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3 And there appeared another wonder in heaven;...agreat red dragon, having seven heads and ten
horns, and seven crowns upon his heads.

4 And histail drew thethird part of the stars of heaven, and did cast them to the earth...

7 And therewaswar in heaven: Michadl and his angdls fought againgt the dragon; and the dragon fought
and hisangels,

8 And prevailed not; neither wastheir place found any morein heaven.

9 And the grest dragon was cast out, that old serpent, called the Devil, and Satan, which deceiveth the
wholeworld: hewas cast out into the earth, and his angels were cast out with him....

12 Thereforergoice, ye heavens, and ye that dwell in them. Woe to the inhabiters of the earth and of the
seal for the devil is come down unto you, having grest wrath. . ..

—Revdation 12

Prologue
HISTORY OF THE WORLD, POST-AP (POST-APOCALY PSE)

T hethree plagues heralded the beginning of the Battle of Armageddon; the seraphim, led by the Angels
of Punishment, ravaged the earth with wesapons of genocide, killing more than five-sixths of the
population; Darkness rose from the depths, its minions attacking humans and the sergphim dike, bringing
warfare between the High Host and the Fallen, between mankind and evil, between man and man. Most
grest cities were reduced to rubble; communications were devastated; trade wastotally disrupted. The
year was 2011.



In the aftermath of the gpocaypse, the United States still stood—those parts that survived the blast of
Light and earthquakes that took out much of the southwest coast. Washington, DC, remained a place of
human political power. Large-scale food production was protected under sergphic domesin the Napa
Valey and Kansas. Hollywood reinvented itsdlf in northern Cadifornia, far from an angry sea. New Y ork
was usurped by sergphs astheir own, becoming aRedm of Light.

Africabecame awasteland where bleached bones were scoured by winds bringing death to any who
trespassed on its soil. Europe survived as small pockets of modern life, some dipping back into
superdtition, anew Dark Age. The China Seagrew devoid of life; the East went silent for over sixty
years, and isonly now, in the year 105 Post-Apocaypse, beginning to regenerate its fabled technology
and industridization, creating ashipping industry unrivaled in the Post-Ap world. South Americawas
largely untouched by warfare. Or so they say. And an ice age commenced, glaciers cregping quickly
from the poles.

Into the chaos of the end of the Last War were born the few babies who were conceived just prior to the
firgt plague, and who had survived in vivo through the Last Days—the plague of blood, the plague of
sores, and the plague of insanity and judgment. They were born perfect in mind and body, beautiful
beingswho carried the hope of mankind within them. Until they reached puberty. Then their gifts
blossomed and they discovered their abilities to manipulate leftover creation energies—the powers of
earth, air, stone, seq, fire, metals, or water. Soulless beings who understood the mathematics of energy
and matter and could wield them, shape them, use them. They were wild mageswith no oneto teach
them, and they brought a second devastation upon an earth still reging from the horrors of spiritual
warfare. Humans looked upon them with fear and the neomages were daughtered by the thousands until
the sergphs intervened and set places aside for them—places sacrosanct, under holy protection. The
Enclaves

A new society developed in the Enclaves, where today the neomages experiment and train, breed and
grow, though breeding is difficult as the femal es must achieve mage-hest in order to produce vigble ova.
Only the overflight of sergphs, or the rare permitted viditation of one, can bring on such aheat with ease,
and because the rut is uncontrolled, it islooked upon with mora and righteous horror by humankind.

Over the next decades, trade began between humans and the Enclaves. Permanent diplomatic missions
opened in Atlantaand in Washington, DC, and consulates were licensed. The Adminigtration of the
ArchSeraph began regulating the presence of neomages in the human world, and because of their
vigilance, mages have begun to be accepted by humans, with the exception of the fundamental orthodoxy
of thekirk.

With the permission of the AAS, thisrdigious minority hunts down and kills any unlicensed neomage. The
punishment isgridy and horrific and approved by the High Host of Seraphim and the Most High—God
the Victorious.

| am Thorn St. Croix, once amaker of stone trinkets and jewelry. Now that | am alicensed neomage,
my life has been turned upside down by the things | have learned. Things about the nature of evil and
good. Things about mysdf.

| learned that evil has apersond interest in me. | learned that the Administration of the ArchSeraph and
its enemies, the Earth Invasion Heretics, may be secret dlies. | learned that my own pastisnot assmple
asit seemed. My parentswerekilled by a Prince of the Dark. My sister may be a captive of the same
beast. May be. A world of possihility in those two words.

Me?| am a stone mage, a soulless being, one whom the religious call amistake of the Most High. | think
perhaps | am aso abattle mage. | have fought againgt the Darkness living under the triple pesks of the



Trine, amountain north of Minerd City, Carolina, in the Appaachian Mountains. Using my gifts, | have
fought beside seraphs, and though mage-heat threatened, it was held at bay by the fighting-lust that
comes upon mein warfare.

But timeis running out. One of the Powers and Principdities of Darkness that was bound &t the end of
the Last War has been loosed and will soon be free. And thereisnothing in thisworld | can do about it.

Chapter 1

| 'd been feding itchy dl day, like something was about to happen. Asif the lynx—my persond
portent—was about to howl. Asif the skies were trying to drop down amega-omen with the destructive
potential of anuclear warhead. Asif my life was about to change. Again. So | picked up on his presence
nearly amile awvay, and my teeth were aching from grinding my jawstogether long before he walked into
the shop.

In stereotypical mage style, he was contemptuous of everything he saw, the retail shops, the grocery, the
kirk, the dour fashions of the loca citizens, the dented and rusted € -cars whizzing up and down the
ice-covered dtreet, even the town meeting hall in the old Central Baptist Church. If he’'d worn asign that
said he wastoo good for Minera City—and for me—he couldn’t have been any more onerous. And like
most of the mages | remembered from my first fourteen yearsin Enclave, he walked with hisnosein the
arr. Quite literally. When he appeared in the front windows and entered the shop, | nearly shuddered.

He was midthirties and stood about five-five, with mousy brown hair and nondescript features. Except
for his clothes, he wastotally forgettable. A mage-style fashion plate, he was dressed for the dance floor
and the mating floor, wearing avelvet cloak that covered him from head to toe. Gold-foiled legther boots
peeked from under its hem. And his hat, the latest trend in Hollywood, was bright pink, with an
honest-to-God feather init. To further endear himsalf, he grimaced when he looked around Thorn's
Gems, the jewelry shop owned by me and my best friends. It was the prissy, looking-down-his-nose
expression that ticked me off mogt, that is until he spotted Rupert, one of my business partners, and
sneered, |etting me see he had amean stresk ahalf milelong.

Hewasviolently, lethaly homaophobic. His mind open and clear as afaceted gem. He envisioned spitting
Rupert on aspike, and when his hand twitched toward the sword at his hip, | lifted my longsword and
advanced with mage-speed. In two strides, | reached him.

Before | could complete the opening form of the lion rising, he had drawn his sword, swatted my blade
aside with contemptuous ease, and completed two counterstrikes | dmost didn’t block. Either of the
moves would have been fatal, and had Audric not advanced and thrust asword point under the mage's
raised left arm, stopping athird, | would have been toast.

My champard’ s quick reaction ended with his blade lightly touching the mage' s skin, diced deep through
hisfancy velvet cloak. That effectively halted the fight. We stood in the center of the shop, the stranger’s
sword point under my chin, Audric's poised to pierce his heart, and my blade hovering for athrust
through hislungs. | was boiling mad, but | waited for his next move.

No fear showed in his chocolate brown eyes as they measured me, and hisback to Audricwasa
screaming insult. “You' re adoppy swordswoman,” he said. “Y ou broadcast your intent before you drew
your weapon. And your muleisusdess.”

My rageflared at theinsult to Audric, but | kept it off my face and out of my voice. “Y ou have doppy
thoughts,” | said. “Y ou broadcast your intent when you were ill on thetrain, and your insults asyou
sauntered up the street. And violence when you walked in the door. | knew you intended to test me, and



wondered if you were as good as your ego claimed. Look down.”

When the mage spotted my new kogatana, a gift from Audric, pressed between hisribs, his brows went
up. | suspected that was high praise. The kogatana, along-bladed dagger, was poised in akilling gtrike. |
elected not to tell the mage he' d have killed meif | hadn’t been privy to histhoughts.

“Whoever you are,” | said, “get out of Thorn's Gems and out of my life. No one who thinksinsulting
thoughts about thistown, my shop, or my friendsiswelcome here.”

“S0.” With afancy flourish, he batted Audric’ s heavy battle sword awvay and sheathed his dim-bladed
wesgpon. It went dong his hip and down the length of hisleg, which was clad in winter-weight black wool
and cashmere, eegantly tailored as atuxedo. “They wereright. Y ou can read my mind.”

“Yeah. Lucky me,” | deadpanned. | kept my blades out and in play. So did Audric, hisface impassive,
even after the mule dur, but he' d nicked the mage through the velvet and severd under-layers, which
he' d never do by accident. | could smell the blood and wanted to grin.

“Then”—the neomage swirled back his emerad cape and stepped away from Audric—"you'll be
needing this” With hisleft hand, he tossed an amulet into the air. | glimpsed ablur of snowflake obsdian
strung on acord. Still moving fast, | set the dagger on the glass display case and snatched the leather
thong. | could sense hisintention to pull his sword when | was distracted, o | never took my gaze off
him. My longsword never wavered from his chest.

The nugget bumped against my hand and his thoughts disappeared. Asit swung away, | sensed his
curiosity. When the stone hit my hand again, his thoughts were gone. The stone swinging away on the
leather cord brought his thoughts flooding back, and hisinterest grew a whatever showed on my face. |
gripped the nugget. My temper and his violent tendencies washed away as blessed silencefilled my head.

“Audric,” | said, backing away. He stepped close and disarmed the petite mage, the big half-breed
towering over the smaller supernat as he removed the sword and two throwing blades. They clanked on
the case near my kogatana, the pile growing to include asmal long-barreled semiautomatic pistol, which
the mage carried in aholster strapped at the small of his back, a Pre-Ap-style cdllular satellite phone with
abuilt-in camera, and abelt made of metal rings and discs on leather. The metdl was charged with
incantations | could seein mage-sght. Audric was familiar with mages, having grown up in an Enclave on
the west coast, and knew not to touch them in case they were spelled.

Severd cleverly hidden throwing stars clinked to the glass, the kind of stedl starsninjasusedin old
Pre-Ap movies. Theselooked nasty, all sharp edges and points. When he was as disarmed as Audric
could make him without stripping him naked and probing body cavities, | sheathed my longsword iniits
walking-stick sheath and backed away, keeping ahand on the prime amulet that composed its hilt.
“Watch him,” | said. “He s more than he appears.”

Audric nodded and pulled avicious-looking knife designed for close-in fighting. “Hands on the case,” he
directed. The velvet-cloaked man sighed and placed his pams on the counter. My champard dipped a
beefy, dark-skinned arm around the thin neck, pressing the knifepoint against the mage' s carotid artery
and esophagus.

| ingpected the amulet. It was an Apache Tear, ateardrop-shaped, obsidian nugget naturally rounded
and smoothed by wind and water. Undrilled, it had been wrapped in copper and sterling silver wire and
strung on afancy dyed and knotted lesther thong.

I”’m astone mage, able to manipulate creation energies through the crystalline matrix of stone and
mineras, but stones corrupted by eons of contact with the lighter eements weren’t something | could



usually use, not without alot of prep time. And obsidian was beyond the scope of most stone mages.
This Apache Tear was different in alot of ways.

Obsidian is produced by volcanoes, the hegt creating atype of glasswhen felsic lava coolstoo quickly
for crystasto grow. Crystasin lavamake gems and various mineras, while obsidian isminera-like, but
not atrue minera becauseit’snot crystalline, hence not stone. Yet, | had discovered in my teensthat |
could manipulate some obsidian, afarly raretrait in sone mages.

And it contained a powerful conjure.

It felt greasy againgt my fingertips, practicaly vibrating with power. Audric, poised over the deadly mage,
his blade ready to rip out the intruder’ sthroat, asked, “What ishe?” The mage bristled at the blunt query,
but it was an appropriate question for my champard—my haf-human, haf-mage bodyguard cum teacher
cum friend, among other things. The friend was the most important part, though he took the other duties
serioudy. Perhgpstoo much so; Audric had once nearly died taking them serioudly.

| looked at the mage, at his belt, hisweapons, and his expressionlessface. “I think he’'sametal mage, but
that'snot dl heis” The mage seyesdidn’t exactly flicker, but | knew | had surprised him. “I don’t know
what else, but I’ d sooner trust a starving devil spawn at my back than him.” Though it wasintended asa
grossinault, the mage smiled. | redly, redly didn't like that smile.

Asif to prove meright, the mage seemed to go limp. He did down, amost out of Audric’sgrip. Itwasa
bondess move, fluid, like water from a pitcher, and so fast he seemed to blur with mage-speed.

Almogt asif expecting it, Audric caught him and yanked him up, damming the mage againgt the display
case and crushing hisface into the wood that braced the glass. | heard the old wood creak. And |
managed not to blink.

| sharpened my mage-sight and looked the mage over. His auraglowed a clear blue that fractured into a
scintillating fire like rainbow fluorite. He wore an amulet ring, aconjure encagpsulated in the sterling band,
the stone an empty vessdl. A metd ring on agold chain hung around his neck, glowing with the steedy
power of hislegaly required mage visa. The GPS locator device embedded in the gold bracelet on his
left wrist shone with both technology and a conjure, and afourth talisman, probably achain, encircled his
ankle, clasped beneath his boot.

That talisman made me pause. It glowed with peculiar e nergies, like alink to amega-strong energy sink.
It was way too much power to carry around safely. Unless he had great control, he could go blooey,
scattering bits and pieces of himsalf around the environment. Backing up until | touched thewall, | leaned
into it for balance. Stabilized, | opened amind-skim, blending the two sensesinto asingle scan, atrick
that caused vertigo and made me want to toss my cookies. Not the impression | wanted to make. In the
scan, the anklet was a horrid smear of brown and yellow enwrapping hislower leg. And hiseyes,
passionless brown, were shadowy holes, giving nothing away, even in the scan. Thisguy was scary.

“What are you doing?’ he asked, voice sharp.

Fairly certain | wouldn't pass out, fal down, or get embarrassingly sick, | levered my weight away from
thewall and onto my feet. “L ooking you over.”

“| got that. But with what?” He pushed with his hands and Audric let him up, dowly. The mage rocked
his heed, asif thethreat of Audric’'sknifewasn't red, or asif it didn’t matter, and that meant he was
ether very stupid or alot more deadly than | thought. And | didn’t think the visiting mage was stupid. His
eyes narrowed with interest. “I saw the Sight for an instant and then | thought | saw askim, but it

disappeared.”



Audric glanced awarning at me. “My mistrend is uninterested in answering questions.”

“Y eah. But we have afew,” Rupert said from my left. “Let’s start with who you are, and why you're
here. And let’ sseeyour visa”

| had questions of my own, like—you mean you' ve never blended senses? Why not? And for Audric, the
obvious ones—thisis't normal for mages? And, Why didn’t you tell me | was doing something weird?
And, How did he know what | wasdoing at al? But | kept the questions to myself.

“Cheran Jones, metal mage, a your service. |I'd bow, but circumstances prevent grand gestures,” he said
with ahard, acerbic edge that promised retribution. “My visa, papers, and tickets are inside my vest. |
would present it as requested, but I’ d like to keep my throat, so perhaps we'll forgo the diplomatic
niceties for amore auspicious moment; perhaps when I'm no longer being threastened a knifepoint. I'm
here as an emissary from the New Orleans Enclave. Name, rank, and mission specifications, as
requested.”

“My mistrend said you were something more,” Audric said. “What more?’

| wanted to cringe at the use of the forma word. Mistrend—mistress, friend—miss, asin error, and end,
asin life. Too many champardsdied in the course of their sworn dutiesand | was still getting used to the
idea of being responsible for two sentient beings who wanted to serve me and fight with me, and who
would diefor me. It gave methewillies.

“Thefine points of diplomacy do not require meto discuss my persond life. However, | will say that | am
here to discuss the Flames and the prophecy.” Without turning his head, he raised a hand off the case and
pointed over the doorway of the stairsto my loft. Above it was aframed needlepoint of the prophecy
proclaimed by the Enclave priestesswhen my twin and | were born. A Rose by any Other Name will il
draw Blood.

Sergph stones. He was here to rake me over the coa's and meddie in my life. And how did he know
where the prophecy was hung? He hadn’t looked that way when he entered.

Cheran glanced a my left cheek and | didn’t need my unique mage gift to read hisdur. He thought the
crosshatch scars on my cheek were ugly. Well, so did I, but there wasn't much | could do about them. |
had alot of scars| couldn’t do anything abouit.

Rupert had opened the papers and tickets, and said, “He originated in New Orleans Enclave, stopped
for arest and change of trainsin Birmingham, and came on straight here.” He rustled papers and read,
“Cheran Jones, litter of four, metal mage of the New Orleans Enclave, licensed to vigit the consulate
generd in Minerd City inthe mountains of Carolina. Hail to Adonai.” Rupert looked up at me. “Blow it
out Gabriel’ shorn. What' sdl that mean?’

