insane with an apparition'sflat terrible finaity, but



asif she sood next to me, askinny girl with bruised knees and folded arms, terrible knowledge in her
childlike dark eyes. Remember. Remember .

| could remember nothing but one last despairing cry. The namethat beat behind my heart, inade my
heed, the prayer | had left when dl elsefailed.

Japhri—

My left shoulder suddenly crunched with an agony even greeter, asif my left arm was being torn out of its
socket one hard millimeter a atime. | managed a strangled noise past the suffocating thing stuffing itself
down my throat, black demon blood pattering on concrete, and then the world exploded.

Fire. Redfire.

| heard a sound like thunder smashing the jars of the universe, every star exploding and raining fiery
destruction, the grinding of an earthquake and the crackle of ice calving on every mountainside a once.
Then blessed cold air seared my throat.

Searing. It hurt dmost as much aswhat Mirovitch had done, my body blindly scrabbling for survivdl,
every demon-tainted, demon-strong cdll fighting to live. The wet tearing sound as my battered viscera
spilled back into my stomach cavity, bones crackling as the scream bubbled past ectoplasm in my throat,
aburg of Power forcing itsway aong my skin.

Something had happened.

Remember, Dante. Remember . Christabel's voice, grown huge, abdll filling the world, as she stared at
me with her dark eyes. Remember. Remember .

| rolled weakly onto my side, coughing, choking the smell of dust, chalk, and aftershave out of my mouth,
blowing out through my nose, dick egg-white gobbets of ectoplasm streaming away and rotting in
seconds. | retched again, but didn't throw up.

—do part-demons throw up? The thought made me laugh. | giggled, ahigh, thin sound of insanity, and
madeit to hands and knees. My bdly ran with fire, tender tissues stretched and straining. Grabbed for
my swordhilt.

Found it, my right hand curling around wrapped metd dick with noisome fluids, Power jolting up my arm
with aforce that made me cry out weakly. Then | collapsed again, my sword solid in my cramping right
hand, my shattered shields trying to close over me, Power bleeding out into the night air. Another
convulsion, my forehead smacking concrete, agrinding pain flared in my middle as my abused insdes
rebelled again.

"Dante." The voice was soft and full of fire, smooth like old brandy going down to ignitein the belly.
"What have you done?'

| screamed again, weakly, scrabbling againgt the floor. Y et another convulsion racked me. | vomited a
long jet of shuddering, writhing ectoplasm ringed with black, smoking demon's blood and immediately felt
much better—only three-quarters dead and burning instead of al the way dead and insane to boot.

Warm fingers closed over the back of my neck, under my tangled hair. "Be ill." And then an amazing
bolt of Power lanced through me. My shields mended in one explosive flare, but the ragged bleeding
wounds in my mind till smoked raw and deep.

On my sde. Arms around me, the stroking of awarm hand on the side of my face. "Truly you are



foolhardy, hedaira,” he said softly. "' suppose you have your reasons. Be till, now.”

But | struggled up, my body obeying me now, the tearing pain insde my chest now soothed. The
whistling empty holein my chest Ieft by his absence, the hole | had stopped noticing, was gone. My |eft
shoulder didn't hurt. Insteed, the mark sent waves of hot, soft Power down my body, each alittle warmer
and deeper than thelagt. "No," | whispered, my voice apained croak. Then | coughed and spat another
amazing gob of ectoplasm to the side. It hit thefloor with adull splat, and my stomach turned violently
again. "No. You burned."

| raised my head.

Hisdark eyes met mine, just the same. A lean, saturnine face, his cheekbones balanced, his mouth a
sraight unforgiving line. The demon Tierce Japhrime touched my cheek, his knuckles brushing my skin.
The contact sent ashudder through me, my body recognizing him before the rest of me could dareto.
"You burned,” | managed, before another fit of retching and gagging shook me. Y ou burned—you were
ash—"'

"Whileyoulive, | live." The corners of his mouth turned down, an expressive movement that managed to
givetheimpresson of agrim smile. "l suppose nobody told you.”

| shook my head weakly. His smell—the scent of a demon, cinnamon incense, amber musk—wrapped
around me, filled my lungs. | felt like | could breathe again, without every breath being tainted by the
stench of dying cells. The smdll of him seemed to coat my abused insides with peace, and flow down into
the middle of my body to spread through my veins. "'l tried,” | whispered. "Books—Magi." | filled my
lungsagain. While | could, before what was undoubtedly a halucination vanished. Gasped again, agrest
rasping breath blessedly free of the stink of dying human cells.

Human. Human cdlls. The thought of humans reminded me of where | was.

| tried to scramble to my feet but he caught me, his strength embarrassingly more than mine, especidly at
the moment "Be 4till. Thereisno danger.”

"But... the... Mirovitch—"
"Isthat hisname?" Japhrimd moved aside dightly.

Spread-eagled on the floor, coated with ectoplasm, was Kellerman Lourdes. He looked dazed, his eyes
rolled back into his head, hisbody limp. | could see one leg was twisted the wrong way, it looked like a
fracture of the lower femur. | flinched. The pool of goo coating him pulsed, and as | looked Kellerman
opened his mouth to scream. The cracked bone started to mend itself, creaking and snapping.

Chrigtabd's voice still echoed in my head like agong, like the circuit of Fate completing itself.
Remember, Dante. Remember for us.

My stomach rosein revolt again, was ordered back down, and subsided. Japhrimel's hands were a my
shoulders. "Dante? | suppose you would not careto explain.” He sounded mild, but the fractiond lift of
one eyebrow told me hewas very closeto violence.

My eyesdrank himin. If hewasahdlucination, | wanted to store every detail. But there was no time
—L ourdes gurgled, asound of choked agony.

"Up. Help me up.”



My halucination of my dead demon lover stared at me, his dark eyes thoughtful. Once they had been a
brilliant piercing green, like Lucifer's eyes. But when he had made me into whatever | was now, his eyes
had gone dark. Without the incandescent light behind them, they looked like ageless human eyes, infinite
intheir depth and as familiar to me as my own. Hot tearsrose, | pushed them down.

Lourdes curled into afetd position, some inhuman effort pushing him over, up on his hands and knees.
Then he collapsed, broken asarag doll, his haf-mended leg twisted impossibly to one Sde. He rasped
out something indecipherable. The blue glow pulsed. Lourdes screamed with a human voice, the end of
the scream trailing off into awrithing gurgle.

"Explan later” | said, every word an effort. "Help me up now."

Asusud, Japhrimel wagted little time with human questions. Instead, he hauled me up effortlessy. The
long, high-collared black coat he wore was the same, wings masquerading as clothing, but instead of
black jeans he wore avery dark blue denim and worker's boots, new and unscarred. It was the same,
yet different.

Flakes of the ectoplasm drifted to the floor, cracking and crackling on my skin and clothes. "Y ou found
me." Thewords broke on asob. | had thought I'd destroyed any chance of his resurrection. That was my
penance. What was | going to do now?

"Of course. Y ou bear my mark. Did you think me dead, Dante?"

Yeah, for almost a year you looked pretty damn dead, you looked like a pile of fucking ash and
Lucifer kept sending me letters. "Y ou're going to have to explainthis" | muttered, asif | believed he
was red. He moved gracefully aside, | started limping toward Kelerman. My right leg dragged alittle,
not quite obeying me. | wasin asorry state. Hallucination-Japhrimel stayed on my left sde, out of the
way of my swordhand, his hand weightless on my shoulder, those soft intense waves of Power pulsing

down my body. Repairing. Mending.
| wondered if Power aone could heal my mind.

| didn't alow mysdif to look up at Japhrimel. If | looked, would | find out he wasn't there, and this just
another hallucination, my starved brain dreaming in color and holo before dying? Even demons needed
air, | wondered if a strangled and mindraped a most-demon would have a deathdream.

Weasl ill dive? Or were starbursts of blood rising to the surface of my brain, so that when they
autopsied me Cainewould say, A classic example of psychic assault resulting in death in hisdry
disdainful voice?

Cainewould probably enjoy cutting me open.

| looked down at Kellerman Lourdes. He convulsed again, hisleg straightening, the bone sounding asif it
was shattering to tieitself back together. My right hand twitched, bringing the tip of my sword up. Blue
light ran down the blade, a hedlthier shade of blue than Mirovitch's diseased glow.

Hiseyesrolled back down, and it was L ourdes, craning his head up and to the side, looking at me with
human eyes. He stared up at me. Hislipstried to shape the word, who?

Oh, gods. "Danny Vdentine," | husked. " Couple years behind you, Kdler. We never talked.”
Comprehengion lit his eyes. He dropped his head. "Pi-please,” he rasped. "Before he comes back..."

"You'reaFeeder, and amule,” | said. "Therésno cure. Not a this stage.”



Weariness settled over hisface. Weariness, and abravery that hurt me alittleto see. "Do... it. Are...
any... left?

"Polyamour—Bastion. And threemore." | lifted my sword alittle, paused. " One question. Why?'
| had to know.

"Revenge..." Hiseyesfluttered again. "l... Took him. The others... couldn't, | took... thelast... piece.
Should have... killed mysdf. Couldn't..."

Of course not. By the time Keller knew what he carried, knew that Mirovitch wasn't dead, the ka would
have had its hooks in deep. Keller could not destroy himself once the ka reawakened.

| thought of Gabe at Jace's bedside, doing what | could not. One act of bitter mercy for me, onefor
Kéler. Even, each sde of the scale baancing. | swallowed, tasted bile. Filled my lungs. The smdll of
rotting ectoplasm, dying human cells, and the Headmaster's cloying reek warred with the smoky
fragrance of demon. Japhrimel's aura, twisting diamond flames, covered mine, the mark a my shoulder
spreading and staining through my beattered shielding, melding together the rips and holes. When it
finished, | would have ademon's shidding again.

Christabe's voice faded. Remember, she whispered. Remember everything.

Was shered, or amemory?Was she here, invisble to me? And if she was, who else was with her?
Every child damaged by Rigger Hdl, or just one?

Just me?

My sword swung up, both hands locked around the hilt. | braced mysdlf, my right leg threatening to
buckle. "It'sover," | whispered. "Be at peace, Kellerman Lourdes.”

How many times at hospital beds had | said those same words, now bitter in my mouth, tainted with
death? Necromances were brought to the side of the dying, to offer comfort and ease the transition. And
not so incidentally, to make sure the deceased didn't come back.

He must be wielded with honor, but more important, with compassion. Compassion is not your
strongest virtue, Danyo-chan. Jado's voice whispered, memory bleeding through the present like
duggish water through afilth-choked ditch.

Compassion? For Lourdes or for me, or for both of us? Or for every damaged soul shattered by Rigger
Hal?

For al of them, then. For Roanna, for Aran Helm, for Dolores. For Christabel, who had |eft me the clue
for whatever reason, whether adolescent hubris or nascent precognition. Whether she was haunting me
or whether some other intelligence had her voice and was spurring meto finish thisdidn't matter. It was
the mercy that mattered. Mercy for dl the survivors, for Eddie and Polyamour.

For dl of them, and for me.

And for himmogt of dl, theinvigble kid who had thrown himsdf in harm'sway to save usdl just as Jace
had thrown himsalf forward to save me. All accounts balanced, except for the low sound of a
swordblade asit clove the air and closed the circle.

Lourdes closed his eyes. But then they popped open, the cold blue glow filling them; Mirovitch looking
out through Kdler'seyes.



Compassion is not your strongest virtue, Danyo-chan.

Yes, itis, | told mysdlf. Gods grant | don't forget it. For all of them. For all the children. | svung my
sword down. It was a clean cut, with al my force behind it, gauged with perfect accuracy. My kia rose,
short and sharp asafalcon's cry or the desthscream of an aley cat. Blood fountained up; arteria spray.
Japhrimel pulled me back asthe high-tension jet bloomed from Lourdes neck. The sword shrieked,
gparking, an intense blue-white stresk of living metd. Blood flew free of sted, the blade clean and
shining, muscle memory carrying it back into the shesth with aclick, al in one move,

A shattering psychic wail rose as Mirovitch scrabbled blindly for life, the ka frantically seeking something,
anything to latch onto, to replicateitself, ectoplasm bubbling and burning. | sagged against Japhrimd's
shoulder. He again didn't ask any usdless questions, just stood watchful asthe pressure behind the
bloodspray lessened. Thetide of blood mixed with the ectoplasm, and | smelled the reek of released
bowels.

"Japhrimel." My voice caught. "Burn him. Please. Every bit."

| didn't have to ask twice. The Fallen demon raised his golden hand, and fire legpt to obey him. 1t dug
into the concrete, red liquid demon flame, drops of blood spat and sizzled. A breath of sick-sweet smell
like roasted pork filled the air. Shadows writhed and jabbed against the cafeteria's dark walls. Heet
boiled up, making the linoleum char and the paint on the ceiling bubble and bligter.

Findly, the flame died down. | turned my face into Japhrimel's shoulder. "Y ou're going to disappear,” |
said into his coat, not even caring that | knew what it was made of . " Just stay for amoment, just please
just for aminute, a second—"

"Dante." Hisfingers came up, tangled in my dready-tangled hair. "I heard you callingme. | tried to
answer."

"Just for afew seconds.” | buried my facein his coat, his other arm closed around me. | inhaed the smell
of cinnamon, of amber musk, the deadly smoky nonphysical fragrance of demons. Filled my lungswith
the breath of life. "Before | have to burn this whole fucking place down.”

"Bedill," heanswered. "l am here, | have never |eft your side. | told you, you will not leave meto
wander the earth one.”

| cdlosed my eyes. The strength spilled out of my legs. Mirovitch was dead, Kellerman Lourdes was dead.
Jace was dead. Thecircle, closed.

My knees buckled. Japhrimel caught me, murmured into my hair. | started to cry. The sobs shook me as
if aviciousanimd had meinitsteeth. There, with the bloody smokefilling the cafeteria, the scorched ash
that had once been Kellerman Lourdes stirred only by afaint breeze passing through the shattered
plaswood-covered windows. | did not stop crying until, exhausted, | passed into akind of gray deathly
haze broken only by the dight murmurs of Japhrimel's voice as he carried me away from that place of
death—and the sound of rushing flame as he did what | asked and leveled the whole nightmare of Rigger
Hall to the ground.

Chapter Thirty-seven



Sunlight spilled through the station house windows, but in Gabe's cubicle the glow of afull-spectrum bulb
painted the air. Paper stirred on her desk, and the two empty brandy bottles were in the wastebasket
with adrift of frozen gray cigarette smoke turned to ash.

"Y ou caused ahelluvalot of damage," Gabe said, her asamsfolded. "Y ou razed Rigger Hdl, thereisnta
stick left. We didn't even get to recover abody. We only have your word—"

"Have there been any more murders?' | asked. "No? Good."

Shesighed. "l believe you, Danny. | just... goddammit. Did you know? Did you know it was a Feeder's
ka for sure?"

| shrugged, looking down at her desk. What could | tell her? The circle had been mineto close. Had |
been the only one strong enough to closeit, or had | just been picked by blind chance?

Did it matter? It was over. It was done. | no longer heard Christabe's whispering in my head. Wherever
shewsas, | hoped she was resting more comfortably.

Phonesrang in the background, | heard someone's raised voice—the punchline of ajoke. Guffaws
greeted the attempt. My nosefilled with the scent of humans, and my own fragrance rose to battle the
gench.

| knew enough to do that, now.

"I'm sorry, Gabe. Hewas... it was..." My sword, lying scabbarded across my knees, rang softly. |
pushed astrand of inky hair back, tucked it behind my ear. " Anyone else would have been aliability
instead of ahelp, you know that. He would have killed ahell of alot of copsif you'd goneinto take him
down." Amazingly, my voice didn't crack. | swallowed. "Kdler must have been an incipient, natural
Feeder. Taking from Mirovitch triggered that propensity, but the ka was dormant and he might have
thought he was safe. He held out for ten years, thinking Mirovitch was dead, getting asfar away from
Saint City and Rigger Hall as he could. His uncle even went to work in the Putchkin under diplomatic
contract—I'd guessto get Keller away.” Leaving no trail for us, because all diplomatic-visa workers
have their personal information under blind trusts.