The door to the shop opened and adry, thin voice asked, “ Something going on here | need to know
about, Miz Thorn?” Shamus Waldroup, the town kirk’ s senior elder and the highest-ranking of the town
fathers, owned the bakery across the street. He kept an eye on me, which, at the best of times, like now,
could be comforting. Of course, the fegling of being spied on was aways there too. “Isthis another mage
come avistin'?’ Hisbald, dark-skinned head caught the light as he shuffled inside, his brown robe of
office dragging the floor. He was followed by a second wizened man, also in kirk robes, who closed the
door behind them.

Waldroup indicated the other man and said, “ Ernest Wa droup, my brother and the chief bishop of the
Atlantakirk.” Seeing no threatsin the newcomers, | dropped the blended scan and tucked the sheathed
walking-stick sword through my belt, drawing on the prime amulet of its hilt to Seady mysdlf. The



kogatana went beside the longsword.

The new eder was mostly Caucasian and seemed to share not asingle genetic or ethnic trait with Shamus
except for the bald head, but after the end of the world and the deeths of nearly six billion humans, ethnic
traits had become pretty intertwined as men and women formed dliancesfor surviva. Families often
looked nothing dike. Or too much alike, which was another kind of problem entirely.

The eldersingpected the tableau of the shop: Rupert and me, armed and silent, the pile of weapons on
the counter; and Audric holding a velvet-cloaked stranger at knifepoint. Ernest seemed amused at the
scene, and Shamus was grinning ear to ear. | suppose | was high entertainment in Minera City. It made
me want to wring Jones' neck.

The new elder, achief inthelargest kirk on the Atlantic seaboard, could be construed as an additiona
threat to my security in Minera City, but he merely nodded to me as he looked Cheran over. He said,
“Y ou mages wear the most gosh-awful clothesaman ever did see” | converted alaugh at Cheran’s
reaction into an unconvincing cough. Elder Ernest poked Cheran in the sde with hiswalking stick asif
Audric, holding aknife to the mage sthroat, didn’t exist. “ Y ou got avisa, pretty boy?’

Audric didn’t budge. Silently, | set the Apache Tear on the counter. Cheran saw the movement and
glanced a me as his thoughts flooded into my mind. Rage. Fury. Visons of dissmboweling Audric. And
deeper, muddy thoughts | couldn’t follow, thoughts his temper obscured as he tried to contral it.
Thoughts he didn’t want meto see.

But the anger wasred. Fury at the mule holding the knife. Wrath that he had been embarrassed in front
of the locas on hisfirgt independent mission. Hatred at the gay men. Rage directed at me because it was
al my fault. | wanted to say Bite me. Instead, | blew out aresigned breath. “Let him go,” | said to
Audric. “Yes, Elders Wadroup, he'saneomage and hehhasavisa” More sthe pity. Without one, he'd
be quickly dispatched; not to jail, but dispatched asin dead. Unlicensed mageswere killed on sight.

Not happy, but unable to do anything abouit it, Audric stepped away, and Cheran shook himself to settle
hiscloak. | could smdll hisblood from the nick under his arm as anger made his pulse race faster. He
executed amage-fast martial-art move as he turned, which positioned him nestly to pick up hisweapons.
Before bowing to the Elders Waldroup, he chose the small gun, which he stuck in hiswaistband. It wasa
good defensive ploy, but aterrible one for making friends. The town officials backed up fast.

Too angry now to notice their reactions, the visiting mage went through hisintro again, and held out the
GPS bracelet and the visaas required by internationa law. But | had to wonder at histactics. | didn’'t
know much about consulate etiquette, but picking up agun didn’'t seem red conduciveto achieving
peace and harmony between races. Cheran Jones was either doppy or devious. Or hewasn't avisiting
consulate a al. My blood chilled at the thought. Was he an imposter? What was he? That was part of
what | couldn’t read inhismind and | didn’t likeit. Not at all.

Shamus, stooped and irascible as ever, recovered quickly and winked at me. Though he couldn’t exactly
be called a good buddy, he was more than fair where | was concerned. He watched as his brother
ingpected the visa and read the purpose of the visit on the metal disc. Shamus said to me, “ That sayshe's
ateacher. What is he here to teach?”’

“I amto be Thorn . Croix’ singtructor in swordplay, diplomatic protocol for humans and seraphs,
mediarelations, and whatever dse | discover she needsto know asamage living in thistown. Sheis
thought to be woefully lacking in the necessary skills and diplomatic procedure. And she won't be stuck
in abackwater likethisfor long,” Cheran said, hislip curling. “ She needs schooling.”

“Backwater? Humph.”



At the tone, Jones' face and thoughts cleared of anger and he seemed to realize he had made a mistake. |
read, clear as a seraph-bell, that he was here on probation. After al, how much trouble could a
quick-tempered man make in an unimportant place like Minerd City? But thiswas hislast chanceto
make good.

“Mannersain’t aproblem for our Thorn. She' s been doing al right without your help the last decade or
80,” Shamus said. “Miz Thorn, you willing to take responghbility for anything else stupid he does?’ | could
have hugged the old man. Rupert chuckled under his breath. Cheran’s mind went coldly quiet.

“I'll teake care of him,” | said, following the mage’ sthoughts.

The baker’ s brother added, “ And get him into some decent clothes, not this girly rag he' sgot on.” Elder
Ernest jerked on the emerad velvet cloak, released the visa, and hobbled to the door, ruddy turning his
back on thevigtor.

Shamus followed, saying, “ Some orthodox factions are difficult enough these days without another
catamite prancing around. Y our pardon, Rupert, Audric.”

Cheran drew himsalf up and | gleaned from hismind that thistime it was honest insult. “I’'m not a
catamite, you—"

“Careful there, son,” Wadroup said over his shoulder as he opened the door into the cold. “Y ou got to
teach dl that diplomatic stuff to our town mage. Y ou don’'t want to be deported from a backwater
posting following adiplomatic incident before you get it al taught.” Chuckling, the two elders shuffled out
and closed the door.

“Our town mage?’ Cheran repeated softly, obvioudy surprised. He' d been painstakingly prepped for this
mission, tutored to deal with recacitrant humans and instructed on how to pull my butt out of dmost any
fire. He had expected to find me in danger and up to my armpitsin diplomatic troubles, but nothing was
going like he' d expected. | was't what he' d expected. And that fact affected his secondary mission. |
caught that before it disappeared beneath other thoughts.

He studied me closdly. “What' s ‘ our town mage' supposed to mean?’ When no one answered, he
looked from my hand to the Apache Tear, still on the counter. His mind went quickly blank ashe
envisoned acandleflame, one of the first mind-clearing meditation techniques taught to aneomage child.
It wasthelast clear thought | got from him. Below that it was al a cloudy muddle, shadowed by the
flame. Asahint, it was pretty direct. | picked up the obsidian and looped it around my neck. His
thoughts died away.

When we dl continued to stare, silent and assessing, he said, “ Our town mage, huh? Fine. I’ m adaptable.
What' swrong with my clothes? They were made according to the cut and style of the officid neomage
emissary to Atlanta. They’ re modest and suitable to this miserable cold, and yet still have acertain flair.”
Heflipped the hem of the cloak in example.

“Theedersdidn’t kill him, so it looks like we have to keep him,” Rupert said, ddliberately boorish,
crossing hisarms over his chest and leaning over aglass display cabinet. “But you do haveto get him
properly dressed. That hat hasto go. Even | wouldn't wesr it, and I'm pretty gutsy with my wardrobe.”
That was an understatement. Rupert was a fashion queen.

Cheran reached up and touched his hat, running his hand aong the foot-long feether regretfully. “1 can
leave the hat. And the cloak. What else?’

“I can find you some suitable clothes. Something wool. Maybe amustard brown tweed coat and a



bowler hat in that green that Miz Abernathy came up with.”
“Mustard brown tweed? A bowler?” Cheran turned faintly pale at the description of loca clothing.

Rupert grinned happily. Audric was smiling, undoubtedly at the menta image of Cheran Jonesin loca
garb, and was picking hisfingernails with the gigantic knife. No one could look equally amused and
deadly like my champards. Far too casudly Audric said, * Ernest Wadroup, Atlantal selder, camein
today’ strain. Did you not see him en route?’

Cheran sad, “I traveled on the train by private coach, as befitsafully licensed mage, the sameway I'll
return to civili—to Enclave,” he corrected, “when thisassgnment isover.”

Audric looked at me, pointedly. | pressed my lipsinto athin line. It was clear that Cheran Joneswouldn’t
fit ssamlesdy into the life of thetown. | had the fedling that the mage wouldn’t fit in anywhere outside of
Enclave, and getting him deported before he accomplished his secondary, covert mission, was high on
my to-do list at the moment. Silently, | thanked the senior eldersfor theidea. Y et, part of me, admittedly
asmal part, hoped that Cheran was redly here to teach me. Therewasalot | needed to learn about the
visal wore. Like how to use the darn thing as more than an el aborate megaphone.

It was clear Cheran wasfindly getting aclue what to expect from this assgnment and the culture shock
was intense. | was about to make it worse. “Where is the coach now?’

“I left ordersthat it be stored behind the consulate and my bags be deposited by the bellmanin an
gppropriate suite—" He stopped abruptly asif afrightening possibility had just penetrated his mind.

“Minerd City...doesn't have aconsulate,” Rupert said with wicked ddlight.
The mage stared a me, dread warring with suspicion in hisgaze. “He' sjoking.”
| shook my head. “No consulate.”

Herecovered quickly, I'll give him that. “ AsMineral Town isdeficient in that regard, it would be
appropriate for you to put me up. I'll stay here. Y our servant and mule can care for both of us without
unduedifficulty.”

Audric’s mouth narrowed. | knew he had endured the last insult. Before he could bonk the mage on the
head with abrawny fist or stick him through with the fingernail blade, | said, “I1t'sMinerd City. And you
can get aroom in the hotel across the street and down the next block, or you can ask Miz Essieif you
can rent aroom. She sometimes takes boarders.”

Rupert said, “ Essie has three guest rooms with a bath down the hal, and servestwo mealsaday.
Oatmed for breakfast and amystery mesat stew for supper. Y ou take your turn at cleaning the communal
toilet and change your own sheets.”

The look on Cheran’ s face was priceless. It was suddenly occurring to the unexpected visitor that he
might have been sent to the backside of ahdlhole with insufficient recon. “Down the hall,” he repeated.

My friendslooked at one another and grinned happily. Sometimes the best weapon isthe tongue. “The
mattressis only twenty-four yearsold,” Audric said.

“Clean sheets once amonth,” Rupert added.
“Whether they need washing or not,” Audric said.



“Once amonth,” Cheran repeated faintly. “A communal toilet. Not here?’

| shook my head no and tried to ignore the gleeful expressionson my champards faces. “No guest
room,” Rupert said. “Just aloft my mistrend has no intention of sharing with anyone.”

“And who will be paying for thisfive-star service?’ he asked.

“Beatsme,” | said, feding dmost sorry for him. 1 was never given adiplomatic stipend. And if the
Enclave didn’t send funds with you, you' | need to hop atrain back south or figure out how to pay your

Ww.”

A dozen thoughts crossed hisface in an ingtant. | had only a moment to recognize surprise, cunning, and,
lagtly, horror. “Tearsof Taharid,” he swore softly. “I'min hdl.”

My champards thought that was hilarious. The bad part was, it might be true.

Chapter 2

B ecause | didn’t want the mage in my loft upgtairs, | bought him takeout from the Chinese place down
the street and led him to the workroom behind the shop. Unconscioudy, Cheran moved mage-fast when
he entered the workroom, eyes darting to the far corners, asif for possible threat. His speed made my
heart ache with something akin to londiness. | didn’t want to look too closely at that emation.
Fortunately, he grimaced at the food and that restored my antipathy to him.

He sat the ridicul ous hat and cloak to the side and we perched in ugly, mismaiched, but reglly
comfortable cast-off chairs, paper plates on makeshift tables Rupert had knocked together out of
discarded lumber years ago, the gaslogs turned on high to heet the frozen room. In an uncomfortable
slence, we ate hegping portions of three mostly vegetarian dishes with chopsticks.

The fare wasn’t up to avisiting mage' s paette. He' d probably expected state dinners or something. | hid
agmile asheingpected a chunk of meat. Even with amage' sincreased need for caloriesand protein, |
don't eat mest. It tends to disagree with my digestion. Eggs—costly in midwinter, inamini ice age—and
dairy provide some of my protein, but the bulk of it comes from soy and other beans, which | didn’t try
to foist off on him. Thetown citizensegt alot of pork year-round, and | figured the nibbletsin the fried
rice were chopped, spiced pork, which should have made him happy from astrictly caloric viewpoint. It
didn’'t. Fortunately, we ate in sllence and he didn’t complain.

However, he did seem to like the Dancing Bear Brew, which he complimented by drinking three. The
Appdachian Mountains are famous for guns, quilts, pottery, and especialy beer, and are infamous for
moonshine, not that | had any on hand or even knew where to purchaseit. Kirk elderstend to punish
hard drinkers by branding. | had enough scars without adding to them.

When the meal wasfinished, he sighed and relaxed in the padded wingback chair. Cheran Jones, like
most mages, was smdller than an average human, standing alittle more than five feet and lessthan a
hundred twenty pounds. He should have looked innocent and childlikein the big chair. He didn't. There
was something calculating about him, and it set my teeth on edge.

I’'m abit shy of five feet and haven't weighed mysdf in years. My size usualy doesn’t bother me, but in
the presence of the mage, | redly wished | was bigger. Which meant that, on someleve, | was afraid of
him. Being afraid ticked me off.

I’d have been alot more afraid if he had been a stone mage instead of ametal mage and whatever else
he was, the parts of himsdlf he had kept hidden when | searched through hismind. A stone mage would



have felt the pull of the specid amethyst kept in metal boxes in the stockroom.

| had amoment of discomfort. | hadn’t thought about the possibility that the stone could charge the metal.
If it had, then ametal mage might be able to sense the power so close by, even power so drained. And
Cheran was awfully close to the meta boxes. Stupid to have put him so close to that much power. |
wondered what else | was overlooking about my unwanted visitor. But Cheran hadn’t looked toward the
stockroom even once.

The amethyst hidden there had broken off from the wheel s belonging to the cherub, Holy Amethy<, and
though the living ship had been healed, or repaired, or whatever had been doneto it to make it whole, the
pieces had been left to me. They were bound to me on apsychic level, and just the thought of the large
purple crystals sent a soft crooning into my mind. | wasredly glad the stones were in the ssockroom
down the hall, the distance adding more protection from the mage before me.

“Tell me about the Dragon,” Cheran said.

“So much for segues,” | said, fear making me snarky. “ Thanksfor the med. It wastasty. You're
welcome, it was my pleasure. The weether’ sawfully nasty out. Indeed it is. I’'m so glad we' re cozied up
here by thefire”

“Cozied. You and me.” Hislipstwitched. Helaced hisfingers across his chest.
“It means Sitting with ease and comfort.”

“I'm familiar with the term. But I’ ve never *cozied’ with a consulate general on such sort acquaintance. In
fact | can't say as|’ve ever cozied with aconsulate generd.”

“Fine. So let’ stoss the fine points of manners out the window and befrank. | don't like you. Y ou don't
like me, thistown, thisassgnment, or much of anything at the moment. Thisisthefirst time you ve been
onamisson done, and the last time you werelet out of Enclave, you screwed up something important.”

Cheran’seydid twitched thetiniest bit. Bull’ s-eye.

| plowed on. “1’m betting the reason you were charged with this one has to do with the secondary
clandestine mission you carry in the back of your thoughts. How’ sthat for frank?’

Cherantilted hishead in a“Good for you” gesture, but he didn’t reply.
“What about the Dragon?’ | dmost snarled.

“That | can talk about.” Cheran douched deeper in the chair and tucked one foot under the opposite
thigh, looking relaxed. As befitted a self-styled fashionista, he looked €l egant in the black, well-tailored
suit, even while sprawling out comfortably. Suits costing more than | make in amonth can have that effect
onaman. “I know you' re aware that there was amgjor battle in the heavens afew weeks ago.”

| nodded.

“It's cometo the attention of the Enclavesthat you know more about it than therest of us. I'd liketo
hear your story.”

“Isthisan officia request?’ | asked, meaning, Ismy buit in the wringer?
“It could be someday, but isn’t now.”

“Audric,” | said, without raising my voice. My champard stuck hishead around the corner so fast | knew



he had been listening, keeping tabs on me. And so did my guest. Good. “In your officid capacity asmy
champard, | require your legd counsel.”

Cheranrolled hiseyesand sat up in the chair. “Fine. Everything you say heretoday is off the record. It
was never spoken and will not result in legalities”

“Thisisacceptable,” Audric said, invading the emissary’ s space and seating himself on atall stoal.
Cheran ignored him. The man claiming to be here to teach me diplomatic etiquette needed a serious
lesson in common manners. | was tempted to teach him one, but | already knew he was faster and a
better swordsman than |. Thetutoria could wait for another time. Like when | had the drop on him again.

“Tell me what happened,” he said to me. “ The Dragon started to bregk his chains and then was halted.
How and why?’

| had wondered when someone would find away to blame mefor the Dragon’s partial freedom and |
was pretty sure Cheran was here to prove that the Dragon’ s escape attempt was my fault. Which it was
and wasn't.

Dragons are Mgor Darkness. In the hierarchy of evil, they rank right up there benesth the chief bad
guy—if such redlly existed—the beast called the Lord of the Dark, the Great Red Dragon, or Satan, a
name never spoken aloud for fear it might call him. He hadn’t been seenin the Last War, but then neither
had the Most High God. Smart people didn’t mention that. Fools who did sometimes died on the spot.