"And then, Mirovitch finaly bresksfree." Gabe shuddered. "Hades."

| nodded. " The necklaces were an etheric link: nice, passve, and undetectable. Mirovitch would drive his
mule right up to their doors. He didn't have to crack their shielding—that was done from inside, by the
necklaces themsalves. Fed by the very glyphs Keller had taught them. They thought they were protecting
themsdlves from Mirovitch's echo—but that very defense killed them." And Mirovitch pawed through
their minds to get the pieces of himself they'd torn away. No wonder none of the victims were able
to talk—that kind of psychic rape right before death echoes for a long time.

That was what had saved me, the fact that there was no piece of Mirovitch insde my head for himto
retrieve, my refusd to givein. The smple act of remembering.

That, and Japhrimel.

| shivered, thinking again of the clawed maggot fingers blindly squirming insde my head. My skin went
cold, and the mark on my shoulder pulsed once, flushing me with hest. | Sraightened in the chair again,
looking down at the lacquered scabbard. My reflection, ghostly and distorted, stared back at me with
wide dark eyes.

"Why kill the uncle, then?" Gabe shifted her weight, leaning back dightly and regarding me. | looked up



and saw without any real surprisethetouch of gray at her left temple. It was only afew strands, and she
had alot of fight lft in her.

| shrugged. "Herein Saint City, the unclewas aliability. If anyone started tracing former Rigger sudents,
the uncle probably knew enough for an investigator to get the picture with the right questions. Either that
or the unclefound out. Well never know. That'swhy the shields on Smith's house were intact—Keller
didn't need to rip them to get out.”

And without Christabd's clue, | might not have caught on so quickly. Had she been looking over my
shoulder?| didn't care to guess. That was one mystery | was happy to consign to the gray land of
just-don't-think-about.

Silence stretched between us, ataut humming full of other questions. Other things neither of us could ever
say. Shedidn't ask where I'd vanished to for three days after Rigger Hall wasleveled, didn't ask where|l
had washed up, and especialy didn't ask meif | was okay. Instead, she kept her distance, abrittle fragile
professionalism presented to me during the two hours of my taped statement and this less-formal
wrap-up. Case closed. Crime solved.

Gameover.

"Danny." Gabe leaned her hip on her desk, regarding me with her pretty, serene eyes. "Youre...
different. 1... Look, | know what Jace meant to you. If you want to talk, if you need anything—"

| nodded. "I'll call," | promised.

| saw the crows-feet at the corners of her eyes, the fine lines beginning to take over her face. Gabe was
getting too old for the Saint City Parapsych crap. She was a cop right down to her bones; shed takeit dl
the way up to retirement and probably do security work afterward—but she wastired. Too tired, even
though she had her own deegp share of stubbornness.

And me?| wouldn't age. | would look just the same. And when Gabe died, who would | have left that
remembered?

When she no longer remembered me, would | be dead too?

"Gabe?' | madeit to my feet in one movement, caught mysdf. My right leg was dtill alittle unsteedy,
despite my body's fantastic ability to hedl. | struggled to find the words | wanted, failed, tried again.
"Look, | just... becareful, dl right? Take care of yoursdf."

"Y ou sound like you're going to your own execution instead of on vacation." She laughed, her shoulders
had relaxed. She was possibly looking a a promotion from this case. The most tangible benefit she'd
received was agold meddlion and asiver credit disc. The credit disc would get her into Nikola's office
building downtown if she ever needed help. The gold medallion was an award for "superlative police
work." Add to that afat raise she didn't need and the goodwill of the Prime Power of Saint City, and she
was aswell-off as| could possibly hopefor. | could rest for alittle while, knowing she was safe.

| had one last question. "How's Eddie?!
She shrugged. "Okay. Deding withiit, | guess.”

| nodded. That was good news. "Tdl him... Tel him 1 killed Mirovitch mysdf. Heisn't coming back.”
My stomach fluttered briefly, the papery whisper of Mirovitch's voice echoing in the darker corners of
my mind. "Tel him Dante gives her word Mirovitchis dead.”



It was her turn to nod, thoughtfully, the emerald on her cheek flashing. "Danny." Her voice was Soft, asif
sheld forgotten we were standing in her office. "Look, I... I'mredly sorry. If you... | mean, you—"

| felt my face tighten. | stepped forward, balanced on both feet, and put my sword down deliberately on
the chair I'd just vacated. Then | spread my arms. She stared at me for asecond, jaw dropping, and then
moved hdtingly forward, flinging her arms around me. She was so short her chin rested againgt the top
dope of one of my breasts, but | hugged her anyway, carefully. She squeezed mewith al her wiry
drength, earning adight huff of bresth out of my lungsfor her efforts. "Y ouremy friend, Gabe," |
whispered, my ruined voice creaking and breaking. " Mainuthsz."

"Mainuthsz" she echoed. Then she sniffed, asif her nosewasfull. "Y ou'd better believe it Go on, go on
your vacation. And if you need me, call me."

"Likewise. Give Eddie my best." We untangled ourselves. | scooped up my sword. Turned away. Took
four steps.

Taking thefifth step, out of her cubicle, was the hardest thing I'd done so far.
| did it, and wasjust about to turn the corner when she called out.
"Danny? Onelast question.”

| looked back over my shoulder, brushing my hair back with my left hand, the siword's scabbard bumping
my cheek, my emerald spitting asingle spark.

Gabe leaned against her desk again, her arms folded. Tears glimmered on her cheeks, her eyeswerered
and overflowing. Shelooked wavery through the welling water in my own eyes. "Why did you burn your
house, Dante?"

What could | tell her? Inthe end, | settled for asmple answer.

"That wasatoll. A toll paid tothedead.” | felt the smiletilt the corners of my mouth up even asatear did
down, touching my emerald and rolling across my Necromance tat. "Gods grant they stay there.
Goodbye, Gabriele. May Hades watch over you."

Outsde, the sky was cloudy, night faling early asit dways doesin winter. There were no holovid
reporters—they were busy covering ascanda (having to do with ajudicia candidate, three hookers, two
million credits, and a plasgun) in the North Digtrict. | was now, to my profound and everlasting relief,
yesterday's news and probably aready forgotten by a great many people.

A gleaming black hoverlimo broke free of its holding paitern overhead and drifted down, landing with a
sgh of leafsprings, the side hatch opening. | barely waited for it to open al the way before | climbed up,
ducking through the airsedlsinto climate control and filling my lungs

Inside, everything was crystal and pale plesther, gleaming softly. Fitted into arack on thewall wasa
twisted, scarred dotanuki, its blackened blade till seeming to vibrate with the last strike made againgt an
enemy it had no hope of defeating. If Japhrimel had been there, Mirovitch couldn't have attacked
me—and Jace would probably still be dive.

The sharp pinch of guilt under my breastbone retrested. | would pay my penancein my own way, in my
own time. For right now, | couldn't stand to think about it.

| made adight sound, wiping my cheek with the back of my right hand.



Japhrimel sat tensely on one side. | made my way over to him asthe hatch closed. The whine of
hovercells crested, rattling my teeth asit aways did, and my stomach flipped as the hover ascended
smoothly.

| dropped down onto the pleather seat next to him, letting out asigh that seemed to crack my ribs.

"You are done?' He sounded asflat and ironic as he had when I'd met him; he stared straight ahead,
giving me his profile. It had taken some doing to convince him to stay out of sight in the hover whilel
finished the hunt I'd started. He had remarked dryly and fiercely that after coming back to physical life,
tracking me through Saint City, and finding me trying to fight off Mirovitch, he now knew whet fear was,
having never fdt it indl thelong time of hislife asademon.

The admission, pulled out of him asif by force, had broken me into a sobbing hegp. And he had agreed
to let mefinish up with Gabe aone.

"That wasthelast bit of business,” | said. "The caseis closed. Gabe can go on now. And nobody needs
to know about you. It would just raise more questions.”

"Hm." He opened hisarm as| did next to him. | settled againgt his Sde, letting out another deegp Sigh as
hisfamiliar heat and aura closed over me. | laid my head on his shoulder and was rewarded with the
pressure of his cheek againgt the top of my head, asubtle caress. "And you?'

| shut my eyes. It seemed they were lesking again. | had thought | was done with crying. "1 thought you
weredead,” | said for the hundredth time. "1 keep thinking you'll vanish, and I'll wake up.”

" told you, whileyou live, | live." He sounded camer now, the tension leaving him. He settled back into
the seat, and | leaned into him, grateful. "1 would not abandon you, Dante.”

"Soif I'd dumped the... the remains into avat of blood, would it have... brought you back?' A flare of
embarrassment stlained my cheekswith heat. It had been hard to leave him in the hover while | went into
the police station; | <till wasn't sure hewasred. The throbbing of his mark on my shoulder, sending
waves of heat through me, had remained a steady reassurance. But | wanted to hear himtell me again, |
wanted him to keep talking, and above al ese | wanted to fed hisarm around me and fed the proof and
comfort of hisskin on mine.

He repeated hisanswer for me, again. "Most likely. Thefirdt... resurrection. .. isawaysthe hardest.”
"Thefire, and the shidlds on my house collapsng—"

"I am here, am | not?' Now he sounded amused. He stroked my cheek, and my breath caught. It was
amost enough to drown out the persistent scratching sound of Mirovitch'slast scream. "It was not so
long atime, Dante. Not for us."

"Long enough,” | muttered, my heart twisting again. "And if I'd known—if someone would have told
me—Jacewould ill bedive.

"Y ou said yoursdlf the god denied you entrance into deeth. Perhgpsit was histime." Japhrimel now
sounded thoughtful. His coat shifted dightly as he moved againgt the seet. The driver made one low
swooping turn over the city, banking to head southeast. The setting sun glittered on the water, rippling on
the bay's surface, the shadows of transport hovers like the shapes of great fish drifting against the ground.
| sat up to look out the window past his profile, studying the familiar geography of Saint City faling away
under the hover while he sudied my right hand loosely clasped in hisleft, lying in hislap. "l am sorry. |
should have sought to tell you more."



"There wasn't time while we were hunting Santino. It doesn't matter.” It did matter, but who was| totell
him that? If he wasn't going to make afuss over meleaving him for dead in aburning house, | wasn't
going to blame him for not having a chanceto tell me more about what | was. Even enough for me, for
once. Morethan | deserved. "Where are we going?' And the more important question, "Areyou... are
you angry with me?'

Anubishep me, | still sounded like akid. Could he forgive me for using Jace to remind mysdlf of what |
used to be? Could heforgive mefor loving ahuman, even if it was no match for whatever it was| felt for
him?

A demon.

My demon. One of the many. Only thisone, | hoped, wouldn't hurt me.

He dtirred dightly, freeing hisleft hand to gently cup my chin, forcing my eyesto meet his. A spark of
greenflared to lifein hisdark eyes, like aflash at the bottom of adeep, old well. "You areasking if | am
jedous. | recdl acertain swordfight not too long ago, and the outcome—and my warning you not to use
me to make the Shaman jedlous.”

| was glad part-demons didn't blush. At least, | hoped | didn't. My cheekswere on fire. The green spark
vanished, leaving his eyes dark and thoughtful asthey had been since hisresurrection; his skin on mine
meade pleasant shiversrill down my spine. Seaeing him brought home how little I knew about him—and
how little | knew about what hed made meinto.

A hedaira.
Whatever that was. Maybe now | could learn what it meant.

His thumb stroked my cheek. My eyes haf-closed. When he spoke next, it was very softly, hisvoice an
amost-physical caress against my whole body. My flesh tightened like aharpstring. | swallowed hard
againg the wave of liquid heat. "How can | possibly be jedlouswhen | know you spent your time grieving
for me, Dante?"

That reminded me of something else. "L ucifer,”" | reminded him. "He said held been trying to contact you.
That wasthefirg cluel had that..."

Japhrime shrugged. "What do you owe him?' He leaned closer, afraction of aninch at atime. My heart
sped up, anticipation beating just under my skin with my pulse.

| swalowed dryly. My eyeswere dry and grainy, and bright diamond needles of pain sometimes rippled
through my head. | couldn't think of Jace without my chest hurting and my eyesfilling—couldn't think of
Rigger Hall without shuddering, my hands shaking like windblown leaves. It would teke time for the
effects of Mirovitch's mental assault to fade, time for my almost-demon body to hed. It would be quick,
Japhrimel told me—hbut hisideaof quick wasn't exactly mine. Y et.

And being near him would speed the heding even more. But the grief and the guilt, would those go
away? Did | want them to, would | till be human if | no longer felt that pain?

"Dante?" Japhrime asked.

"Last time | checked, | was even with the Devil. He got the Egg back." My bregth hitched in, dmost a
slent gasp. Though he's been sending me letters. If he sends another one, Japhrimel, will you throw
it away? Or will you open it? And if he knows you're alive, what will the letter say?



| couldn't bring mysdlf to worry about it.

"Then let himwait," Japhrimel said, and his mouth touched mine. | didn't ask him again where we were
going.

It didn't metter.

THE NINE CANONS: AN INTRODUCTION

Lecture at the Stryker Lee Hegemony

School of Psionic Arts

Areweal present, then? Or at least physicdly here? (Faint laughter.) Very well. Let's start
immediately, shdl we?

Writing isan old art, one of the oldest abstract arts known to man. We presently believe the Sumerians
to be thefirgt to practiceit, but given the perishable nature of much written work we may have
overlooked other civilizations entirely—including the theory that somehow demons learned writing first
and taught it to humans. (More faint laughter.) | seethe Magi students are not chortling. Good.

The cuneiform of the Sumerians representsfor usacritical development in human understanding: the need
to convey redity with symbols.

Ever gnceitsinception, writing has been regarded as an art that smacks of the magicka. For example, a
large part of Egyptianicasorcery wasfocused on writing. The Book of the Dead (here | refer to both the
Egyptianicaand Tibetan manuscripts of the same name) qualifiesas an act of religion, whichin severd
important aspectsisindistinguishable from an act of sorcery, not theleast in which it presumesthat the
written or spoken word—human language itself—can dter the behavior of animmutable law (namdly,
death), and another state of being, the afterlife. We are dl familiar with the concept of Logos here, the
magical act of naming to enforce one'swill on the world? Good.

Itiscritical to understand one smple thing about the Canons. Thisisamagicka law you have had drilled
into you ad nauseum, and | will repesat it again.

Thereisno such thing as an empty word. Write that down, underlineit, brand it into your memory. The
psionic arts aretightly regulated and accredited practitioners are held to a high standard because of this
smple fact Word wedded to will—intent, that is—produces change in redity, which isthe heart of even
smple sorcery. Words are an extension of action; an action wedded to intent is sympathetic magick, the
First Great Branch of sorcery. The Second Branch, encompassed by but distinct fromthe First, is
runewitchery and other magicka writing. The propagandists of the twentieth century fumbled with this
law, and their shortcomings aswell as triumphswill be studied later this semester.

Let ustake ashort look at the Canon itsalf before we dive into theory, shal we?

The Nine Canons we have now had their nucleusin one Canon, from amanuscript dating to just prior the
Seventy Days War. Asyou will no doubt recal, just prior to the War, the Awakening was beginning, and
arenascence of occult knowledge aswell as workable techniques for controlling Power were flourishing,



both in the subversive stratum of noncitizenry in the Republic of Gilead aswell asin what we now refer to
asthe Putchkin Alliance. This particular Canon, today known as the Jessenblack Runes and the first
half-canto of the Nine, was codified by anameless person in Stambul. 1t wasfirst distributed among the
ceremonia magiciansin that city asa set of broadsheets, stapled together and extremely perishable. The
great revolution in the Jessenblack Runeswas their bility—they are never more than two syllables,
and were ditilled from saverd different occult traditions. They are more properly glyphsthan
runes—Question? No? Very well.