Some theologians |abel Dragons satanels. According to scripture, they had been chief angels or seraphs
in heaven until they followed Lucifer’ slead and rebelled againgt the Most High. The First Béttle recorded
in the Revelation of John between the ArchSeraph Michadl and the followers of the Light, and the Great
Red Dragon and his followers—the Powers and Principdities of the Dark—was near mythic. Iniit, the
Red Dragon and athird of those who had followed him had been swept avay. They had landed on Earth
back before humans started to keep written records, and continued the fight.

The battleground of Earth got alot more bloody in the Last War between the Dark and Light, which
took place alittle over ahundred years ago. Some scholars say there were twenty Dragons rechained
back then. Some say ahundred. But everyone agreed they were bad business, impossible to kill, and
amog asdifficult to imprison. Thetota followers of Darkness, counting spawn, till number in the
hundreds of thousands, if not the low millions. Not that there’ sany kind of intel to back that up.

| opened abeer and studied the labdl. On it was abig bear, standing on ahind leg inthe midst of ajig, a
foaming mug in his paw and abig grin on hisface. “The binding of a Dragon sometimes requiresblood,” |
said. Cheran nodded. | turned the beer, inspecting the bottle, putting my thoughts together.

| could havetold the story with al the dramatic wiles at amage sbeck and cdll. Instead | said baldly, “In
the campaign of the Last Battle, akey skirmish was fought herein the mountains. The ArchSeragph’'s
lieutenant, Zadkiel, was losing to a Dragon, and was nearly drained unto emptiness’—the correct
wording for the deathlike state suffered by an immorta being. “ Severa of hiswinged warriors had
aready been drained to husks.

“Benaiah Stanhope, the severa-times-great-grandfather of my partner, Rupert Stanhope, and my
ex-hushand, L ucas, went underground with the winged warriors and gave hislife saving Zadkid. His
blood coated the chain that bound the beast. The locals called him Mole Man.”

Cheran made alittle rolling motion with his hand to indicate | should continue. | put down the beer and
locked eyes with the douching, eegant, bored mage. “ The Dragon’s second in command took over his
territory when the Dragon was bound, and spent the following century creating new beasts and gathering



power. Y ou saw some of hishandiwork on SNN a couple of weeks back when the skirmish in Minera
City wasfilmed by anews crew and went out live.”

Cheran nodded, his expression steady. “ Spawn, of course. But some of the beasts were like nothing

we' d ever seen before,” he said, finally sounding like the emissary he purported to be. “ The light was bad
and they moved faster than the camera could follow, but they looked like they were composed of body
parts of various creatures.”

My eyeswent hot and dry, my throat ached. “Dragonets. They were hard as heck to destroy. The
Darkness who made them was called Forcas,” | said. “ The attack you saw, | think, had athreefold
purpose. It was atrial, an assessment, to test its handiwork in battle. And it sent them into town to get the
blood of Mole Man's progeny. And it hoped to freeits master.” It dso cameto get me, but | didn't say
that. “ Forcas had somehow acquired alink from the chain that bound the Dragon with Benaiah

Stanhope' s blood. Using that, it made a counterconjure, an anticonjure,” | clarified, “and was using the
blood of Stanhope progeny to empower it.”

Theair burned my dry throat and | put ahand to the swath of ugly white scar tissue there. My throat had
been ripped away in the fight and been regenerated by the application of kylen blood. | had survived, but
the disfigurement wasn't pretty. Not that | was complaining. So many had died in the battles that
followed.

Audric popped the top from a cold beer and passed it to me. | drank severa sips, the moisture softening
my dry throat. “A succubus queen had laid eggsin the Trine and afew of uswent underground to wipe
out the nest. We weretoo late, but we did manage to free aWatcher, Barak, one allied with the Light.”

Cheran twitched dightly before hisface hardened, hiding hisreaction. A man with lesser self-control
might have sat up straight in hischair, kicking over the table, making amess.

Watchers were seraphs who had left heaven willingly and acquired sublunary bodiesin order to mate
with human women. Their pre-higtorical sn had left them without the ability to transmogrify or to return to
heaven. Some had been grievoudy punished. Many, like Barak, had dlied with the Light, while others
joined the Dark.

Bluntly, | added, “ And we also freed the sergph Zadkid and his cherub.”

Cheran wasn't able to disguise hisreaction to that. Shock widened his pupils. | was pretty sure he had
stopped breathing. My own eyes went hard and dry.

Only afew loca humans, the Administration of the ArchSeraph, and | knew that a seraph and his cherub
had been trapped in alair of Darkness. No one el se even grasped that the capture of aMgjor Prince of
the Light was possible, and | didn’t know what it might mean in the ongoing war. Over the last century, a
list had been compiled of sergphs missing from Regions of Light. How many more were in the clutches of
Darkness? And why hadn’t the sergphs gone to rescue them? Questions | had no answersfor, and the
AAS certainly wasn't going to enlighten me.

| watched Cheran, who was once again giving nothing away. “We made it back to the surface,” | said,
my voice painfully hoarse, my eyesdry asbone. “I wasinjured. The sergph Razid joined us battling
Forcas at the opening to the hellhole on the Trine. The combat in the heavens took place at the sametime
asours. I’'m pretty sureit was al tied to the Dragon being set free. | felt something coming.” | blinked,
looking at Audric, whom | had |eft in the town with battles of his own, and who had nearly died following
my orders.

“With the combined assets of acherub’swhedls and seraphic help, we drained Forcasto ahusk. Inthe



heavens, even with multiple winged warriors, they werelosing to the Dragon. It was getting free. To stop
it, the humans with me went back into the hellhole carrying a shoul der-mounted wegpon with a
bunker-busting nuclear warhead, something new and lightweight the US Army and mages devel oped.
They used it to help close up the entrance and stop the Dragon. They didn’t come back out.”

Audric said, “Only the desths of two brave human males, multiple beings of Light, the use of anuclear
warhead, and my mistrend' s vdiant warfare prevented the Dragon’ s freedom. That warfare resulted in
Thorn’sgrave physical injury and the appreciation of the Council of the Sergphim.”

Cheran looked a my cheek, and at the whiter expanse of scar tissue on my throat, curiosity findly
showing on hisface. “We heard that humans died saving you,” Cheran said.

“Saving Thorn and the town,” Audric said softly. “Nearly four thousand people would have died to feed
thet thing if it got free”

“If I'd killed Forcas on thefirgt try they wouldn’t have died,” | said. “I screwed up.”

Audric said nothing. He hadn’t been there. He d been fighting the succubus queen | had accidentally
bound to me and | ft temporarily imprisoned in aconjured circle. He' d nearly died keeping the newly
hatched succubus queen away from Mineral City. Mistake piled on mistake. Maybe | did need ateacher
from Enclave. | had done pretty poorly on my own.

“Let meseeif | understand this,” Cheran said dowly, histone aclarification. “Y ou went
underground—underground—to fight Darkness.”

“Twice,” Audric answered for me.

Cheran kept his eyes on me. “ The Enclave magters, the ones who made the amulet that keeps you out of
my head,” he said with awry tilt of his mouth, “knew something was happening. They figured out that a
beast, aMgor Darkness, was trying to get free and they tracked its movements from its prison. They
were prepared to send battle magesto the fight, but it ended suddenly. It s till trapped, no longer bound,
but not free either. According to them, it’sinasort of spiritua and dimensona stasis. Y ou might say it
has one foot in thisworld and one foot in another. But it won't be frozen in place long. We need aplan
beforeit getsfree”

“Battle mages would take weeksto get herein winter. If it getsfree, werun,” Audric said.
Cheran finally looked at him. “ Spoken like atrue coward.”

Audric seemed to shift, to blur, and aknife thunked into the chair, pinning Cheran’ s oh-so-expensive
pants to the wood benegth the upholstery and padding. The hilt quivered along Cheran’ sinner thigh, a
micron from his privates. He went deathly ill, hisfingertips bloodless.

| drank along swallow of beer, hiding asmile. Some of my tension eased away. “| suggest you show my
champard the respect due ameaster of both savage-chi and savage-blade,” | said, my voice sounding
casua once again. “When you insult him, you insult me. And you don’t want to take us both on, no
matter what else you are besdes atraveling Enclave emissary.”

“Even afool does hishomework before hetravels,” Audric said. *Y ou assumed your unexpected arrival,
your speed, and avisawould provide you with protection from the humans and answersto your
questions. Y our teachersin Enclave will be disappointed when | report to them your...doppy”—he used
the mage' s own word—"work.” He rested a hand on the hilt of a second throwing knifein hisbelt.

Cheran scratched hischin, fighting agrin. “My speed and skills haven't gained me much, true. But what



about thevisa?!’m dive and ill have my skin.”

“The orthodox in thistown are sharply divided over my mistrend’ s presence. Another mage, especialy
one with so few surviva ingtincts and the wardrobe of a court jester, may not fare so well and may,
furthermore, place her in greater danger. | will not permit this. If you endanger her, I’ll hand you over to
them.”

Cheran’sbrowslifted and hefindly looked at Audric. “ The orthodox would violate the lega sanctity of a
diplomatic visa? Y ou would violate it?’

“Anger the peoplein thistown and they will leave you in tiny piecesin the snow,” Audric sad, hisstrong
teeth bared. “ A mage lived among them in hiding for adecade. Many want her dead. Prejudice and
emotions run high here, and most of the town fathers aren’t overly impressed with mages.”

Cheran worked the throwing blade back and forth until it eased from the chair frame. A tuft of stuffing
came out with thetip, which he held up to thelight. “Mule, I" ve known you less than an hour and you' ve
diced two holesin my clothes” He flicked the stuffing away and tested the edge with the pad of his
thumb. It was avaguely threatening gesture; Audric gavehima“Try itand I'll est your gutsfor supper”
grin. Territorid play by two males, one an dpha, one awannabe.

“He sasweetheart,” | said. “Hand him the pretty knife like agentleman. Hilt first.”

“Spoilsport.” He reversed the knife and offered it to Audric. “Since it ssems| need an income, and your
champard’ s blades need work, do you mind if | set up my equipment in the corner there? | can put on
new edges,” he said to me. Which told me what kind of mage hewas. Not just ametal mage. But one of
the few, very specidized, sted mages.

The thought flashed through my mind that | could put him in contact with the Schuberts, who owned Blue
Tick Hound Guns. But | didn’t trust him enough to provide mage-sted for the family business, not when
the guns they made would be used to fight Darkness in defense of the town. Our blades, however,
needed attention, and giving them new edges couldn't negetively affect their fighting power. Or | didn’t
think it could.

“Okay by me,” | said, sanding. “But you' || have to ask Rupert and Jacey.”
Helooked horrified. “Y ou let humans make decisonsfor you? Humans?’

If thisidiot didn’t watch histone, I’ d save the orthodox the trouble and run him through with asword
mysdif.

Chapter 3

| climbed into arestorative bath and settled into the bottom of the tub with asigh of purely human
pleasure. In the nearest window, the lunar curve brightened a snaking mist that rested aong the ground
and above the hollows, the black shadows of trees following the hump of hills against the night sky. It
was beautiful, dmost surred; no artist’ s rendition of nighttime could come closeto theredlity of the
mountain Ky a midnight.

Not even the moon over the Gulf of Mexico was aslovely. Though | was certain no one a the New
Orleans Enclave, where | had been born and raised—where | had spent the first fourteen years of my
life, ten of them in tone mage training, and savage-chi and savage-blade training (the martid arts

devel oped by the first neomages)—would agree. | would never see alL.ouisanamoon rise again. | was
forever barred from Enclave due to the unlucky perversity of being mentaly open to al the mage-minds



present—

The thought vanished. | saw in memory anugget of snowflake obsidian tossed a me, itsleather cord
flipping through the air. | hadn’t redlized it when | removed my necklace for the bath, but Cheran hadn’t
jumped back into my mind when the nugget of volcanic glass was no longer in contact with my flesh. Just
having it near me now shut Cheran out of my mind. Wasthe amulet’ s conjure spreading through me?
Andif so, what else might it be doing to me?

Dripping bathwater, | reached for the sted necklace of chain-mail links that secured my amulets. | had
severa new ones, conjures asyet untried, dangerous things | hoped | would never need. With wet
fingers, | shifted through them al and lifted the rounded obsidian nugget Cheran had brought. Though |
had looked into the incantation with my mage-senses, studying both the internal composition of the glass
and as much of the conjureit contained as| could, | wasn't sure yet exactly what it could do.

The amulet contained a conjure crafted just for me, a sort of semiprime amulet, one created by my old
teachers at Enclave without accessto my genetic materid; | knew it was powerful, and that it was il
settling into my psyche with far greater ease than | would have liked. That ease demonstrated that | was
open and very vulnerable to certain types of incantations. That part | didn't like. But the part about
keeping other mages out of my mind...

A shiver raced over my skin, half fear, haf unhedthy excitement. If the amulet held true to keeping one
mage out of my mind, could it, just maybe, keep out dl twelve hundred mages a the New Orleans
Enclave that had sent Cheran? | turned the wire-wrapped bauble | had tied to my necklace. Drops
plinked from my fingersto the bathwater. Could I, maybe, go home again? The word echoed in the
dlence of my mind.

Home. To Enclave? If that warm, muggy, sultry place was home. Or ishome here, inthelifel’ ve built?
| could go...home. | tested the word on my tongue.

| dropped the Apache Tear to the table and it rattled softly on the old wood where | kept my oilsand
unguents and bath sats. Apache Tear. It seemed an gpt name.

Releasing control over my mage-attributes, | relaxed totally, my skin glowing in the bathwater, pinkish
and cord, warm tints. My scars glowed brighter, afierce white tracery. Fingers drawn to the one wound
that hadn’'t completely healed, | traced the site on my left side where the spur of Darkness had pierced
me. It was better. Almost gone. In human vision it was adull bruise, in mage-sight, it wasworse, but
healing. Definitdy hedling. And the spur itself was safein apocket of my baitle cloak. My throat, |
couldn’t see except inamirror. It was al new tissue, blazing white when my mage-attributes were set
free

| dipped deeper into the water, looking around at the loft where | had lived for so many years. | had
moved here soon after my foster father died, his estate leaving me just enough money to buy the old,
decrepit two-story building. It had been bare stone and brick walls three feet thick, splintered boards
underfoot. Theloft had rough beams overhead, empty windows, abandoned birds nestsin the rafters.
Downdairs, in the shop, it had been worse, the floor rotten in places, the pressed tin celling rusted, the
wadllsfilthy and covered in greffiti.

I’ d had washerwoman' s hands for the entire year it took my friends and me to renovate the building. It
was mine, in every sense of the word. Going back to Enclave would mean leaving...home. The bath was
suddenly lessthan restful and | stood, splashing water as | stepped from the antique, claw-footed tub to
the turquoisetile and threw arobe on. | had laid the tile mysdlf. Rupert had restored the tub for me. It
had been a birthday present. Therewas no way | could take it with me....



The soft velvet reminded me of Cheran’s cloak. And reminded me that he wasn't the only hedonistic
mage in the area. The robe was new, a gift left at the shop’ s front door, folded in abrown bag. There
hadn’t been atag, but the scent of sergph had proven it agift from Razid. The smell of chocolate il
clung to theiridescent tedl fabric, and it added conflict to the emotions sparring in my heart. | stroked the
velvet. Mage-heat quivered low in my belly each time | woreit. | wondered if the sergph had thought
about the fabric against my naked skin when he picked it out. Unholy thoughts. Wicked fedlings. 1deas
and hopes | would surely never have a chance to work through—or possibly experience—if | returned to
Enclave, to my people. | would never see the seragph again.

Eyes closed, | breathed in the scent and sighed as the pleasure increased. And more than merely
pleasure. Thoughts of naked carousing with one of the angelic Host were never far from the surface of
my mind these days, though most times | could control the images. Most times. Well, when | wanted to.
Which wasn't often enough.

| set the amulets over my head. Though thoughts were rdatively safe, acting on them could get meinto
trouble, like being dragged before the town fathers or the seraphic high council—and degth by various
means, dl of them protracted and painful. But they could only kill me once, as| had grown fond of
reminding mysdlf.

Of course, unlike humans, neomages had no souls, so perhaps | had more to lose than most folk. For us,
death was permanent, no hope of resurrection, paradise, and better thingsto come. However, such
wonderful scents as my robe reminded me that the adverse was dso true. Therewas no hdll or
damnation for us either.

Religion and politics, sex and death. “Lovely bedtime thoughts,” | murmured as| looked around the tedl
and cream bower | had made for myself. | had chosen the antique kitchen table, had handpicked each of
the old wooden chairs that surrounded it. Had sanded the floors and refinished them. Had hung each of
the tapestries. And | loved my sofa and the carved, upholstered rocker.

Unsettled, | lifted the marble sphere by my bed and set the ward on the loft and shop, drawing stored
power from the energy sink at the spring out back. Like magic. But neomages don't use magic as humans
understand it. We use the leftover energies of creetion, the particles Einstein postulated about in his
famous equations. Which meant that mages are bound in many waysto the laws of physics.