We know very little about who discovered the actud technique for digtilling arune, but history has
provided us with some interesting candidates, any one of whom would be an excellent subject choice for
your term paper, by the way. L et us explode one myth right now: Saint Crowley the Magi had nothing to
do with the Jessenblacks, though his strain of magicka theory certainly fed the spirit of experimentation
that bore such fruit during the Awakening itsdlf.

The easiest and best theory isthat the Jessenblacks were smply in the right place at the right time. Dueto
the explosion of psionic ability during the Awakening, any set of runeswould have done just aswell.
However, the Jessenblacks were easy, they were smple, and they worked nine times out of ten—which
isfar more than many other pre-Awakening occult practitioners could say.

The rest of the Canons were added in dribs and drabs over the next century of magicka experimentation,
leaving us with the Nine we know today, which encompass by themsalves an entire branch of magick.
Not only that, but the fact that the Nine have been used by so many psionsfor so long hasgiven them a
guantum increase in the amount of untapped Power each rune possesses.

Thisisof course asmplification. The Canons are not powerful in and of themsdves. Like any symboal,
they are fueled by human intent. Think of it thisway, especidly those of you talented as runewitches: The
Nine Canons are aset of doors. It remains up to you to expend the effort of opening the door. Once
opened, the door will stay open aslong asyou hold it, and the combined weight of expectation—of
Power—abuilt up over successive uses of the rune isthere to be tapped.

Now, can anyone tell me what holds the door open? Y es, Miss Valdez? (Indistinct murmur) Very
good!

Y our sorcerous Will holdsthe door open, which iswhy practiceis so important to runewitchery. Thisisa
feedback cycle. Y our Will is strengthened and trained by attention and practice, allowing you to hold the
door open and incidentaly adding the weight of your expectation to the symbol countless other psions
have used. Thisisthe reason the Canons are required study for every psion, not just runewitches or
Ceremonids.

Now, if you will open your booksto page eleven, we will begin the first Canto. ..

(Fadeout.)

NEITHER FRIEND NOR FOE
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Dacon Whitaker

The current strain of Magi thought has undergone a complete reversein past years. This paper examines
the attitudes most current among active Magi practitioners and touches on how this change came abouit.

The pre-Awakening view of demonswas hazy in the extreme, tainted by the Religions of Submission. Of
al spiritual practices, only Vaudun and Santeriana came close to aworkabl e theory of interaction with
noncorporea or sometimes-noncorporea beings. This had begun to change by the end of the twenty-first
century, when avibrant counterculture existed, most notably of those studying Saint Crowley'swork.
However, the Republic of Gilead interrupted most serious experimentation in this area, and the confuson
of the Seventy Days War, aswell asthe social and economic didocation caused by the Awakening,
further interfered.

Between the Awakening and the advent of Adrienne Spocardlli's work, demons were defined as
primarily non-corporea aswell as ethically unsound and morally capricious—in essence, trickster
demigods, againgt whom humans are essentialy powerless and can only beg for favorsfrom. Magi theory
at that time held that whatever place demons existed in prior to and after their viststo our physicd plane
was an environment unsuitabl e to flesh-and-blood beings. This attitude was widespread even though
Broward, in his classic study, points out that demons do indeed seem to breathe and bleed (witness the
woodcuts of the Sterne collection and the holostill captures of the Mangue Incident.) Broward's
observations were treated with the assumption that when demons enter our physical plane, they takeona
physica body and so, can be hurt. (Adrienne Spocarelli, in her famous essay What's Flesh Got To Do
With 1t?, remarked wryly that athermonuclear strike might even work to kill ademon—uwith awholelot
of luck.)

It was Spocardli'swork with ardliable method of caling and congraining impsthat finally answered the
question. Spocardli claimsto have been able to induce an imp to write in Merican on the hardwood floor
of her study insde acircle; theimp's clawswould scratch out aword or two in response to her
carefully-phrased questions. The complete transcript sounds like a conversation between alawyer and a
mischievous five-year-old, but severa important points can be deduced.

Firg of dl, whatever place demons come from, they are physica there aswell as here. Muchink and
breath has been wasted on trying to determine actualy where they come from, whether different plane,
dimension, planet, or smply state of being; Spocardlli's greatest revol ution was declaring that she didn't
care where they came from, she smply wanted to find out how they affected our home plane and
planet—and why they seem so damn interested init. As physica beings, they only seem to violate natural
laws, in redlity, they may well be made of a stuff that conformsto different laws only because of itsbasic
alienness but conformsto laws al the same. In other words, just because hover technology superseded
petrolo does not mean that either violated natural law. And just because demons supersede humansin
magickal technology does not mean that human or demonsviolate natura laws.

Spocardli's other great revolution is so Smplistic asto seem obvious and is predicated on the first. While
other practitionerslooked upon demonic lying with severa layers of shock and disapproving prudery, she
pointed out that demonic culture may be so different from oursasto maketheir "lying" smply adifferent
st of socid interaction rules. If they are physical sentient beings, they have aculture; if they havea
culture, they may even have prohibitions againgt whatever they define as"lying." All verba brinksmanship
on both sdes asde, Spocarelli declared that she wanted to discover how and why demons are seemingly
addicted to interaction with humanity, and that it might be worthwhile to apply anthropologica and
archeologicd tools aswell as magicka theory to our interactions with demonkind.

The effect of this Ssmple suggestion cannot be overestimated. At one stroke, Spocardlli disposed of any



lingering superdtitious worship of demons, reducing them to the level of beingsthat could be studied with
scientific techniques, she dso made it possible, though reactionaries loudly trumpet againgt her, to put the
Magi in aposition of power instead of supplication when it cameto these beings.

The next thing that can be deduced from Spocarelli's transcript of theimp'srepliesisthis demonsare as
fascinated by humans as we are by them.

Spocardli, while often scoffing at the notion of demonic involvement in human evolution, nevertheless
does not completely ruleit out Again, sheis utilitarian: whatever involvement demons might have had in
shaping human genetic codeisirrdevant at thisjuncture. What mattersisthat they are now seemingly
enthralled by and disdainful of humanity at the same time, much as Nichtvren are. But while Nichtvren
have the advantage of once being human, demons do not. Why, then, are they so fascinated?

Even pre-Awakening sources (Caplan, Perezreverte, Saint Crowley, Saint Goethe, and the anonymous
author of the llluminatis Papers, to name avery few) agree that demons are possessive and controlling in
the extreme. A human who catches a demon's attention does not easily escape meddling. Even Spocardlli
hersaf seemsto have had some murky trouble with a particular demon, though reports of this are sketchy
at best and mixed up with legends about other members of her famousfamily.

Perezreverte, in hisclassic Nine Gates, postulates that demons are hungry for human adulation, that it
feedsthem in someway. Thisis sound magicka theory and agood working hypothes's, even if demons
presumably had other means of gaining Power before the advent of humanity. Perezreverte aso seemsto
think demons are lonely, sometimes bored with their own kind, and turn to humanity for momentary
diversion. He seemsto give some credence to the ancient tales of fleshwives, though any mention of that
myth tendsto drive Magi to fits of frustration. Dedling with demonsis hard enough without pulling in
outright fabrication to muddy theissue.

Thisleaves uswith something important to remember: We smply do not know what demonic motivation
isyet. They are jealous and possessive when they deign to take notice of humanity, and the Circles
working with Lesser Hight demons often note how one or more Magi within the circlewill be singled out
for pogitive or negative atention, often with almost-disastrous results on the Circle's cohesive magickal
Will necessary to keegp ademon under control (if such athing can ever be said to be done.)

Thelogica extension to these new strains of thought is adeeper examination of reported instances of
demon behavior, especialy when the demon attaches himsdlf to aparticular human, whether asfamiliar or
nemesis. Many Magi circles are reporting positive sgnsin dealing with imps and certain Lower Flight
demonswith anthropologica cultura-sengtivity guiddines establishing their behavior. The amount of
information available about demon anatomy and hierarchy has quintupled since Adrienne Spocardlli's
time, and instances of severe harassment seem to be on the decline. However, thismay not prove
anything, as Circles are not likely to report ignominious failures, and actively demon-harassed Magi rarely
live long enough to report their experience.

To sum up, having accumulated enough data since the Awakening, the Magi community wassSmply ripe
for someone to put into words afew laws about dealing with demonsin away free of pre-Awakening
supergtition. Genius often consists of Smply seeing what was there before, something Spocarelli seemsto
have excelled a On the other hand, her utilitarianism has earned her severe criticism, mostly from
hard-core academes who consider her as throwing the baby out with the bathwater and not practicing
proper caution. On the other hand, Spocarelli survived far past the median age for actively
demon-consorting, solitary Magi. She must have been doing something right.

We do not yet know why demons are so fascinated with humanity, or whether they are at heart friendly
or inimica to human interest. The gamut of opinion runsfrom the ever-cautious ol d-fashioned Magi who



think extreme caution must be taken to defend the greater mass of humanity from demonkind to those
whoingg that it ishumanity's prerogative to bargain with demonkind for superior magicka training and
technology, to the benefit of both sides.

Whether friend or foe, demonic intervention in human affairs does not seem likely to cease. And that is
the strongest reason for the Magi to continue research, to find out exactly what they want from us.

Note: The electronic notation on this document reads: "B-. Wonderful paper, Mr. Whitaker. Who
wroteit for you?"

Glossary

Animone: an accredited psion with the ability to telepathically connect with and hed animas, generdly
employed as veterinarians

Anubis et'her ka: Egyptianicaterm, sometimes used as expletive; loosdy trandated,” Anubis protect
melus'

A'nankhimel . (demon term) 1. aFallen demon 2. ademon who hastied hinvhersdf to ahuman mate 3.
chained 4. shidd

Awakening, the: the exponential increasein psionic and sorcerous ability, academicaly defined asfrom
just before thefdl of the Republic of Gilead to the culmination of the Parapsychic Act (codifying psionic
power) and the Paranorma Species Act (giving protection and voting rightsto paranormal species), a
dud triumph for the aternately vilified and worshipped Senator Adrien Ferriman. Note: After the fall of
the Republic, the Awakening was said to have finished and the proportion of psionics to normals
in the human population stabilized, though there are fluctuations occurring in seventy-year cycles
to this day.

Ceremonid: 1. an accredited psion whose taent liesin working with traditiond sorcery, accumulating
Power and "spending” it in controlled bursts 2. Ceremonia magick, otherwise known as sorcery instead
of more-organic witchery 3. (dang) Any Greater Work of magick

Clormen-13: (Sang: Chill, ice, rock smack, dust) addictive dkaoid drug Note: Chill is high-profit
for the big pharmaceutical companies as well as the Mob, being instantly addictive. Thereisno
curefor Chill addiction.

Deadhead: 1. Necromance 2. normal human without psionic abilities

Demon: 1. any sentient, dien intelligence, either corporea or noncorpored, that interacts with humans 2.
the denizens of Hell, often mistaken for gods or Novo Christer evil spirits, actudly a sentient nonhuman
species with technology and psionic/magica ability much exceeding humanity's 3. any member of the
previous definition's species 4. (dang) A particularly bad physiologica addiction

Feeder: 1. apsion who haslost the ability to process ambient Power and depends on "jolts' of vita
energy stolen from other human beings, psion or normd 2. (Psion dang) A fair-westher friend

Hight: aclass/socid rank of demons Note: There are, strictly speaking, three classes of demons: the
Low, Lesser, and Greater. Magi most often deal with the higher echelons of the Low Flight and
the lower echelons of the Lesser Flight. Greater Flight demons are almost impossible to control



and very dangerous.

Freetown: an autonomous enclave under a charter, neither Hegemony nor Putchkin but often dlied to one
or the other in matters of trade

Hedaira: (Demon term) 1. an endearment 2. adescription of ahuman woman tied to aFalen
(A'nankhimel) demon

Hegemony: one of the two world superpowers, comprising North and South America, Austraia/New
Zedand, most of Western Europe, Japan, some of Central Asa, and scattered diplomatic enclavesin
China Note: After the Seventy Days War, the two superpower s settled into peace and are often
said to be one world government with two divisions. Hegemony Afrike is technically a Hegemony
protectorate, but that seems mostly diplomatic convention more than anything else.

Ka: 1. (Archaic) soul or mirrorspirit, separate from the ba and the physical soul in Egyptianica 2. fate,
especidly tragic fate that can't be avoided, destiny 3. alink between two souls, where each feedsthe
other'sdestiny 4. (Technical) Terminus stage for Feeder pathology, an externalized hungry
consciousness cgpable of draining vita energy from anorma human in seconds and apsioninlessthan
two minutes

Magi: Note: The term "Magus' is archaic and hardly ever used. "Magi" has become singular or
plural, and neuter gender . 1. apsion who has undergone basic training 2. the class of occult
practitioners before the Awakening who held and transmitted basic knowledge about psionic abilitiesas
wdll astraining techniques 3. an accredited psion with the training to call demons or harness etheric force
from the disturbance crested by the magica methods used to call demons; usudly working in Circlesor
loose affiliations Master Nichtvren 1. aNichtvren who isfree of obligation to hisor her Maker 2. a
Nichtvren who holdsterritory

Merican: thetrade linguaof the globe and official language of the Hegemony, though other didectsare
rampant 2. (Archaic) A Hegemony citizen 3. (Archaic) A citizen of the Old Merican region before the
Seventy Days War

Necromancer (dang: deadhead) an accredited psion with the ability to bring a soul back from Desath to
answer questions Note: Can also, in certain instances, heal mortal wounds and keep a soul from
escaping into Death.

Nichtvren: (dang: suckhead) dtered human capable of living off human blood Note: Older Nichtvren
may possibly live off strong emotions, especially those produced by psions. Snce they are altered
humans, Nichtvren occupy a space between humanity and "other species’; they are defined as a
Paranormal Species and given citizen's rights under Adrien Ferriman's groundbreaking legislation
after the Awakening.

Nine Canons: a nine-part aphabet of runes drawn from around the globe and codified during the
Awakening to manage psionic and sorcerous power. Often used as shortcutsin magicd circlesor as
quick charms. Note: Separate from other branches of magic in that they are accessible sometimes
even to normal humans, by virtue of their long use and highly-charged nature.

Novo Chrigtianity: An outgrowth of a Religion of Submission popular from the 1100sto the latter haf of
the twenty-first century, before me meteoric rise of the Republic of Gilead and the Seventy Days War.
Note: The death knell of Old Christianity is thought to be the great Vatican Bank scandal that
touched off the revolt leading to the meteoric rise of Kochba bar Gilead, the charismatic leader of
the Republic. Note: the Republic was technically fundamentalist Old Christianity with Judic
messianic overtones. Nowadays, NC is declining in popularity and mostly fashionable among the



middle-upper class.

Power: 1. vital energy produced by living things, i.e., prana, mana, orgone, etc. 2. Sorcerous power
accumulated by cdlibacy, bloodletting, fasting, pain, or meditation 3. ambient energy produced by ley
lines and geocurrents, afield of energy surrounding the planet 4. the discipline of raising and channeling
vital energy, sorcerous power, or ambient energy 5. any form of energy that fuels sorcerous or psionic
ability 6. aparanorma community or paranorma individua who holdsterritory

Prime Power 1. the highest-ranked paranorma Power in acity or territory, capable of negotiating tregties
and enforcing order Note: usually Nichtvren in most cities and werecain inrural areas. 2.
(Technical) The source from which al Power derives 3. (Archaic) any non-human paranormd being
with more than two vassasin the feuda structure of pre-Awakening paranormal society

Psion: 1. an accredited, trained, or apprentice human with psionic abilities 2. ahuman with psionic
abilities

Putchkin: 1. the officid language of the Putchkin Alliance, though other diaects are rampant 2. a Putchkin
Alliancedtizen

Putchkin Alliance: one of the two world superpowers, comprising Russia, most of China (except
Freetown Tibet and Singapore), some of Central Asia, Eastern Europe, and the Middle East Note: After
the Seventy Days War, the two super powers settled into peace and are often said to be one world
government with two divisions.