Even back before neomages, humans knew that mass and energy are inseparably linked to each other,
both having the luxon impulse as the base of their definition. They knew that each “ matter with rest mass’
consgts of particleswith light velocity. That means: every particle of matter and every particle of energy
consgs of luxons. Matter and energy are one thing in different stages. Humans used this knowledge to
create wegpons, atomic bombs whose explosions blast atoms apart. Mages draw upon luxonsto create
safety, hedth, and beauty. Most of the time. Not aways. But the luxons that made up the incantation
protecting my home were agood thing. A very good thing.

| drank aglass of spring water, turned down the gas flames on the fireplaces, put on warm pgjamas with
pink hearts on them, turned out the lights, and went to bed early.

Deep in the night, the lynx screamed, drawing me back from adream of dying at seraph hands. | woke,
shattering the images of death and destruction as the cry echoed, rocking across the hills, adeep vibrato
of warning. | lay in the dark, breathing fast, mage-sight on, searching out the cause of the darm. My ward
was gill on, the loft was safe, walls glowing with protective power. | didn’t smell smoke, or hear people
screaming, or scent blood.



The predator cat had entered my life only weeks ago, but had instantly become an omen, a portent,
issuing awarning whenever trouble was headed my way. | closed down my sight and opened a
mind-skim, drawing air and sensation into my lungs. Still nothing. Maybe the blasted cat waswrong this
time. Or maybe it wasfindly reacting to whatever mage properties made animals go serioudy wacko
when in thevicinity of neomagesfor too long.

| eased the amulet necklace over my head and gripped my tanto—along-bladed knife with asmple hilt
and crossguard. | was small enough that it worked as a shortsword. Skin prickling, | stole from the bed
on sock-covered feet and padded through the loft, checking each window and door, staring out the
window where the moon had shone. The sky was now deep black, full of stars, the hills below amurky,
smudged shadow.

Behind me, the door sprang open, banging hard. | whirled and rushed it, tanto swinging up. | recognized
the shadow in the last instant and whipped aside the blade before | stabbed Rupert. He stood in the
opening, chest naked, black hair standing up on one side. He was wild-eyed, his skin sheet-creased.
“Thorn,” he said, histone peculiar.

“I nearly killed you!”
“Inthe street,” he said, hiswords deep-durred. “It's Gramma.”

Mage-fagt, | pivoted and raced through the loft, shutting off the protective ward, grabbing my longsword,
and leaving the walking-stick sheath behind as | sprinted to the front of the apartment and out onto the
frozen porch over the sdewak. The sickle moon rode high in the sky, throwing cold light on the old
woman in theice-dick street. Dressed in asummer frock, lilacs on white, wattles of flesh hanging from
her bare arms. One clenched a child tight against her, and she held ablade at the girl’ sthroat.

“Cissy,” | whispered. It was Jacey’ s nine-year-old daughter, hair loose on her shoulders, nightgown
fluttering in the cold breeze. In the dark of the night, Gramma! s crazed eyes met mine. Mage-sight
dammed on, and | saw aflash of dull orange flecked with shards of glowing black in her irises, like cods
banked benegath ashes. The blade she held was demon-iron, and it wasn't burning her hand. Bloody

plagues.
“Gramma,” Rupert said softly at my back, the word durred.

“It'snot her,” | said. | hoped he knew it, because | was about to haveto kill the old witch. “It'sa
glamour,” | said, onethat looked like the Stanhope matriarch.

“Gramma,” he whispered, joining me & therail, hisflesh tight with goose bumps.

“No!” | ingsted. Leaving him on the porch, | sped down the stairs and unlocked the door. | ran into the
dreet. Silently, Audric gppeared a my side and followed meinto the till night. The cold bit into my fet,
my socks sticking and ripping from the ice with each step. Stupid, stupid, stupid to not stop for shoes.

| drew on my two prime amulets, the bloodstone hilt and the seven-layered stone prime ring, to warm my
feet. Tofight the cold, I dlowed my mage attributes to blaze on, my flesh glowing a pearly roseate hue. It
was easier for the beast to see me, but it would also help keep mewarm. Taking my lead, Audric's
less-vibrant glow brightened the night.

The smell of decaying leaves, rotting roses, and stagnant water filled the air, sour and cloying. | knew that
scent. It was a succubus, asexua demon that appeared in the form of awoman, enticed human males,
had sex with them, and then ate them. From the privates up. And | knew this scent. It was specific to the
succubus queen, the mother of all unholy sexua desires. It enticed by conjure.



Gramma, though not my idea of asexually dluring femae, was having an effect on Rupert, who watched
from the porch; he was panting in fear and need. The beast saw me across ten yards of rutted snow. For
amoment, scales did over its skin like foam on the beach, the glamour of the old woman giving way to
the true form beneath. It cackled, and when it spoke, it talked in Gramma svoice. “Little mage. This
childisminetokill or save, yet her lifeisin your hands. A boon, and she will be st free”

Thelast time | wasthis close to the succubus queen, it was newly born, only a month old, cocky and
bragging with ateenager’ sfragile ego, easy to manipulate. Now it looked deadly. The succubus pressed
the edge of the blade against the girl’ sthroat. Cissy stared a mein horror, gasping. Her skin darkened a
the touch of the demon-iron asthe metal burned into living flesh.

Audric moved counterclockwise, placing his bare feet firmly with each step, hisbladesin the swan. This
was the beast that had neerly killed him, thething | had left him to fight done. He ill hadn’t told me
about that fight. There were lots of secrets resting uneasily between us, unspoken. “The entrance to the
hellhole was sedled,” he said. “How did it get out?’

| shook my head. | didn’t know. | moved clockwise, away from the shop, feet freezing.
“You bound it once,” Audric said softly, hisface hard. “ Can you use that?’

Grammaignored him, eyeslocked on mine. “ Send achild of Mole Man to me and | will release her. My
word. Y ou may even choose the one you would sacrifice.”

“I don't know,” | said just as softly. | was't going to bet onit. The partia binding hadn’t held for long
last time.

All succubi were dangerous, but the adolescent queen was doubly so. It could reason and make
independent decisions, and it was capable of breeding other succubi. Once, it had taken ordersfrom
Forcas, the Power who lived on the Trine, but that beast had been burned in battle dire, meaning the big
ugly sucker was the next best thing to dead. Its boss, the Dragon, was stuck between redlities, but maybe
the Dragon had found another beast willing to risk everything in return for abit of Dragon power and
gppreciation. Unless things had changed, the Dragon’ s freedom required Stanhope blood to finish the
job.

As| watched, the cresture seemed to grow, itsform expanding, its glamour dipping and dithering across
itsbody. The smdll of sex-demon blossomed out, fetid and cloying. While not able to transmogrify—to
restructure their energiesinto dmost any physica body—jpowerful minions of the Dark often gppeared
physically attractive to humans. Not so this Darkness. Though once it had been able to assume and
maintain the shape of itsvictims, it seemed to have logt that ability. Or maybeit felt it no longer needed
camouflage. The queen was all about being a BBU, which could mean she would be bigger and badder
and uglier in the future, as she matured. That was a scary thought.

Cissy straddled itsthigh, her feet kicking, tendonsin her neck straining as she tried to take the weight off
her throat to breathe. To the succubus, | said, “Better dedl. | kill you and no one gets handed over.” A
thin rivulet of blood, near black in the scant light, rolled down Cissy’ sthroat, into her collar. The blade
cauterized the wound even asit cut her.

“Cdl mageindire,” Audric demanded aswe circled the queen, feet icy in the snow.
“Can't. Cissy isn't close enough to death for me to summon sergphic warriors.”

“| say sheis,” hesad.



Uncertainty snaked through me. My breeth puffed intiny, rapid clouds. If | caled magein dire, every
adult in town could die. When seraphs cameto fight evil, humans died. Always.

Grammaamiled, drawing itslips back to reved sharp teeth, jaw stretching forward, squaring off. | had
seen thistransformation before. It wasn't pretty. The succubus drew itsillusion back around itself like a
cloak, smile narrowing and teeth reshaping into human-molar bluntness. But Cissy’ s blood and burned
skin were no illusion. She mewled like akitten in the grip of ahawk. Grammakissed the top of her head,
snuggling her close. “Not to worry, poppet. It won't hurt much. And not for long.”

“Cisyy?

It was Ciana, my stepchild, above and behind me, on the porch of Rupert’ sloft. Gramma s nogtrilsflared
as she scent-searched, but her eyes never rose to the girl. Ciana possessed a pin with camouflage
properties. She didn’t become invisible, exactly, but it did seem redlly hard for evil to find and focus on
her.

“No sergphs” | warned. | didn’'t have to explain what could, what would, happen if she called the High
Host for help. She had seen humans diein the presence of the holy ones. But | wasn't surewe could
save Cissy without help. The beast bulked larger as| watched. It had grown in power sinceI’d seen it
last. | didn't think | could use verba ploysagaingt it thistime. “Not yet,” | added.

“All right,” the young girl said, sounding far camer than | felt. Her trust in me had aways been terrifying.

Use the binding, Audric had suggested. Okay. Anicy wind blew against my body and | shivered in
reaction. “You aremine,” | said to the beast, “ bound to me. Let the child go.”

The thing that no longer resembled Gramma cocked its head, the movement human-dow. Its shoulders
rose and fell, an dmost pensive shift of muscles.

“Let thechild go. You are mine. Y ou must obey,” | said, drawing on the mage visa, the one function |
had mastered, to ingtill my voice with command.

The glamour quivered acrossits festures again, reveding patches of dabaster skin, blond hair, and one
vivid eyein amishmash of features, the beautiful Jane Hilton on one half, Grammaon the other. The new
face, the face Lucas had |eft me for, looked startled, then astonished, and said, “You!” Thelovely haf
snarled in anger and rippled, and the human visages vanished, leaving only succubusin itswake. The
beast smiled, canineslonger and razor sharp. Cissy fell silent. | wasn't sure she was breething.

| rushed it, blades flashing. It snapped back a dozen steps, demon-fast. “No, no, no, magding.” A shield
snapped open just in front of my toes, the energies throwing me back, feet burning like lightning. In
mage-sight, the shield was an ocher-yellow dome seething with earth energies. It was amage construct,
which meant there were mages nearby, Dark mages, helping this beast. Whether willing or under
compulsion, it was bad on dl sortsof levels. “Y ou constrained meonce,” it said. “My master’ s master
freed me of your lowly incantation.”

My master’ s master? Degth and plagues. |'s she talking about the Dragon? Audric and | circled the
shield, reversing midway, back and forth. My socks stuck and pulled free of theice beneath my aching
feet with each careful step. Grammasniffed, head raised, searching for awnhiff of the Stanhope genetic
strain, but was unable to locate Ciana. | looked around for Rupert or Ciana s father—my ex-husband,
L ucas—or Thaddeus Bartholomew, their cousin, dl descendents of Mole Man. | would have prayed
they’d dl remain indoors, but | knew they wouldn't. | knew they hadn’t. That would be too easy and
men never made anything easy. The succubus s eyes glowed brightly asit located prey off to my right.
Seraph stones. What was | going to do?



From my angle, | could see Cianastanding on the high porch, her nightgown fluttering in the rising breeze.
She was watching me, and in her hand was the pin gifted her by the seraph Raziel as protection from evil;
it glowed abrilliant gold, asif sheheld agtar in her figt, shidding her. The succubus was looking away
from the girl and down, on street level, at Rupert.

My best friend was standing in the doorway of the shop, deep-creased, half-naked. His face was blank,
empty. Seraph stones. He was spelled. So was Lucas. In my sidevision, | saw Ciana s father walk onto
Upper Street; he stared at the beast asif it held his heart in one hand. On his neck, smudges of Dark
energies glowed, old scars left from imprisonment benegth the Trine, activated by the growing power of
the beast. But the queen hadn’t seen him. Yet.

“Audric,” | warned. Cold wind tore through my pgamas. My calves cramped as my feet froze. Cissy
had gone limp. Above me, Cianawatched, her face serene, waiting.

“| seethem.” Face blank, Rupert reached toward the beast. Audric stepped to block him, arms out
wide. “Now might be agood timeto try the anticonjures you' ve been working on.”

My mind cleared, taking on the crisp clarity of incipient battle. | lifted one of the smdll, drilled, and
polished Dalmatian jasper nuggets, the opague black-and-white stones hanging from thin string loops on
my necklace. | had made a batch of the anticonjures—supposed to disable most lower to mid-level
incantations—but hadn’t tested them. | had no idea if they would diminish the lure of a succubus or make
thingsworse. If the succubus s alure was ahigher level conjure, they probably wouldn't work at al.

| ripped anugget from itstemporary loop and tossed it to the ice a Rupert’ sfeet. It bounced. Exploded.
Time did sdeways, adow-motion vison, adozen things happening a once and | saw/felt themin
overlays of sensation.

Snow and ice blasted over Rupert, the concussion throwing him backward. Audric and | hit the snow,
my skin abrading in awide patch along caf and lower am as | did. My ears popped painfully. The
succubus s shidd fell and she howled, sharp canines reflecting moonlight. The knife a Cissy’ sthroat bit
down. Blood drenched her nightgown. Snow and ice tumbled from the air like hal. Asice-shrapnel fell,
the beast changed its grip and reached for Rupert, lying prone, stunned. The beast smiled in aparody of
lust and ddlight. L ucas stepped closer, his expression hungry, arms out in entreaty. Wordless, | rolled to
my knees. | couldn’t reach themin time.

A thunk sounded over the ringing in my ears. The succubus shuddered and dropped itsarm. A knife hilt
protruded from its neck below the clavicle. Snarling, it dmost let Cissy fall.

From the street, | threw the remaining two amulets at the queen. They exploded at her clawed feet,
ripping into the rutted ice. The smdll of succubus, of dead things, stagnant water, and rotting flowers
vanished in ablast of sulfur and brimstone, the scent of Darkness. Lucas was knocked to the earth and
rose shaking his heed asif waking from anightmare. | had asingle glimpse of hishorrified face. The
anticonjure had worked. Sort of. Its shield was gone and its conjure of alure was nullified, but it wasn't
dead. Another knife appeared in the body of the creature, the sound lost in the concussion of the blasts.

“Audric?’ | shouted. | was deaf but needed information. Who' d thrown the knives? | rolled to my feet
and raced forward.

“Not mine,” he shouted, the words muffled in my damaged ears.

My longsword and tanto dashed in thelion rising, aming aong the succubus storso beside and below
the child held againgt its breast. | cut the beast deeply, leaving four woundsin its hide, and danced back
when it dashed out with claws that hadn’t been there before. Cissy, who | had thought unconscious,



whimpered in pain, her tears bright pink in mage-sight. Sheinhaled, the sound harsh in the night.

The succubus pulled one knife fromits chest and dropped it to the street. It fell dowly, time till out of
sync, to the rutted snow. The blood-covered blade glowed Dark in mage-sight. | diced through the
beadt’ sright Achillestendon and it staggered. So | severed itsleft, leaving it flatfooted and immobile for a
moment. Darkness hedled fast. The succubuswasn't afalen seraph or demon, not in the scriptural sense
of theword; it wasn't aspirit being; it wasn't immortal. Like spawn and other minor Darkness, it could
bekilled.

“Crap in abucket,” atinny voice caled from acrossthe street. “Thorn?’ | shook my head to clear the
fear and the dregs of the blast away and saw Eli standing in an open doorway, his dight form backlit by
lamplight, night-vision goggles on hisface, abulbous wegpon dung across his body.

“Canyou burnit?’ | asked, my ears popping, adapting to the pressure changes.

Helooked down at his weapons and back to the succubus and shook his head. “Not dead. Not
something that powerful. We re gonna need help with thisbig sucker.”

“I wasafraid of that,” | said. Eli’ sflamethrower was effective againgt smaller creatures, and had once
burned Forcas eyesto dow it down, but to kill the bigger baddies, | would need more firepower. Which
was scary on top of scary. It limited our options, because | didn’t know how to use my visato call for
sergphic support, and the succubus hadn’t given us an opening to cdl for help in the traditional manner.
So far. Whenit did, that help probably wouldn’t come in time. Someone would die. Then lots of
someones. Savethetown to let it die by holy salvation; a catch-22.

Another knife hit the succubus and it roared, bulking huge, its body nearly Six feet tal, its energy patterns
swarming nearly two feet higher. Its transformation from Grammato Big Bad Ugly was complete: a
square jaw filled with jagged teeth, black lips and white gums, upper and lower tusks, unblinking dit-eyes
likeasnake's, and skin banded in orange and black scales. And it had clawsthat afull-grown lion would
envy. It had evolved since I’ d last seen it unglamoured. 1t was huge, far more powerful. Yet it hadn't
seen Lucas or Ciana. Why not? That was probably important.

The answer opened out before me amost like aresponse to prayer. L ucas had been exposed to sergphic
forces. So had Ciana. The queen could only locate Rupert, and until | turned off the ward on the loft, it
hadn’t even been ableto smell him well. Though | knew the outcome would not have been different, guilt
dithered through my mind.

The succubus looked at me and shook Cissy. “ Give me one of Mole Man’ s blood or this one will feed
me,” the queen said. “ Otherswill follow.”

“Oh, merciful savior,” avoice echoed through the dark. “My baby.” Jacey emerged from her doorway,
nightgown showing benesth adrab shift. She held knitting needles like weaponsin one hand, a
blue-coned acetylene torch flaming in the other. A mother cometo do battle for her child. But she wasn't
awarrior. “Thorn?’ Fear coated her voice.