Republic of Gilead: theocratic Old Merican empire based on fundamentaist Novo Christer and Judic
messianic principles, lagting from the latter haf of the 21¢ century (after the Vatican Bank scandal) to the
end of the Seventy Days War Note: In the early days, before Kochba bar Gilead's practical
assumption of power in the Western Hemisphere, the Evangelicals of Gilead were defined as a
cult, not the Republic. Palitical infighting in the Republic brought about both the War and the only
tactical nuclear strike of the War (in the Vegas Waste).

Revised Matheson Score: theindex for quantifying the level of psionic ability Note: Like the Richter
scale, it is exponential; five isthe lowest score necessary for a psionic child to receive Hegemony
funding and schooling. Forty is the terminus of the scale; anything above forty is defined as
"superlative " and the psion is tipped into special Hegemony secret-services training.

Runewitch: apsion whose secondary or primary talent includes the ability to handle the runes of the Nine
Canonswith more ease

Sedayeen: 1. an accredited psion whose taent ishealing 2. (Archaic) An old Nichtvren word meaning
"bluehand" Note: Sedayeen are incapable even of self-defense, being allergic to violence and prone
to feeling the pain they inflict. This makes them incredible healers, but also incredibly vulnerable.

Sekhmet sa'es: Egyptianicaterm, often used as obscenity; trandated: " Sekhmet stamp it,” arequest for
the Egyptos goddess of destruction to strike some object or thing, much like the antique " God damn it."

Seventy Days War: the conflict that brought about the end of the Republic of Gilead and the rise of the
Hegemony and Putchkin Alliance

Sexwftch: (Archaic: tantraiiken) an accredited psion who works with Power raised from the act of
seXx; pain aso produces an endorphin and energy rush for sexwitches

Shaman: 1. the most common and catch-al term for apsion who has psionic ability but does not fall into



any other specidty, ranging from vaudun Shamans (who traffic with loa) to generic psions 2. {Archaic) a
norma human with borderline psionic ability

inlin: (Sang: dirtwitch) an accredited psion whose taent has to do with plants and plant DNA Note:
inlin use their voices, holding sustained tones, wedded to Power to alter plant DNA and
structure. Their training makes them susceptible to berserker rages.

Tdent: 1. psonic ability 2. magicka ability

Werecan: (Sang: 'cain, furboy) Altered human cagpable of changing to afurred anima form at will Note:
There are several different subsets, including Lupercal and magewolfen. Outsiders and normal
humans are generally incapable of distinguishing between different subsets of ‘cain.

About the Author
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Vancouver, Washington, with her husband, two children, two cats, and assorted other strays.
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If I was going to visit the Devil, | wanted to be ready. So | opened up the huge dresser in the corner of
the bedroom. Japhrimel was nowhere to be seen. | knelt on naked knees, my hair drying in athick
braided rope against my back. | pulled out the lowest drawer and saw with feint surprise everything was
dill there,

Well, why wouldn't it be there? You put it there, it hasn't moved. You're being ridiculous, Danny.
Get moving.

Trade Bargains microfiber shirt, shedsdirt easily and doesn't smell no matter how long you wesr it,
thanks to antibacterium impregnation. Butter-soft, broken-in jeans, cut to go over boots and treated to
be water and stain resistant, patchestailored in to accommodate hol sters and with the crotch inset so
sde-kicks were possible. The old explorer's coat, too big for me because it was Jace's, supple tough
Kevlar panelsinset in canvas, one pocket scorched where a silver spade necklace had turned red-hot
and burned itsway free. Therig, still oiled and spdlled, not cracking like regular lesther would. Knives,
main-gauches and dtilettos, and the two silver guns, cartridges neetly stacked off to theside. And inits
deep velvet case, the necklace Jace had given mein thefirst days of our affair. I'd worn it al through the
last job—tracking down Kellerman Lourdes. Even after 1'd finished, that job had dmost killed me.

| could admit that much now, if only to mysdif.

The necklace was beautiful. Silver-dipped raccoon baculum on afine silver chain twined with black



velvet ribbons and blood-marked bloodstones as well as every defense a Shaman knew how to weave,
al twisted together in afluid piece of art. He hadn't given any other woman something like this—at least,
not that | knew of. He had spent months making it, a powerful mark of his affection for me,

If I went into Death again, if | took the necklace he'd worked so hard on or the sword that had twisted
with his death and caled his apparition up, what would it have to say to me?

Maybe something like "I loved you, Danny, and | was human. Why couldn't you love me?" Maybe
something like that. Or maybe, "Why did you let me die?" Or "What took you so long to come
find me, Danny?"

What would he say?

"I'm not brave enough to find out," | whispered, and picked up the necklace with ddlicate fingers. |
fastened it, and spent amoment arranging it so the baculum hung down, each acurve of silver againgt my
golden skin, its knobbed end pointing out. "Or am 1?7

| felt asif some shell had been ripped away, asif my skin was hitting the air for thefirst time. I'd spent so
long living on the edge of a sword, taking one bounty after another, taking jobs other Necromances
wouldn't touch, honing mysdlf into awegpon to il the voices whispering in my head. Not good enough
not strong enough, not brave enough, not tough enough. And now, instead of feding properly
terrified, | felt akind of giddy glee. Soon 1'd be facing down some new kind of danger, feding asif my
heart was going to explode from adrendine. | had said that al | wanted was aquiet life, to beleft alone.

I'd actualy believed it when I'd said it, too.

Under the necklace were my rings, chiming as they tangled together. | lifted them one by one—amber
rectangle, amber cabochon. Moongtone. Plain silver band. Bloodstone oval, obsidian ova. Suni-figured
thumbring on my left hand. They began to glow, sullenly at first, then brighter as my Power stroked at
them. | sighed, feding the defenses and spells caught in each stone rise to the surface, tremble, and settle
back into humming readiness.

| dressed quickly, my fingersflying asthey hadn't for years. Buttoning up my shirt, my jeans, finding a pair
of microfiber socks. My boots were alittle cracked, but everything il fit Living soft hadn't made me fat
yet, though I'd lost the look of being starved. A demon metabolism, every girl's best friend.

| picked up the rig with trembling hands. Shrugged mysdlf into it, fastened it down. Tested the action of
the knives. They were ill sharp. The plasgun went into its holster under my left arm. The projectile guns
rode easy in their holgters, | did clipsin them both, chambered around in each, and then looked down.

The only thing left was my tattered canvas messenger bag—the bag that had goneinto Hell with me, had
gone back to the nightmare of my childhood with me, the bag I'd carried on every job since Doreen had
bought it for me and sewn in the extra pockets and loops of dagtic to hold everything down.

| scooped up the bag and the six extra clips, paced over to the bed, and dumped everything out. Scraps
of paper, containers—hlessed water, sat, cornmea mix, my lock-picking set, extra handkerchiefs and
ammo clipsand my athame, gill glimmering with Power ingdeits plain black leather sheath. The bit of
consecrated chalk—my fingers trembled, seeing that. | had been searching for it desperately in the
abandoned cafeteria of Rigger Hal with Lourdes chasing me, carrying the poisonous seed of Mirovitch
ingde hisbrain like acancerousflower. A slver Zijaan with acursve-script 'CM' etched onit. A
battered paperback copy of the Nine Canons—the runes Magi and other psions had been using since
before the Great Awakening—that 1'd had since the Academy. My tarot cardsin ahank of blue silk.
Rough bits of quartz crystal, afew more bloodstones, some chunks of amber. More odds and ends.



My hands seemed to know what to do. | laid Jace's coat down, my fingers moving, checking, stowing
everything inits proper place. Then | picked up the bag, gaveit an experimental shake, and let it settle. |
ducked through the strap and settled the bag on my hip, under the holster carrying my right-hand gun. |
rolled my shoulders back as everything settled in, then shrugged into Jace's coat. Picked up my katana.