Dancing to avoiditsflaling freearm, | cut the succubus again, aiming for its hamstring. Even moving with
mage-speed | barely avoided an immense, swiping fist. The beast was dowing, but not enough. Unlessit
fdl, | couldn’t takeits head. It could heal from most anything ese. And a queen might heal from that too

for al I knew. | stabbed its groin and raced back. The fight had lasted only moments but it felt like hours.
| was growing clumsy with cold.

Lights flashed on dong the street, throwing rectangles of brightness onto the snow. Rupert moaned,
pushing himself into asitting position, touching hishead asif hisearshurt. “What—" he stopped, staring



at the scaled beast clutching hisgodchild initsarms. “ Cissy,” he bresthed. Scantily clad humans poured
from doorways, drawn by the anticonjure explosions. Some carried axes, others shotguns and
long-bladed knives. Moments passed, fractions of seconds that felt like days. Like Ciana, Jacey stood,
waiting on me. Trugting me. | was breathing hard, thefrigid air burning my lungs.

A third knife dammed into the beast, catching it in the hip joint with deadly accuracy, missing Cissy by a
quarter of aninch. It shrieked, an agonized sound, and | feared the queen would crush Cissy in anger, but
the succubus held the girl high, staring at the black blood pumping from itsfemord artery.

A fourth knife thunked into the base of its spine, hilt quivering. | whipped my head, scanning the night.
Like me, the attacker was circling the succubus, but even with mage-sight open, | wasn't seeing him.
Cheran was shidding himsdif.

To my left and right, the Steins appeared out of the night, automatic wegpons at the ready. Unlike the rest
of us, the town’ sonly Jewish family was dressed for war, in padded clothes, coats, gloves, and boots. At
the sight, pure agony arched through my feet. The man to the left wore ayarmulke instead of a battle
helmet, asif battling Darknesswas aholy act. Maybe it was. The woman to my right had knotted her hair
into atight fighting queue, her face rigid with resolve, fear nowhere to be seen.

Her confidence restored my own. All minor Darkness could be destroyed. The succubus could be killed.
The Steins' people had been battling Darkness for six thousand years. | took a breath, settling mysdlf.

L ucas stepped close, buttoning aflannd shirt against the freezing night, black hair loose in the breeze. He
accepted a shotgun from the woman.

“It' sloaded with Dead Seasdt ammo,” she said. Which meant the pelletsin each shell wereencasedina
capsule of salt mined from the Dead Sea and shipped over at dreadful cost. It was worth more than gold
or diamonds, but it was one thing that would kill Darkness as well as ablade. She acknowledged me, a
sharp nod. | remembered her name. Gloria. Gloria Stein. She had two kids and a husband, the man
locked in fighting stance beside her.

“Thanks,” Lucas said. “Can you get Cissy free?’ he asked me, placing hisfeet carefully to either Sdeof a
rut in the snow. “1f you can, maybe | can disableit with this”

“And we canfinishit off,” thewoman said, her wegpon making asmooth ratcheting sound, metal on
metd.

| took a second breath to answer yes. “Smoke,” | said instead.
Audric looked around and up. “ The roofs. Spawn.”
“Jesus,” Lucas prayed.

Reddish creatures scampered across the roof of my loft. They carried brands glowing with fire. Farther
down the street, flames shot from the roof of the library. Sergph stones. They were burning the town.

Cianamumbled. It sounded like, “| can do this. | can.”

“Ciana, no!” | shouted. Whatever it was, it would be dangerous. Stanhopes dways found
sdlf-destructive, sacrificid methodsto help others. Lucas|ooked from his daughter to the beast, Sarted
to speak, and closed his mouth on the words, hisface going cold and expressionless as he studied the
gueen. | had never seen that ook before.

“Thorn?’ Jacey said again.



“Shut off thetorch,” | said to her, turning from my ex-husband. “Fire can’t hurt that thing.” At her
sricken reaction, | said, “We'll rescue Cissy. | promise” Stupid, stupid, stupid. Never promisethelife of
another. But | had. The determination on Gloria sand Lucas' faces convinced me we could.

Ciana hdld the shining seraph pin straight-armed over her other palm, as she leaned periloudy out over
the street. She stabbed down. The smell of Stanhope blood filled the night and the succubus whipped up
its head, searching for the source. Ciana extended her wounded hand, bloody pam down. In some small
part of my mind, | was startled. | had expected Cianato place the pin in her bloody palm, which | figured
would have called Razidl to protect her.

Her voice floated down. “ Y hee...” With each syllable, adrop of her blood hit the snow, landingina
rectangle of light from awindow. Stanhope blood. The permutations and consequences of what she was
doing were beyond me. | was only a hdf-trained mage. “...ore. Y’heeore. Ore.”

“Hebrew,” the woman beside me said, tilting her head toward the porch and Ciana. “ She's speaking
Hebrew. Genessone. Let there belight.”

Saints balls. Time snapped, adizzying, fast-forward didocation. Audric raced in and stabbed the beast,
cutting across its abdomen, down, and acrossin aZorro, to disembowe it. Ichor ruptured into the street
and the haf-breed wrenched away from the putrid mess.

“The kid spesks Hebrew?’ Eli asked, hisvoicetight.
“No,” | said. “She doesn’t.”

The beast hit the ground with ameaty fist. “ Stones and blood,” Cheran swore from the shadows,
foolishly, stupidly, giving power to the Dark. The succubus raised its head and roared in victory at the
might of the blasphemy. | heard the mage hiss as he realized what he’ d done. Cheran had clearly never
been to war.

L ucas stood flatfooted, his face etched with sorrow, looking from the beast to hisonly child. | didn’t
know why he grieved, but my bresth caught in my throat asthe lynx howled again. “God in heaven,” he
said softly, in the echo of theroar. “What are we?’

What are who? Stanhopes? There wasn't time to consider that question. The succubus dangled Cissy by
the neck like abroken doll, her face ashen, her tongue swollen and protruding. She was unconscious.
Closeto degth. | opened my mouth to cal magein dire, permitted when achild or another innocent was
near death at the hands of Darkness. Shots rang out, echoing down the street. The succubus roared,
shaking the child.

In the same ingtant, fire shot from the roof of Shamus Waldroup' s bakery across the street. Four knives
landed in the Darkness, centered between itsribs, asmall compensation for the control Cheran had given
it.

“Y’heeore” Ontheicebdow Ciana, her blood began to brighten, seven crimson drops lightening to a
ruby glow. Asif ignited by the energies of her blood, acircular grid below the snow and ice of the street
began to brighten. A sigil had been placed there, perhaps bel ow the asphdlt, by a sereph. It had lain,
inert, invisbleto al but me, or so | thought. Now | redlized that Ciana had to have seen it, somehow,
with her human eyes. Impossible. Y &, the Sgil was being called to life. The 9gil of the sergph Cheriour,
an Angel of Punishment and Judgment.

In the Street, humansjumped aside, to theleft or the right of the spreading, glowing lines. The succubus
roared, shouting my name asit stepped away, asif the lines benegth itsfeet burned. A human raced in



brandishing an ax, and buried it in the beast’ sthigh. It swatted him away, leaving abloody trail. Other
humans raced in to fight; blades landed in the tough flesh and shots rang out. Warriors screamed and |
smelled blood, but | didn’t watch the combat. | watched the child of my heart. | watched Cianaas she
closed her fist againgt the flow of blood. | didn’t know what she had done, but the call of magein dire
diedin my throat.

Bdow Ciana, the golden stresks moved together, finishing the sigil’ s outline. When they met, the Sigil was
complete. Seven spots of ruby light shot up from the snow, one spot for each drop of sacrificed blood.
Within each beam of light, fingers of flame rosg, tickling the night air, changing from ruby to purpleto
deepest blue, bluer than aburning torch. Fire swayed in the breeze amoment before popping free of the
ground and forming round globes of Hame.

Cianalaughed delightedly, blue eyes sparkling. My breath stopped. Cianahad caled for help from the
High Host. She had called Minor Flames. No human should be able to summon them, especialy not an
eight-year-old girl. Even | didn’'t know how.

Two of the Flames danced close to me and away, dmost in greeting. | wondered fleetingly if they were
thetwo Flames | had rescued after a battle. They had been wounded, drained of power. And | had kept
them safe, mixing them in with my amulets. Later, following another battle, | had discovered that the
Flames were gone. Were these two the same? Either way, | knew what to do with them.

The faint sense of paralysis duiced from melike water across aboulder. Time, eagtic and supple,
snapped back and settled. Alwaysaliquid construct in battle, time made seconds seem like hours or
hours seconds. | took a breath of thefrigid air. “Thorn?’ Jacey asked, her voice desperate.

On feet that were numb with cold, | moved away from the succubus, studying the scene: the gathering
fighters circling the beast, shooting and cutting, darting in and back out. Some of the warriorswere
bleeding badly. Cissy. The Hames hovered in the air, saven bals of plasma My night vision was
consumed by them, and | dipped in the dick blood and ichor of the Darkness. | caught myself, expecting
to fed the burn of acid on my soles. | felt nothing from the body fluids of the Dark, which was bad. | had
no idea how long | had been standing in the snow, parayzed by indecision, but it wastoo long. There
was no time for the cold or for wounds. If | lived, | could worry about injury later. | focused to the side
of thebeings dancing on theair.

“Three and three and one, | greet thee,” | said with the formaity of mage to the High Host. “If you will,
three to demolish spawn, three to harass the beast, and oneto me.”

From down the street voices called out, “Fire brigade!”
“Buckets!” A sren sounded, along wall. “ Get the truck!”

Before my face, the Flamesrose and twirled, leaving plasmatrailsin the night, blue-bright on my retinas.
They divided and spun away in groups of three, one group to the rooftops where spawn chittered,
another to attack the succubus, darting toward it in an arrow shape. One lone Flame hovered near me. It
worked. They had done what | asked.

Out of the shadows, Cheran hissed again, thistime asingle word. “Omega.” But that was for another
timeaswell.

Still looking to the sde so my vison wouldn’t be affected, | asked the Flame, “ Can you coat my blade
with your power?Isit possible?’

It dashed along the mage-sted! of the longsword, touching it once. A shock zapped through the prime



amulet hilt, singing my palm, and the Hame swept away with atremor, asif pained. “1 guessnot,” | said,
shaking my hand. My gaze raked the Street.

The succubus shrieked as an arrow of Flames stabbed benegath itsarm, pierced its side, and disappeared
within. The reek of the blood of Darkness, rancid and sulfurous, was joined by the scent of scorched,
rotting mest, and the cleaner smell of burning wood. Screams echoed up and down the street and up into
thehills

Audric and Rupert danced into the illumination and back into the night, part of the struggle, swords
flashing in savage-blade.

Fire brightened the night, sputtering yellow, throwing smoke from the housetops in choking clouds. In the
fitful light, two humans, Gloriaand her husband, amed carefully, their wegpons set for sngle-shot. They
rang out, the smell of cordite adding to the stench. Eli moved amost as gracefully as asupernat, darting in
to recut the tendons on the beast’ sankles. | smelled Thadd in the night, far off, not coming close. It
wasn't fear of the beast, | knew, but he had to have heard about the new magein town, and was
protecting himsdlf.

| extended the tanto to the Flame. “How about this one?’ This blade was aso mage-made stedl, but not
the highest quality, not made especidly for me, and not attached to aprime amulet like the hilt of the
longsword. Gingerly, it touched the edge, Snging asingle note, like asilver bell pealing. Therewasno
shock. The Flame elongated, drawing itsdf into a narrow beam of light, and settled onto the edge of the
blade.

“Holy light sabers, Batman,” Eli said from my side. “It'sLuke Skywalker.”

| didn’t know what he was talking about, but | knew it wasirreverent. Eli dwayswas. | aso knew that to
use the weapon | had just been given, I’d have to get close to the succubus. Redl close. Mage-in-dire
close. How dumb wasthat? | handed my longsword to Eli.

“I takeit you' re going to do something stupid,” he said.
With adaunting sense of d§avu, | asked, “Can you get me next to it?’

Most men, even my champards, would have tried to stop me. Eli just blew out a bresth and said, “1 may
not be ableto kill it, but I cangiveitahurtin’.”

| liked him alot in that moment. He stuck my sword in his belt and brandished the flamethrower,
checking thefluid levelsin the bulbous bag. “Don't get yoursdf killed,” he said as he worked. “We have
unfinished business.” When | looked the question at him, he said, “ A saddle, whipped cream, maybe a
pair of handcuffs? And slk. Yeah.” Hetwirled ahandgun like awestern gundinger and pumped the bag
of the flamethrower. “Red silk. A teddy.”

| laughed, the sound a surprised huff of bregath.

“Follow me,” he said, winking an amber eye. He adjusted a black wire that arched from his mouth to his
ear, ahigh-tech radio. “ Alphato my four o'clock,” Eli said into the mike, acommand. “ Betato twelve,”
he shouted. “On my mark!” And he rushed forward, racing to the feet of the succubus.

Chapter 4

E li amed the barrel of the flamethrower up at the queen’ sface and pulled the trigger. A ten-foot-long
burst of fire shot into the night and hit the beast’ s face, scenting the air with hyssop, rosemary, and



scorched meset. The queen’ s high-pitched squeal echoed between the buildings. The fire went out and Eli
ducked under an ungainly swipe. He had blinded the succubus. It dropped Cissy. Jacey screamed. | saw
the girl tumbleto our left. Dead, surely dead. | heard athump and grunt.

“Got her,” Rupert shouted. Relief swept through me.
“Ingdel” Audric said to his partner. “ Set the ward.”

| had aquick impression of Rupert, till half-naked, carrying the child, running through the frozen street,
Jacey at his heds. Humans attacked, dashing at the beast, leaping back.

Three Flames arrowed in, hitting soft tissue in the queen’ sunderarms, itsgroin, itsripped belly, retresting,
hitting again like pulsars. Each site flamed blue before darkening with a puff of acrid smoke. Well-fed
Darkness hedled fast, but these wounds gaped and seeped. As | watched, the Flames darted into an
open wound and disappeared insde, burned, diced, and reappeared as the Darkness wailed and raged
and best its own body, trying to rid itself of the pain.

Shots rang in the night. Blood splattered. Humans shouted. It looked like we were winning, yet, as|
watched, one eye formed into an orb and the beast’ s face healed. To compensate, the Flames grew in
sze, from basketball-sized to globe-sized, three feet across and too bright to look at, dazzling as small
auns. The entire treet wasllit by their glory.

In mage-sght, the beast’ s energies reached nearly twice my height, its physica form bulked with
prehistoric musculature. If it struck me, it would shatter my mage-brittle bones. If it scored adirect hit, it
would kill me. I was ill going in. How stupid wasthat? | carefully placed my feet in the proper positions,
unableto fed the uneven ground beneath me. Nausea from the stress of battle gripped me; | shuddered
with cold, waiting for Eli’ sorder.

A second arc of fire shot through the night, hitting itsface. “Now!” Eli shouted. “Now!”

| attacked the Darkness. Mage-fast, trusting my balance on unsteady, numb feet, | dashed in, cutting,
cutting, thrusting into the succubus' belly with the blue-glowing tanto. | flew from the deeping cat to the
dolphin, through dl three forms of the crab, abridged versions used by a mage with only one blade.

With each strike, the tanto sang againgt my palm, long bell-like tones of pleasure and fury. The smdll of
holiness, if there was one, had to be the scent of the burning blade. Roses, lilies, herbs, and wildflowers.
The scent of sunlight and the ozone of lightning. The dust of fresh-mined stone. Guns boomed, aiming
higher at the queen, hitting its shoulders and chest. The succubus shrieked, an earsplitting howl.

Screams went up around me—terror and pain. | whirled away from the beast. Devil-spawn svarmed in.
| executed the whirlwind, adashing figure eght, awild move, suitable for dispatching numbers of the
small reddish creatures at once. Black blood flew, awide spray of acidic dropletsthat burned through
my pgamaslikefireon my flesh.

Instead of driving the spawn back, ingtead of granting arespite, my move triggered an unexpected
response: the usualy mindless creatures regrouped and darted in, their symmetry and organization
digtinctly unspawnlike. Onetook abite out of my calf, ripping my pgamas, bloody gougesfrom
razor-sharp teeth and three-fingered, clawed hands. | felt aconjure Szzle over my skin and the spawn
dropped away, lifeless on the snow. Cheran, | knew. | waslosing blood but at least | was no longer cold
or pardyzed with uncertainty. | dashed in, striking, wishing | was stronger, tdler, alot tdler.

The queen was thrashing, roaring, head back, aman held initsleft fist, hislimbswhipping bonelesdy. Its
right hand made a sweeping motion, asif drawing in threads of yarn. The spawn followed in itswake,



attacking agrouping of humans at itsfet.

“It'sdirecting spawn,” Eli said of the queen. He pulled me benegath the porch of Rupert’ sloft for a
moment, our backsto abrick wall. Breath heaving, | lowered the tanto with its blue-light blade. My
muscles protested the sudden stillness, my back tight, threatening to spasm. My left side ached, the old
injury that had never quite healed. My feet were numb. | ignored them all.

The queen gestured. Too far away to help, we watched as a group of spawn attacked with military
precision, taking down three humans who were erecting a barricade. The attack was quick and bruta,
and they began to feed on flesh whileit still quivered with life. The beast devoured the man it had been
holding, energy for healing. “It'sin charge,” Eli said, knocking over astack of firewood, creating a
makeshift fence between us and thefight in the street.

“Lookslike,” Audric replied, ducking into our temporary haven. He was dicked with swest, which was
freezing in the cold wind, awhite, rimming crust on his dark skin, which glowed with the mage energies of
his half-breed heritage. He was smeared with black and red blood. His skin was scorched and blistered
from the acid, but he seemed not to notice. “ Shield,” heingtructed me. With asingle thought | activated a
shield | had devised. It dlowed in beings of Light, people | liked, and necessitieslike ar, but kept out
bad guys and bullets. Or had, once.

“What do they want?’ | asked, winded. “Besides Stanhope blood?’

“That' s not enough?’ Eli asked, breathing harder. He handed me my longsword and bent over, trying to
catch hisbreath.

“Thelr srategy is structured, which isunheard of,” Audric said, snking into teacher mode, the tone he
used when training me in savage-chi. “Watch them. With thiskind of organization, they could have taken
aStanhopewith nofight at dl.”

“They couldn’t find them,” | said. “Rupert and Cianawere behind the ward until | turned it off, and Lucas
ate something when he was a prisoner on the Trine. | think it changed theway he smells” And Thadd
smdlslikekylen, but | didn’t say that and no one asked.

“It could have taken a Stanhope since. So what else do they want?” Audric asked.

“Chaosand—" Eli cut himsdf off asanew thought formed. He stood and leaned over the pile of wood,
50 closeto the shield he was nearly touching it, watching the bedlam as a score of humans circled the
succubus, firing shotguns up at it, the sound of four-aught buck incredible. Bodies littered the snow. “ This
isthethird time they’ ve attacked the town itself,” he mused, hisvoice growing steedy, his breath evening
out. “ Each attack has utilized different methodology, tactics, and combatants. And thistime they’ refiring
the roofs, so thistime, maybe they came prepared to finish us off, to take out the town after they get their
blood donor. A two-fer.”

“More aimsthan those, perhaps,” Audric said.

“Caollect Stanhope blood, wipe out the town or damage it substantially, kill or capture our mage,” Eli
said, twisting his back and deltsin aseries of stretches. “And it could have sensed the presence of a
second mage.”

Audric nodded and finished the thought. “ And felt the time was propitious for taking both.” Propitious. |
wanted to laugh, but didn’t have the energy. Only a second unforeseen, a haf-breed, a master of
savage-chi, would use aten-dollar word during a prolonged battle.



“Or maybeit’s been training troops just for tonight,” Eli said, repositioning hisweapons and the
night-vision goggles hanging on his chest. “Maybe the previous assaults were sorties to train and get the
layout of the place.” Audric lit up asthe thought found ahomein his mind. The men shared one of those
chest-beating manly looks that aways excluded women. Ugh. Big trouble. Protect the women and
children. Blood, guts, and glory. Ugh.

| wastoo drained to comment. All | wanted to do wasfdl to the snow and deep. Unlike Eli, | couldn’t
seem to catch my bregth.

“Timefor thebig guns” Eli said. Thistime when he spokeinto the ear wire, it was sotto voce, but mages
have abroad audible range, and | heard what he said. “ Deploy the W-T-seven, asap.” He looked at
Audric, awide grin splitting hisface. “ A big-ass gun. Big enough to take out Godzilla.”

| hoped the W-T-seven was dl he claimed, as the succubus had drawn in athunderhead of energy. In
mage-sight itsaurawas flashing with black lightning, abig, ugly mongter. Likethe ugly paintingsin ancient
Pre-Ap cathedrals and museums.

Rupert, dressed now in flanndl, jeans, and ajacket and carrying an armful of clothing and weapons,
dashed from the doorway. To avoid an energy backlash, | flicked the shield off as he entered the shelter.
He tossed me the green marble sphere that set the ward over the shop and loft. | fumbled the catch,
which thankfully no one saw or I’ d have been the victim of ribbing. Mages were supposed to be so much
faster than humans. Gesturing the men away from thewall at our backs, | thumbed on the ward,
protecting Ciana, Cissy, and Jacey. A weight seemed to lift off me. Careful to keep the differing energy
patterns separate, | opened the shield again.

“Cissy’sdive,” hesaid when | focused on him. | closed my eyesin gratitude. Maybe it was true that God
the Victorious didn’t listen to mages, but he had heard somebody’ s prayer. “Put these on.” Rupert
dropped my battle boots in the snow and draped my battle cloak around my shoulders. The warmth
trapped in the lining was like afurnace to my skin. | realized how cold | was. | had gotten dangeroudy
hypothermic. Stupid, stupid, stupid. My champard had noted my condition and acted to correct it, but
that didn’t negate my stupidity.

| smiled my thanks at him as | thumbed on an amulet for heating water and dropped it a my feet.
Immediately the snow and ice melted, the puddle warming to steam. My feet felt like they werein boiling
water, but the conjure was for bathwater, a maximum of one hundred four degrees. The water tinged red
as blood softened and melted. Muscles and tendons ached, and my solesfdt asif | had diced them with
knives and walked through sdlt.

| dropped in a hedling amulet and dipped my handsin, diding the ripped socks off and tossing them away
as | massaged my toes and scrubbed my feet. Snowmelt wasn't beneficia water for ssone mages, but any
port inastorm. My ring-shaped prime amulet and the hilt-prime flared brighter, offering me protection
from the snowmelt, the loss of power that came from contact with unpurified water, asthey had from
frosthite. Blood flowed fredly, but | could dedl with that later. My heomage attributes brightened, my skin
closer toitsnormal pearly hue, and | realized how stupid—and lucky—I had been. On my necklace,
various amulets were emitting a sort of hum as they responded to the State of my stressed body.

In the street, two snow-d-mobiles whizzed up, dinging snow and ice from the runners. Half adozen
ragged men jumped from them and spread into formation, joining the attackers from the front and sides. |
looked away long enough to pull the boots on over my wet and bleeding feet. When | looked back up, a
third snow-el-mobile scattered the combatants and hissed to ahalt. Mounted on the back was a
four-foot-long black metal pipe attached to a black box about eighteen incheson aside. A magazine
coiled from aspindie on one side. The WT7. Eli wasright. It was abig-ass gun.



“Sixty-sx caliber, loaded with shells designed to explode amillisecond after contact, composed of
gandard ammo and salt mined from the shores of the Dead Sea,” Eli said. “Mixed with afew atoms of
Sergph-sted.”

| looked up from securing my cloak. Audric stared at him aswell. “ Seraph-stedd 7’ he asked. “Where did
the EIH obtain seraph-stedl 7’

“Some undlied Watchers are alittle less fagtidious than the High Host would like.” Into the mike he said,
“Hrea will.”

The Earth Invasion Heretics believed that sergphs and Darkness dike were invaders from another planet,
here to continue a conflict that destroyed their home world and to claim Earth for their own. It wasa
congpiracy theory of thelowest order. | thought it was abunch of hooey, but | waswilling to be proved
wrong. Therewasalot | didn’t know about the High Host.

Thekirk actively sought out EIH operatives for punishment, which varied from branding to desth—very
messy death, with lots of blood and gore. The operatives fighting the succubus didn’t seem very
concerned with that at the moment, however. All were men, al dressed in layers of rags, from their ratty
knit capsto the strips of old car tires bound to their feet in lieu of boots. Their pants were tattered, coats
werefull of holes, but their pockets were bulging and each carried assaullt rifles, holstered handguns, and
myriad knives. One had an ax strapped to his back. What they did without in terms of personal comfort,
they made up for in wegponry. It wasimpressive. And | had seen them fight. They seemed to know little
intheway of fear.

These were stone-hard mountain men, bred to war from generations of hardscrabble survivaigs. There
was no way they had gotten here thisfast from their homes high in the surrounding hills. They had been
nearby. Waiting. Another question to ask later, when there wastime. If therewastime.

The gunner leaped to the back of the é-mobile and cradled hisweapon like alover. The big gun
boomed. In the back-flash of fire, | caught sight of an amulet on his chest, aring of shells sewn onto his
coat, amage-made talisman. On the snow-el-mobile was another, this one made of fish bones shaped in
arune of protection. Spawn balls. The EIH are working with aseamage.

“Ready?’ Eli asked. The men with me nodded, checking their wegpons. “Let’s boogie.”

| flicked off the shield as swarms of spawn scampered down the sides of buildings and out of dleys,
pursued by Flames with adiameter of three feet. They chased the spawn straight at amassive vehicle
racing down the street with ahorrid roar, spitting smoke. It was the town’ s old fire truck, usualy stored
inan old barn on Lower Street, and powered by rare and expensive gasoline. The truck barreled into the
swarms, scattering the midsized reddish creatures asif the Flames had planned the move. The men with
me shouted war cries and raced into the night behind the truck, joining thefight, leaving me done asthe
vehicle careened around a corner.

A mage-conjure whispered across my skin and spawn stragglersfell smoking to the street. Other spawn
shrieked and dowed, stumbling. | had to learn that conjure. Above me, in the wake of the truck, | heard
awhir. In the night sky were two beasts with dozens of wings, dragonets, darting down. If it had been
safeto curse, | would have let out astring of them. Instead, | pulled an amulet | had created just for such
creatures and tore after them. | had to be close for the incantation stored in the amuletsto work. Real
close.

In the middle of the street, the succubus queen was on one knee, blackened and scored, so badly
wounded it no longer screamed, but fought for life. If it fell, the fighters would behead it.



The orthodox had joined the fight, their black clothing making them hard to spot. They werefearless
warriors, believing that their place beside the Most High was assured if they fdll fighting hisenemies. The
sound of their prayers resonated in a continuous burr of scripture asthey called on God the Victorious to
grant them success. In mage-sight, they gleamed as | raced padt, their faith and zedlotry adding energy to
bland human flesh. Or maybe, asthey believed, it wasthe spirit of God the Victoriousfilling them with his
holy presence. | didn’t know. Soulless beings like me had no way to confirm or deny the claims of the
religious. But part of me wanted them to be right, wanted the Most High to have a continued interest in
humanity and theworld dl claimed he'd created.

One man looked up as the dragonets whirred overhead and fired adozen shotsinto the air. The
dragonets soared in the night sky and seemed to home in on one form in the melee below. They dropped
into the midst of the skirmish, ten feet long and sinuous, exaske etons bristling with dagger-sharp spines
and barbs, legs with multiple joints, spikes at each bend.

At the sight, battle-lust pulsed into my bloodstream, and | swung both bladesin perfect arcs, powerful
srikesthat took off spawn limbs and heads with ease as | raced toward the fight, cutting my way through
the Minor Darkness in mindless bloodlust. With the walking horse, | dispatched three spawn that had
hemmed two men into a doorway, one severely wounded.

| didn’'t fed amoment’ s shame at taking the spawn from behind. Fighting minions of Darkness required
no honor. The spawn fell in adozen pieces, my tanto Snging in victory. | shouted my bettle cry, “ Jehovah
sabaoth!” as spawn blood drenched the snow. The man still stlanding tipped his hat at me while cleaning a
blade on his pant leg. He was an orthodox, his black suit ripped, torn, bloody. | recognized him but
couldn’t place hisname. | nodded back and stepped to the side, into the legping cat form, bladesin
graceful arcs, ripping another group of spawn to pieces before they could regroup and fight me.

Ahead, my two champards fought back-to-back againgt both dragonets. | didn’t have time to wonder
why they fought aone, without the help of other townspeople. | gauged my incline on the run and legped
high, landing on awideleg joint, dicing backhanded to sever the poisoned stinger of its descending tail.
At the taste of dragonet blood, the tanto belled a paean of triumph and joy. Planting my feet in the angles
wherelegs met bodly, | raced up the dragonet, dicing through legs and wings, temporarily disabling the
appendages, but knowing the beast was able to regenerate with supernatural speed. | had to get to its
head.

Just as| climbed within striking distance, the dragonet reared straight up, roaring, throwing me back. My
feet dipped. | bounced once on my backside, spun, and did toward the ground. | caught myself
one-handed in the notch of amissing leg, swaying wide and back, wedging both feet into crevicesin the
gted-hard shell.

The dragonet’ s head rotated on overlapping ridges and it snapped at me, fangs flashing. Six inches of
ichor-coated teeth grazed my arm. It drew away, mouth opening for another strike. | whirled the tanto
and thrust up, into its open mouth and through its pdate, into its brain—if it had abrain—akill strike.

The tanto blazed cerulean blue and an e ectric pulse surged up my arm as | twisted the blade and ripped
it free. A gush of blood followed, drenching up my arm, eating away the pgjama deeve, searing my skin,
gplashing from the battle cloak. With asmpleflick of my wrigt, | tossed astone into its maw. The shard
of amethyst bounced and fell down itsthroat.

“Audric!” | shouted. | didn’'t look, | Smply jumped, trusting the big man to caich meif he could. If he
was occupied, if he missed, landing on the hard street was till a better choice than staying up here. An
arm snatched me out of the air and set me down in adancer’ s stance.



“Took you long enough!” Audric shouted at me. Thejoy of battlelit hiseyesin amad gleam and he
laughed. Rupert ripped the air with his master’ s blade, holding off the other dragonet, detaching severa
many-jointed legs. Above me, the dragonet | had ridden coiled into an Sto strike.

The effect of the amethyst wasn't as spectacular as the anticonjure amulet, but it worked just aswell.
Lavender light blazed up itsthroat and burst from every joint. The dragonet squedled likeahogona
spike and fdll to awrithing hegp ontheice.

“Onedown,” | said, meeting Audric’ sfierce glare with battle glee of my own.

He raised his head and shouted his battle cry, “Razidl! By blood and firel” He stooped, making a
saircase out of hisbody. It was amove we hadn't practiced, but | remembered it from savage-chi
lessonsasachild. | pulled asecond amethyst and ran at him. Placed afoot on his cdf, afoot on histhigh,
his back, his shoulder, racing up hisbody. He thrust straight up, throwing meinto the air, the move
created to scale the walls of afortified compound. Hetimed it perfectly, and | plunged the tanto down at
the remaining dragonet, directly into one of its Sx eyes. The same pulse of the Flame-enhanced blade
prickled up the tanto and through my blood.

The dragonet howled, its hinged jaw open to the moon. | threw the crystal of amethyst down its maw and
wrenched my body, removing the blade. Eyefluid splattered me as| dropped. Again Audric caught me,
thistime like ababy falling from abough, abloody lullaby of war.

Lavender light ripped through the beast. It fell atop the body of the first, whipping back and forth.
Shouting my battle cry, | whirled to the succubus, but it was down, a dozen humans hacking into it,
working at its scaled throat with swords and hoes and kitchen knives. It was bleeding out on the street. It
looked like we werewinning. | should have stifled the thought unborn. Murphy’s Law kicked in.

In arrowhead formation, dragonets overflew the town. There were at least S, and these babies were
furred, with large leathery wings and lobster claws that looked asif they were formed of demon-iron.
Two edersin brown robes fell to their knees at the sight, praying doud, spiritual warfare. In mage-sight,

| recognized the Elders Wa droup praying back-to-back, their bodies glowing with the bright light of thelr
faith, bladesin both hands.

Audric, Rupert, and | spread into atriangle to cover as much of the street aswe could. Eli raced to join
us. “You see’em? These things just keep getting uglier. How many arethere?’ | shook my head. | didn’t
know.

Jasper, one of the town’ s youngest elders, appeared out of the night. He wore wool pants, boots, and a
coat, with pgjama bottoms peeking out the pants’ legs. His bare chest was puckered with cold and he
was heaving for breath, his face drawn and white except for the blood frozen or dried in hishair. He'd
taken anasty blow. His desperate black eyes met mine.

“Cdl mageindire” hesad. “You haveto.”

“My mistrend has consdered and rgjected the cdll,” Audric said, hisfaceimplacable. “Last time
thirty-seven died from the raised sword of judgment. What if she can’t get the holy one to sheathe the
wespon? The whole town could die. It has happened before.”

When sergphs are cdled, they fight evil to astanddtill. But after the fight, the naked swords sometimes
take on adifferent function, the role of swords of judgment, and humans die as punishment for their Sins.
It waswhy | hadn't called for help.

Ignoring Audric in his pogition of my legal spokesperson, Jasper again spoke directly to me. “They've



disabled the town’ s satdllite terminus and cut the phone lines. They set off avalanchesthat blocked the
roads and trails to the east and west and both sides of the Toe,” he said, speaking of the Toe River,
which bisected the town. “We have no way to cal for help. No way to get out. It lookslike thistime they
mean to destroy the town.”

Asif to emphasize hiswords, awood building in the middle of the block between Upper and Lower
Streets fell with athunderous roar, sparks shooting into the sky.

Chapter 5

O ver the sulfur and brimstone stench of dying succubus and hacked-to-desth dragonets and spawn,
over the odor of burning wood, | smelled caramel and brown sugar and felt my body react to the pull of
kylen. Thelow-level mage-heet | lived with day and night flamed high and | turned inacircle, skimming
for Thadd.

“Thorn.” Eli grabbed my ebow. | shook him away.

From out of the shadows, | heard a hiss of indrawn breath. Even through the protection of the amulet he
had brought me, | felt Cheran’s body clench. He too smelled kylen. His heat was ingtantaneous, and if
Thadd didn’t ease back into the shadows and away from us, Cheran’s mating instinct would intensify,
driving him into near madness until he found someoneto satisfy hislugt. | wasfighting, my blood flooded
with endorphins that cooled ardor, and I’ d had better practice at res sting the mating urge brought on by
sergphs and kylen, but the other mage clearly had not. Not actively part of the melee, surrounded by the
lure-scent of succubus, hisvisaand primesweren't keeping the uncontrollable sexua arousa of
mage-heat at bay.