"Ready for anything,” | muttered.

The house was oddly quiet. | listened and heard nothing, not even servants moving. | realized how used
to the sound of human hearts beating I'd become. The maids didn't talk to me—I didn't spesk Taliano,
and they didn't peak much Merican, so | let Japhrimel trandate and was grateful none of them |ooked
askance or forked the Sgn of the Evil Eye a me. And none of them set foot in the library unlessit wasto
dust while | was degping or to leave abox of new booksinside the door. Only Emilio seemed unafraid,
both of me and of the demon who shared my bed.

| stood for afew moments, breathing, the room resounding with small sounds as my attention swept ina
dow circuit, brushing the curtains of the bed, diding aong the walls, caressing the framed Berscardi print
above the low table where Japhrimel usudly kept asinglelily in afluted black glassvase. Thelily was
gone, the vase empty. The curtains on the window fluttered. | sghed.

Then | turned on my hedl, my boots clicking, and strode out of the bedroom and down the hdl. The
doors rose up on ether side of me, bedrooms that were never used, asmall meditation-room, a sparring
room with along wooden floor and shafts of light coming in every window. | found the door | wanted
unlocked, hit it with the flats of both hands. It was well-hung, and swung inward, banging against thewall.
Dust flew out; thiswasn't a place anyone entered often.

The room was long, and the wood floor glowed with layers of varnish. At the far end, barred by two
shafts of sunlight, stood a high antique ebony table, and on thistable lay a scarred and
corkscrew-twisted dotanuki, its hilt-wrappings scorched.

Jace's sword. Still reverberating with the fina agonized throes of his deeth.

A blot of darkness hunched on thefloor in front of the table. Japhrimel, on one knee, his back turned to
me

Of all thethings | expected, that was probably the last

Hedidn't move. | strode up the center of the room and came to a halt right behind him, my boots diding
onthefloor. | dug my hedls hi—going too fast. It seemed | would never learn how to dow this body
down. My rings spat, swirling with color, each sone glittering.

| waited. Japhrimel's head was down, hisblack hair falling forward to hide hisface. Hisblack coat lay
aong the floor behind him; hisback was utterly straight He didn't speak. Sunlight fell like honey, but the
sun was sinking down in the sky. We were going to go find this door into Hell soon.

| finally settled for stepping close and laying my hand on his shoulder. He flinched.
Tierce Japhrimd, Lucifer's assassin and oldest child, flinched when | touched him.
| didn't choke with surprise, but it was damn close. " Japhri—"

"l have been here, asking the ghost of ahuman man for forgiveness.” His voice dashed through mine.
"And wondering why he has more of your heart than | do.”

| supposeit wasthe closest thing to jealousy 1'd ever heard from him. | closed my mouth with asnap,



found my voice. "He never did,” | findly said. "That wasthe problem.”
Japhrimel laughed. The sound was so bitter it dyed the air blue. "Are you so crud to those you love?!
"It'sahuman habit." Thelump in my throat threatened to strangle me. "I'm.... sorry.”

Even now, an gpology didn't come easily. It toreitsway out of my chest with razor glass studded aong
every edge.

Japhrimd roseto hisfeet. | still couldn't see hisface,
"An gpology without a battle,” he said. "Perhapsthereis hope.”

| knew he was using that black humor again, using it like ablade laid dong the forearm to ward off a
grike. It ill hurt. "If I'm so bloody bad why don't you go back to Hell’?* Great, Danny. Lovely. You're
really on edge, aren't you? Thisisreally adult. No wonder he treats you like a little kid sometimes.

"I would not go back even if they would have me. | seem to prefer your malice.” He turned on hished,
away from me, the edges of his coat brushing my knee. "1 will wait for you."

It was my turn to interrupt "Don't run away from me, dammit.”
He paused. Stood with hisback to me dill, his shouldersiron-hard. "Running away isyour trick."

You little snot of a demon, why do you have to make this so fucking hard?™Y ou're an arrogant son
of abitch,” I informed him. The air turned hot and tight, and the twisted corkscrewed sword lying on the
table rang softly, its song of shock and death cycling up anotch. Catching the fever inthe air, maybe. We
were both throwing off enough heat and Power to make the entire room resound like an echo chamber.

"You'reright. | amwhat you make of me, Dante Vdentine. | will wait for you outsde the door.” He
strode away, every footfall aclicking crisp sound. Anger like smoke fumed up from his footprints. His
coat flgpped asif awind was mouthing it

"Japhrime. Japh, wait."
Hedidn't pause.

"Please. Don't do this. I'm sorry. Please.” My voice cracked, asif Lucifer had just finished strangling me
agan.

Two more steps. Then he stopped, just insde the door. His back was straight, rigid with something |
didn't careto name.

"I'mbeing anidiot.” | folded my arms defensively, the dim length of my sword in my right hand, abar of
darkness. "I'm frightened, Japh. All right? | woke up, you weren't here, and you drop thison me. I'm
fucking terrified. Cut me alittle dack here, and I'll try to stop being such abitch. Okay?' | can't believe
it, I just admitted being scared to a demon. Miracles do happen.

| thought he'd continue out the door, but he didn't His shoulders relaxed dightly, the hurtful gatic inthe air
easng. It took the space of five breaths before he turned back to me. | saw thetide of green drifting
through his eyes, sparks above abonfire. His mouth had softened. We looked at each other, me Falen
and me; | tried to pretend | wasn't hugging myself for comfort.

"Thereisno need for fear," he said findly, softly.



Yeah, sure. We're about to go meet the Devil, for the third timein my life. | could have done
without ever meeting him at all He's probably got something special planned for us, and the
Devil'sidea of alittle surpriseis not my idea of a good time. "Y ou've got to bejoking." | sounded
likel'dlogt al my ar. The mark on my shoulder turned to velvet, warm oil diding dong my skin from his
atention. "It'sthe Devil, Japh." | don't think Lucifer's likely to be in a good mood.

He came back to me, each footfdl eerily slent Stopped an arm's-length away, looking down to meet my
eyes, his hands clasped behind his back. "Heisthe Prince of Hell." he corrected, alittle pedantically. "I
will let no harm cometo you. Only trust me, and dl will bewell."

Trust you? I've trusted you for a long time now. "Isthere anything e se you haven't told me?' |
searched hisface, the memorized lines and curves. He had his own harsh beauty, the beauty of a

bal anced throwing-knife or the curve of akatana, something functiona and deadly instead of merely
aesthetic. Funny, but when | was human | had thought him almost-ugly at first, certainly not beautiful by
any dretch of theimagination. But the longer | knew him, the better he |ooked.

He shrugged. Gods, how | hate demons shrugging. "If | told you what | guess, or what | anticipate, we
will never go. Until | am certain, | do not wish to cloud the issue with suppositions. Best just to go, and to
trust in your Fallen. Have | not earned that, at least?’

You didn't answer the question, Japh. But he wasright. Goddamn it, | hated having to admit he was
right; even | knew that anticipating something from the Prince of Hell waslikdly to end in anasty surprise.
And most of al, Japh had never let me down. "I do." My voice dropped, the soft ruined tone of honey
gone granular soothing the last remains of tension away. "Of course| trust you.”

| thought he'd be happy about it. Instead, hisface turned still and solemn aswe looked at each other, the
mark on my shoulder pulsing and sending aflood of heat down my skin. "Cut it out.” | sounded alittle
bresthless. A little? No, like| could hardly get enough air in to protest. It was asintimate as hisfingersin
my hair, asintimate as hismouth againg my pulse. "Let'sjust get this over with."

A single sharp nod, and Japhrimel offered me his hand. 1t was another mark of trust that | et him take my
right hand, my sword hand; it made me nervous as hell to know that he could very easily keep mefrom
drawing just by tightening hisfingersalittle.

| don't want to do this. | don't. Japhrimel led me out of the room, and the doors closed behind us, silent
on their maghinges. But if | have to face down Lucifer, at least |'ve got Japh with me.

It wasn't as comforting as I'd thought it would be... but I'd take it After dl, | had no choice.
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