With mage-sight, | now saw the other mage, breathing too hard, too fast, ablur of warmth and need, the
high temperature of passion overriding his glamour as mage-heat took over—the animal rut that came
over mages and seraphsin close company. If someone wasn't willing, Cheran would attack and mate by
force. Thetown fathers would flay him dive for rape—and he would deserveit, even if sexud violence
didn’t bring seragphic judgment down on the town.

| spotted Thadd hunched over in shadow. In mage-sight, he blazed with kylen light, hislong coat clutched
closed in onefigt, pale feathers peeking from the back. Had he removed the conjured ring that kept his
kylen attributesin check? Either that or something had happened that allowed meto see hisenergies as
they redly were.

Toestouching the outstretched claw of ahand, he bent forward, hisfingerstracing the length of the
succubus' s scaled forearm. The dying beast twitched, claw scraping on theice. Stepping closer, Thadd
caressed itsarmored chest asif it were awoman’s perfect breast.

The queen had been built from mage and Stanhope genetic materid, and enhanced with the stolen
essence of Barak, the captured Watcher | had freed. The succubus scent was tantalizing to human males,
to seraphs, and to kylen, who were the result of matings between mage, seraph, and later, humans.
Cheriour, the Angd of Punishment who' d left hissigil on the roadway, once went into violent sexua
arousd at the scent.

If I called magein dire and a seraph answered my call, would it go into heet rather than to war? Had that
been part of the Darkness splan al dong? My own hegt was growing, awarm pulsation low inmy belly.
Battle dire was supposed to stop mage-heat. Something was very wrong. What should | do?

Eli whirled me around and shook me. My teeth clacked together with the force. “What' s wrong with



you?’

| lifted ahand, traced the length of hisjaw with my knuckles, my longsword trailing behind the caress. His
mouth opened in surprise and | leaned againgt him. It was hard to find words but the visa pulsed once
and my mind cleared enough to say, “ The dragonets and the succubus were made with Mole Man's
blood, which confuses the Host. The succubus was created to make seraphs go into heat. Dangerous,
deadly hest. It'saready begun. Don't you fed it?’ | pressed my body againgt his.

His eyeswidened but hedidn’t pull away. “There re no seraphshere,” he said.

| breethed in, smelling kylen, and wrapped my arms around Eli, my blades clinking together at his back.

His body was warm, swesat-drenched, and | melded mine around him, breathing in his scent, musky with
battle. “ It wants me to mate. It wants meto call magein dire. The smell of succubus and mage will make
answering seraphs go into amating fury. | don’t know what would happen or how bad it could get. I—"

The ground shook benegath us, and Eli spread hisfeet for balance. Theitchy feding | had been
suppressing adl week intensfied, enticing me from the hypnotic heat. Something was coming. Something
big. The shaking of the ground increased. The visa pulsed again and | shook mysdlf, trying to think, to
reason. Earthquake.

Jasper, hisfacetight with fear and revulsion at the way | was grinding myslf into Eli, seized aporch
column and held on. Thadd looked up from the queen’s carcass and licked hislips. My hest-rating went
from battle-controlled to orgy-hot. | unwound from Eli and stepped toward Thadd. From my left, Cheran
appeared. He was pedling out of the velvet cloak, the jacket and shirt benegath faling to the ground. |
dropped the tanto and the longsword and pulled at the fastenings of my cloak. | could have amage and
kylen at once. | could—

Eli dapped my face so hard my head whipped back. Thadd watched, his eyes hot with desire. The
ground shook, knocking meflat. Eli crouched over me, supporting himself on hisarms. His body smelled
of human pheromones, blood, and that strange form of lust soldiers experience during combat. | did a
hand into hisjeans, grasping him with tight fingers. He sucked in a startled breath. From Cheran, | heard
an excited growl and | laughed. A human, amage, and akylen. | could have al three. “Yessss,” | hissed.
“All three. Now.”

“Much as| like having your hand in my britches, lady, thisain't exactly thetime or the place,” Eli said,
squirming away. “What' s got into you? Three what?’ Danger forgotten, | gripped his shoulders and
arched up into him, sweeping the streets for Thadd and Cheran.

Inablur of speed, Audric raced from the dark and barreled into Thadd. They bowled away, into the
shadows. My head cleared. | jerked my hand free of Eli’ sjeans and shook my head. “ Seraph s-—" |
stopped mysdlf, feding aflush cover mein adifferent kind of heat as embarrassment swept through me.

Eli, who had my wrigt in hishand and a probing but interested look on his face, dropped his grip, stood,
and stepped back. The ground was still shaking, alow, dow rumble asif the earth was purring. Or
growling.

“Thorn?" Rupert asked from nearby. His voice grew formal. “Misirend. What' sthat?”’

| sngpped my mouth closed and followed his pointing finger. The dtreetlights had burned out nearly a
century ago, and the smoke-filled street, lit only by the flickering light of multiple fires, had darkened. A
wash of gray filled in the dready dark spaces between snatches of light.

“Something evil thisway comes,” avoice out of the night said, asif quoting.



“A big powerful evil,” asecond voice said.
“Yeah. A big, honking, evil mofo,” Eli said. He pulled meto my feet. Above uswas acloud of Darkness.

| looked toward the Tring, its peskslogt in the night. Someone had asked how the succubus got to town
with the hellhole closed. “ The Dragon trapped between planes of redity is using the earthquake, or
generating the earthquake, to get free. Its minions burrowed new openings and came looking for human
deathsto provide the energy needed for itsrelease.”

“Thislittlewar here,” Eli sad, underganding. “ The Dragon was using it, Sphoning off our energiesto
power the earthquake. Getting you and a Stanhope, while important, were secondary to the first part of
the plan.”

“Yeah,” | sad. “Thet fedsright.”

Dragonets whipped through the cloud, writhing in pleasure, brushing againgt one another in sensuous
abandon. Whatever dragonets liked couldn’t be good for the rest of us. It wasn't easy, but | pushed
away theresidua heat, picked up my weapons, and stepped into the cat.

Near me, Cheran was fastening his clothes. “ Powers and high-level Principalities of Darkness once could
assume any form they wished, including the form of acloud,” he said, hisvoice sounding dazed. “ They
had full seraphic gifts. But God the Victorious stripped them of most such abilities at the Fall. Some can
till assume one shape that’ s more than aglamour, but not atrue transmogyification, like the succubus
queen.” Heindicated the cloud with ajut of hishead. “That looks like true transmogrification, atrue
sergphic gift.”

The cloud rolled low, taking with it the little bit of light that came from windows, doors, and fires. | took a
tentative bregth. It smelled of dying lilies.

“What makes a Darkness with sergphic gifts so specid?’ Rupert asked, his voice thick.

“ Something happened in the otherness,” | said, remembering the sensation of being benegath the ground,
trapped, fighting for my life and the lives of others. My scars blazed with white light and remembered pain
asthe cloud descended over us.

“What' s an otherness?’ Rupert asked. He rubbed hisface, and then stared at his hand, which trembled
with exhaudtion.

“I think it' sthe same thing as the heavens. Or part of the heavens,” | said. “1 think this meansthat
Darknessfound avictory there and gained back afoothold.”

“Enough to giveit power to transmogrify?” Eli asked. “If S0, it’sgot honking big mojo.”

“Whatever itis,” Rupert said, “1 think it' s poisonous.” Hefell forward, landing face-first on the hard ice.
My heart wrenched and | stepped over him, shielding him as| turned in adow circle, watching. The
cloud of Darknessrolled up the street like awave. Men and women fdll asif poleaxed, al except Eli,
Cheran, and the EIH, who pulled gas masks over their faces. | saw Eli hand a spare mask to L ucas.

| had no incantation for clean air. | had no way to help Rupert. He was breathing, however, and that
meant hewas dive. Audric's half-mage genetic structure would provide him some protection from the
gaseous Dark. | didn’t know about Thadd. Whatever the cloud was, it seemed to have been designed to
affect only humans. Cheran and | were dtill upright.

A voice whispered, and | turned, searching for its source. “Little mage. | have tasted of you.” My heart



rate sped up, an uneven riff of fear as| pivoted, placing my feet to either side of my friend. Cheran
stepped dowly away from me, body relaxed, throwing-blades held loosely.

“Friend of yours?’ he asked.
“No. Not afriend.”
“That' swhat | wasafraid of,” Eli said, hisvoice muffled behind the mask.

Tendrils of the cloud brushed my face, did aong my seared, scraped arm, as cold and wintery asthe
fingers of death. | searched the degper night, blades curling up and around in the egret. | glanced up. The
moon and the stars were gone.

“I have placed adrop of your blood between my lips,” the voice said. “I claim you. Cometo me.”

“Moving in besdeyou, Thorn,” Eli said, “at your four o' clock. Try not to cut off my head.” | chuckled,
and the tone was deed, asif dl sound stopped inches from my mouth. “Lucasisat your eight,” he
finished.

“Yeah. Okay,” | said. | stopped turning. | felt light-headed and the back of my throat wastickling, so
there was some effect.

The cloud did insgde my bettle cloak, and | fdlt it moving againgt my skin. My flesh quivered and | wanted
to throw up asit brushed my bdlly. It felt like claws, a conjure to render me wesgponless and filled with
terror. The world wavered beneath me, and | thought again, earthquake, but thistime it was only vertigo.
Burning acid rose in the back of my throat.

“Youarethe Thorn,” it whispered. “I have waited long for you.”
“You canwait alot longer,” Eli said to the night.

My cloak billowed out asif astrong wind swirled benegth it. The tanto in my hand blazed bright blue and
sang anote of warning that hurt my ears.

“| desired achild of your body, through the Mole Man’ slineage.” Claws scraped down my sides,
CUrous, possessive.

| swallowed the acid down, a convulsive spasm. “Fancy that,” | said, bravado the only weapon | had | eft.
Weakness |leached into my bonesfrom the night air, freezing. The Dragon was close enough to draw on
our energies. Death was coming to thetown and | didn’t know how to stop it. | clamped my armstight to
my sides, my useless blades crossed at my wais.

Thething intheair chuckled, the sound of alover, amused. “ Come. | desireyou.”

Muscleswegk, | did to my knees, straddling Rupert. His body was warm beneath me, my shinsand
knees cold on theice. Up and down the street the el ders who had prayed, shouting scripture in spiritua
warfare, lay slent and till. | missed the continuous sound of their litany, abackground to the warfare of
sted and explosives.

“Youwill bemine. You carry my talisman,” it said, itsvoice ashilant hiss.

Blue light blazed like atorch in the darkness; trilling apiercing cry. | saw my hand setting the tanto on the
gtreet. | placed the longsword besideit. My hand went into a pocket.

“Wheat theflying f—heck isshe doing?’ Eli said, barely avoiding swearing in the presence of the Dark. |



wanted to laugh. Asif the cloud surrounding us needed any help at dl. “What' s she holding?’ he asked
no onein particular.

It was a six-inch-long claw from the underside of adragonet leg. A spur. A thorn. | stroked the talisman,
fedling the power thrumwithiniit. | had carried it with me, in the pocket of my cloak, sinceit pierced my
sde. “Forcasused it totry toclamme,” | said.

“Forcaswas my errand boy,” the Darkness breathed, “ ddlivering the thorn of binding.” The spur hummed
inmy hand. Not the empty vessdl | had thought, the spur had been waiting for this moment, this
Darkness. In mage-sight, it glowed like ablack opa with fire at its heart.

In some small, rational part of my brain, | knew | had been stupid to keep it, a keepsake of victory
disguising adefeat postponed. Stupid, stupid, stupid, my mental voice condemned. | watched as my hand
lifted, arm Straight, pointing the barbed, razor-sharp spur at my left sde. My scars blazed with a strange
smoky light. The unhealed psychic wound on my side knotted tightly, the sensation more pleasure than
pain. Something long and snuous twisted through me.

“Come. You aremine.”

| belong to someone? A gentlejoy welled up in me, surging with the beat of my heart. | was no longer
aone. | was sotired of being done. So tired of fighting.

“Thorn?’
“Stop her!”

A hand grabbed my arm, ripped the spur from me, and threw it to the street. Another raised a battle-ax
above the amulet. The stedl blade smashed down, bresking the talisman, disrupting the conjure. A shaft
of dark lightning shot into the sky. Audric fell away from the broken barb, grunting. Thunder echoed
down the street. Pain wrenched through my scars and asingle pulse of white light lit them, aterrible
schema of old wounds and ancient pain. For an instant, my amulets shone bright asaFlame. Intheretina
afterburn, the world was a negative redlity, black snow and white sky.

“What wasthat thing?’ Eli shouted through the muffling of the gas mask. Audric, lying on the snow,
shook with asingle epilepticlike tremor in the aftermath of the explosion.

| snatched up my blades and stood. The whir of wings sounded and | tried to dance over Rupert’ s bodly,
but sumbled, faling to the side. A blow sent me sprawling. A stinger whipped by my ear. A second
dragonet hovered over Rupert, barbed legsto ether Sde, long snarled fur dragging the street. Theflying
beast dashed along gash down my friend’ s back.

| leaped at the beast’ s head, changing my grip on the tanto, bringing the wegpon forward dong the plane
of my body. | drew on the prime amulet in the hilt of the longsword, pulled on the primering and visa,
drawing al the power a my disposa into me. Strength poured in.

Midstrike, the visa suggested averse from Job and | shouted, my voice swelling through the tourmaine
into amighty roar as| cut. “His hand hath pierced the swift serpent!” In adegth sirike, | thrust up under
itsjaw with the last word, snapping its mouth shut, driving the blade up through the roof of its mouth. The
find thud againgt the top of its skull was a satisfying finish, forcing back its head, but again the tanto
missed itstiny brain.

Inaferociousflex of muscle, it roseinto the air over me, wrenching my left arm up as| gripped the tanto
hilt. It carried my body high and again | shouted the scripture. Below me, a second dragonet darted in. |



caught aglimpse of gray meta, ashaped ring, demon-iron forged over human sted. The claw holding it
did the stedd dlong my body, into the bite wound on my calf. | screamed asthe frozen metdl seared down
to the bone.

With a suppletwist, the beast then dipped the iron against Rupert’ s body, following the length of the
bloody wound in his back. When it came away, Rupert’ s blood splattered over my shins, hot and human,
mixed with mage-blood. Comprehension blossomed, wordless.

Thedragonet | had pinned thrashed in avicious whip. The tanto blade dipped free of it. | hung
suspended amoment, the blade plasma-bright. And then | fell to theice. | gasped asair dammed out of
my body. Breathless, lungs empty, | lay on the street, arms outspread, watching the night sky reappear
overhead asthe cloud of blackness coadesced into aspird, forming ablack tornado of might over the
town. A true Darkness, the visa proposed. L eviathan.

Fear tightened my body and set off sparksin my vision. | understood why it had suggested Job in
warfare. Thiswasthe vision of true Darkness Job had seen and prophesied. “Let that day be darkness,
Let not God from above seek for it, Neither let the light shine upon it. Let darkness and the shadow of
death clamiit.... Who are ready to rouse up leviathan.”

Leviathan.

Thiswas the opponent we faced, an evil who had played two rolesin the rebellion against the High Host:
as onewho joined the Watchers, became their leader, and taught humans the arts of war before language
had been recorded, and aso asthe left hand of Lucifer, taking part in that one' s rebellion against heaven.
Sincethetime of the Last War, Leviathan had been coupled with the name Azazd. Azazdl wasthe left
hand of Satan.

This Dragon had been bound three times, twice in prehistory, and once by Mole Man’s sacrifice. The
Dragon of Darkness was greater than we had guessed. | wondered if Mole Man had known the beast’s
name.

The coail of air tightened, growing darker, shot through with motes of emptinesslike holesin the universe,
aDarkness o intense it trailed afterimages of lightlesstails. The spira of power centered on the
demon+iron in the claw of the small dragonet. A link three inches across, smeared in Rupert’sblood. In
my blood. “ Oh, merciful sergphs,” | breathed. The Dragon, partialy unbound from Mole Man'schain,
was manifesting.

The tornado of power dipped through thelink like afinger gliding through aring and carried it into the
night air, swirling through it in atwisting, undulating snake of black cloud. Dragonets flew besideit,
trumpeting in victory. The ground trembled as the earthquake shuddered through the ancient hills.

Audric and Eli wereright. It wasindeed much more than atwo-fer. Layered intentions, incantations, and
conjures, purposes that covered every poss ble contingency. The Dragon was using the death of the
townsfolk, the mixed blood, its minions, and the link to break fully free. The Dark Wind whipped
overhead, the spirit form of the Dragon.

Close by, the WT7 boomed. A dragonet split in two, spraying me with gore, its head tumbling into the
night. The two-foot section between was vaporized. The big gun boomed again. Flames darted across
my line of sight, zapping the dragonets. Where had they been, the Flames and the big weapon? Fighting
what? | remembered to breathe, my ribs creaking with the motion. The cloud of Darkness hurt to inhale,
bitter with the taste of failure.

Two more booms took out other dragonets and a chunk of anearby building. A group of EIH soldiers



hacked abeast into little pieces, too smal to regenerate. Another creature was wounded when Gloria
and her husband, legs wide and braced against the earth’ s shaking, walked it down the street, pumping
roundsinto its underbelly.

| saw aflash of the beast’sface, and | could have sworn it was surprised. Bullets had never worked on
Darkness. Until now. Humans had aways been excellent at devising means of death, and they had finaly
discovered how to kill evil with Dead Sea salt ammo. Ironic that humans, who had been taught the arts of
war by Azazdl, were now ableto destroy itsfollowers.

Benegth me, the earth continued to roll and shift. Along the street, buildings buckled, walls giving way.
Stonesand chunks of brick fell. The cloud lifted, riding the night sky.

EIH warriors raced up and down the street in e -cars, wegpons booming. Elders rose to their knees and
resumed praying. Human soldiers stood, wobbly, and checked their weapons. The tornado continued to
roar, pulling light and life through the link. | gripped my prime ring and mouthed the wordsto magein
dire, but the sound died unborn. It wastoo late. | wastoo late. | should have called long before now.
Stupid, stupid, stupid.

Oncemore| crawled to my feet. Audric struggled upright on the unstable earth, his face hard as polished
marble. He strode to Rupert’ ssde, kndlt, lifted him in afireman’shold, and carried his partner to partia
protection beneath the porch of Thorn’s Gems. Its three-foot-thick walls still stood, though a crack ran
aong the mortar from afoundation stone to the roof.

Audric eased Rupert to the snow and sat beside him, holding the smaller man like a child. Windows and
doors brightened. Snow on the sireet was a scorched white pelt running between the buildings. The
Darkness was withdrawing. The remaining few dragonets flew away, north. The funnd cloud thrashed
and tightened. In aflash, it dipped down and touched the succubus. The scaled body crumbled to dust,
the particles sucked up by the roaring wind.

Asif wrenched through aholein the air, the tornado disappeared through the link. Black wind followed
and vanished. Misty remnants dispersed. Silence was so loud my ears ached with the emptiness of it.
Above me, the stars and moon shone white and pure onto the blood-splashed snow and ice. Wood
smoke billowed in the wake of the Dark Wind. The dark tornado.

My parents had been killed by atornado. A tornado was one of the Dragon’sforms. Two vita facts.
Crucidly sgnificant. That meant its plans had been in place for decades. But | was sotired it was hard to
think it through logicaly, point by point. All I could think wasthat Lolo, who had raised me when my
parents died, had perhaps been behind the whole thing.

A voice whispered up from the depths of my mind: Or adupe, led astray?

Weariness ached through my shoulders and hips, pain throbbing up from lacerated, frosthitten feet. My
soles had bled in the boots and stuck. | tore ruined flesh with each step. My fingers had gripped the hilts
s0 long, they creaked when | opened my hands. Bodies lay in pools of blood. The cries of the injured
resounded weekly in the vacuum of silenceleft by the wind. So many dead and wounded. And dl for
nothing. | couldn’t help the single sob that welled up in me and echoed quietly down the street.

| wanted to believe that the retrieval of its succubus queen and the loss of so many dragonets wasthe
reason the Dragon disappeared, but the Darkness said it wanted a child of mine through Mole Man's
line. Even though trapped in adifferent redlity, had it been aware | was married to Lucas, a Stanhope, a
grandchild severd times down the line from Mole Man, Benaiah Stanhope?

Therewastoo much I didn’t know, but | knew this—the reason for its departure. It had plenty of blood,



mine and Rupert’s, mage and Stanhope. Mixed. And Rose? Did it have her?

It was dll starting to make aterrible kind of sense. After Forcas and the dragon killed my parents, it had
waited for my blood, unable to sense mefor ten years. Then, in amoment of jealous anger, | had
accidentally damaged my prime amulet and it found me. It had learned | was here, within the reach of its
minions, placed here by Lolo, as part of her Machiavellian plan to free Barak, her lover, trapped on the
Trine. Lolo, my Lolo, had been part of the Dragon’s plan. Knowingly or unknowingly. | shuddered.

| hadn’t been smart enough to figure it out, not good enough, fast enough, or strong enough. And
because of that, the Dragon had what it needed to break the chain and finish what it had started so long
ago. The destruction of humanity, of the sergphs, of the heavens and the earth. If ignorance wasbliss, I'd
never be blissful again. Tearstrickled down my cheeks, the sdt stinging in cuts and burns. Thiswas my
fault.

Chapter 6

T histown will not alow the heresy of the Earth Invasion Heretics to be spoken. Wewill remain pure,
true to the Most High and hisHigh Host,” Elder Perkins shouted, his brown robe quivering along his
body, both hands fisted.

“Y ou don't speek for dl the citizens of Mineral City,” the smal Cherokee woman said. “| say the EIH
have every right to be heard. I'm the widow of Joseph Barefoot, who gave hislifeto savethis
misbegotten town.”

“Soyou say,” Perkinssaid. “We ve seen no proof of hisdeath.”

“Shesaw him die” She pointed afinger a me. “ Ask thetown mage.” It seemed the entire crowd sighed.
Sodidl.

It was morning, after anight spent gathering the bodies of the falen Darkness and burning them. A night
putting out firesthat till smoked. A night hedling the wounded and finding makeshift homesfor the
dispossessed. A night spent in grief and what-might-have-beens. And guilt. And anger.

Cheran, hisfancy auit in tatters, fought fires, devising incantations and making conjures to melt snow and
to snuff flame. | needed to learn those, but | wasn't spesking to the flashy mage. He was working hard
now, but he hadn’t fought when Darkness attacked. Instead, he had hidden under a glamour, throwing
knives from adistance, hel ping only when it was prudent. He had accused Audric of cowardice, and then
had behaved like a coward himsdlf. He hadn’t acknowledged me once since the conflict. He avoided
Audric like the plagues. His shame was a harsh burden.

It was an hour after dawn, and most of the townsfolk were gathered in the Centra Baptist Church, the
building used for town meetings, and the rare worship service when the crowd was too large for the
newer kirk building or when the kirk was under repair. Everyone was exhausted, frightened, irritable, and
looking for someoneto blame. | had afedling it would be me.

The meeting was being shown on SNN live, because the reporter/cameraman—woman, rathe—had
found away to rig up something through one of the few satellite phonesin town. The broadcast wouldn’t
be delayed until the satellite dish could be repaired, though devil-spawn had done anumber on it. Minera
City and itsthird fight with Mg or Darkness thiswinter was breaking news. Lucky me.

“Thorn St. Croix, you are caled to thedais,” Elder Waldroup intoned.

Maybe Romona Benson would film me only from the rear. Or not at al, and just focus on the crowd.



Maybe pigs could dance and horses could play the tuba. Maybe I’ d grow wings and fly out of here. |
heaved another breath, stood, and walked to the front of the old church.

At least | had found time to shower and change clothes. | wasn't speaking before the town splattered in
blood, wearing pink jammies with hearts on them. | wasin my clean black battle dobok and wasfully
armed. Had | been wearing the fighting uniform the night before, | wouldn't have been so badly injured,
asthe cloth was treated by mage masters to be imperviousto the acid and ichor of the Dark, resistant to
fire, and hardened to the cutting of claw and fang. Instead, I’ d fought barefoot. In the snow. How dumb
wasthat?

My feet ached and, like most of the audience, | had multiple bandages. | hadn’t had enough amuletsto
heal my insignificant wounds when so many had been desperately injured. There were twenty-nine
bodies; four townspeople were missing and presumed eaten; twelve others were grievoudy wounded,
resting under seraphic healing domesin the fellowship room downgtairs. The domes were thought to be
mine. They weren't; they were Ciana' s, but the town didn’t know that and | wasn't telling.

Another twenty had minor wounds, and, when | ran out of both domes and healing amulets, | had forced
Cheran to assst them. It had taken the threat of my sword through his testicles to make him comply, but
he' d helped in the end. He didn’t like humans and he wasn't atalented hedler, but he was better than
nothing.

Now, on no deep, feet so soreit felt like | waswalking on tacks, forearm and calf swathed in gauze, |
was walking to the front of the room to address the town. Again. Seraph stones. The silent swear words
made me smile. | actualy owned a seraph stone.

Thelast time | had addressed the town, | had done so with dl the flair of amage storyteller. Now | made
sure to dampen al my mage attributes as | climbed the seven stepsto the dai's, battle boots echoing in the
slent church. My feet screamed with the torture and | felt ahalf-healed laceration bresk open. Great.
More blood in my boots. Looking fully human, hurting, | turned dowly to face them.

Bddly, | said, “ Joseph Barefoot and Tomas and Rickie Ernandez were EIH. Nazareth Durbarge was
with the Adminisiration of the ArchSergph. Thaddeus Bartholomew iswith Carolinalaw enforcement. Eli
Walker isaminer with aclaim in the mountains close by. They went with meto the hellhole on the Trine.
Seven of us againgt the hordes beneath the mountain. We were outnumbered and outgunned.” Every eye
was riveted on me. So was the camera. “We went underground and fought the Darkness.” The crowd
gasped. No one, not even fools, went underground to meet the Dark.

“Indgde the mountain, and later in front of the entrance, we fought a Darkness called Forcas. We won.
But while we were fighting and dying, there was aso a battle in the heavens. ‘ As above, so below,’” |
sad, quoting the adage theol ogians used to explain the unexplainable pardles between heaven and earth.
“In the heavens, the chains drenched in Mole Man' s blood, the chains that bound the Dragon, were
weskened.

“Wewereinjured and lost half our number. We could have given up and come back down the mountain.
We could have done nothing; but that would have meant that you”—I looked across the room; it was
packed to standing room only, people sitting in the aides and lining thewalls—*dl of you, would have
died to feed hisrelease. He was so close to getting free.”

Sudden tearsfilled my eyesand | batted them away, trying for composure, my throat tight, my hands
gripping and regripping my swords for the comfort they brought. “ Joseph and Durbarge went into the
mouth of the hellhole carrying aweapon provided by, | don’t know, maybe by the EIH. Maybe by the
AAS. They died when they fired it.”



| could seethe men in my memory, stepping into the opening, bright forms againgt the yellowish energies
radiating from the cave entrance. Tears overflowed and the crowd, a shadowy and sullen cluster of
humanity, wavered in my vision. “ They weren't sure they could stop it getting free, but they knew they
could dow it down, and they did. The Dragon’s escape was interrupted. | had hoped it would last for a
longtime. It didn’t.

“Last night, | think it used the deaths of so many of usto take another step closer to freedom. And | think
if it had gotten totally free, it would have destroyed the town and used our deathsto feed its hunger.”

The crowd was slent. | took a composing breath and looked at Shamus and his brother sitting at the
judgment table on the dais. They nodded for me to continue. For whatever reason, they had asked meto
tell the town the whole bad news. A single bad dose, asif that would makeit al go down essier. “You
may aswell know. The Darkness set off avalanches and cut communications. We' redl trapped in this
town, a itsmercy, until spring thaw.”

The crowd erupted. Y eah. That was pretty much how | felt about it al too. | held up ahand to quiet
them. “We can’t get away. Thereisn’t time to evacuate the town by nightfal. Y ou have to decide what
you' re going to do about the Dragon getting free. Fight or die.” Having said my piece, | stepped to the
edge of the dais.

“Why didn’t you cal for sergphsto save uslast night?” aman’s querulous voice caled. “ Some of us
wouldadied from its judgment, but the rest of uswouldalived, jigt likelast time.”

| potted the man, hisface creased with hate and his own version of judgment. | didn't careif he liked me
or not, but the question was afair one. “Caling magein direis dangerous. When | called magein dire
during the last attack, we got lucky. The seraph put away its sword. But sometimes, when aseraph
drawsits wegpon, every human within ten milesdies”

“Not thewitchy-folk?" he asked, disbdieving. “Y ou trying to say that magesdon’t diein judgment?’ This
was adangerous question and it seemed cal culated to feed the growing rdligious disharmony in the town.
No way did | think he had come up with it on his own. He smoothed his black suit coat, darting alook
oncetotheleft. “Mages are better' n us?’ | didn’t follow hislook but I would have bet the shop he was
watching Elder Culpepper for approval.

Carefully, | said, “No. Not better. Some say that because we don’t have souls we aren’'t worthy of the
judgment of the Most High.” Some say. Not dl. Infact, not most. But | kept that to myself.

He pursed hislips. “ So. Like the dogs and cats, chickens and goats, like the other animals, you live.”

| couldn’t keep the shock from my face and alow rumble of anger started in the old church. The camera
was suddenly as big asahouse, and | felt the focustighten on me. “If you were trying to insult me, you
succeeded,” | said, abruptly too tired to care about cameras or the motives and intent of my enemies. I'd
had enough, and | dowly descended two steps from the dai's, speaking as my boots scuffed the worn
boards. “But yes, that iswhat alot of humansthink. That mages are no better than dogs.”

“Arethe sergphsrealy members of the court of the creator of the universe?’ another voicerang out. This
onewas clearly amember of the EIH.

| hated midway down. Before | spotted the speaker, another EIH voice called, “ Arethe thingswe call
evil and good redly only combatantsin awar from another planet?’

“Blasphemy!” Elder Perkins bellowed.



“Tdl usthetruth! And not kirk lies,” thefirst EIH man said angrily.
“Thisisan outragel” awoman shouted. “Arrest the EIH!”

Menin rags stood quickly. All were heavily armed, scattered throughout the meetinghouse. They were
positioned so they could cover the crowd without getting caught in acrossfire. Not agood sign. The
elders stood aswell, and the black-clad orthodox. V oices were raised, and someone cursed. A struggle
broke out in the back of the room. Mothers pushed younger children to the floor. It was escalating. Fast.

Romona Benson moved the camera from person to person in the crowd, filming.

“Thorn,” asoft voice said, “you haveto stop this.” | met Elder Jasper’ s stare from three rows back. |
noticed that Jasper had washed the blood off hisface, then | saw that he was armed to the teeth. Tears
of Taharid. A spurt of adrenaine raced through me.

My champards swiftly ringed around me a the foot of the dais. All three of them. It seemed | had gained
anew protector. Eli wasarmed for bear. Or for fighting hiskindred. He leveled adeadly looking
matte-black gun at the crowd. Jasper wasright. Only | could stop it. If it could be stopped.

| threw open my cloak to reved the black dobok beneath, and the amulets of my office. | gripped the
visaand drew onit. “Stop!” Amplified by the visa, the word rang in thetall-callinged room. Yeling red
loud was about the only thing | had learned to do with it. That and ask it for advice in diplomatic
Stuations. Avoiding civil war seemed to have been Ieft out of itslibrary, however, asit was oddly slent.
Releasing some of my pent-up anger, | shouted, “ Stop!” A window shattered; children covered their
ears. But the crowd went ill, fearful eyesonme.

“Stdown,” | snarled; then, softer, “All of you.” The visathrobbed in my hand, insistent, and | added,
gently, “Please” The near-mob dowly settled, dl but the EIH, until Eli tilted hishead afraction. It could
have been a coincidence that the operatives sat as one, but | doubted it.

| looked out over the crowd, the tears that had gathered gone, my eyes hot and painful in their aftermath.
| had their attention. Now what? | drew on the visafor advice, my hand holding the four-inch-diameter
pink tourmdine ring. Family, community, history, it suggested. Well, duh. | had that one figured out

dready.

“Thistown hasfought in the war against Darknessfor over acentury. Y ou have stood together, friends
and neighbors, on the battlefield, when many othersfled infear.” | saw some heads nod. People were
settling into their seats, their wegpons disgppeared from sight. | nudged Audric, and he sheathed his
sword. The two humansfollowed hislead. But they didn’t Sit down. Good. They could beashieldin
front of me and hide my shaking knees from the camera.

“One hundred years ago, when the Darkness seemed to be defeated, when the rest of the world began
to divide into rdligious factions, when the rest of humanity turned on itsdlf, thistown met together instead.
Inthisvery building.” | et my voice mellow into asoft rhythm as| spoke. Mage storytdlling cant. And if
most of what | said was true, S0 much the better. As some Pre-Ap person had said, spin is everything.

“Y our ancestors—Chrigtian, both Protestant and the one Catholic family, Jewish, and the Cherokee—sat
down together and worked out a system of kirk servicesthat wasfair to al. They built anew building
that had no Pre-Ap religious symbols, and yet had room for al of them.” | looked across the crowd,
assessing. “It wasn't easy. But they did it. And they didn’t fight among themselves. Y ou never have
fought against each other, from the very beginning.”

That part wasn't the complete truth about the town history, but at least no one had died while the



discussonstook place, soit wasn't atotd lie either. “Inthekirk, you al mest, at different times and
days, to worship in the forms you adhere to, al in one building, the kirk, the symbaol of peace, just asthe
seraphsingtituted in the rest of the world. What the seraphs had to impose on others, you figured out for
yoursalves.” More heads bobbed as the history of Minera City and their ancestors took place of pride.

“You had only just settled the matter of kirk when the battle of the Trinetook place. | don’t haveto tell
you about that struggle. Y ou teach it in grade schoal. Y our children learn of the heroism of their ancestors
and the sacrifice of Benaiah Stanhope, the Mole Man. Y ou know your own history, your own bravery
and sdf-reliance. That conflict, fighting a ongside the seraphs, a battle fought without army troops,
without air support, without high-tech wegpons, but fought with faith and sacrifice, was the turning point
of thewar on the North American coast. Y our ancestors were peaceful people who did what had to be
done.

“Now the orthodox are trying to convert the progressives and the reformed. The progressives and
reformed are trying to shut out the orthodox. The three Christian groups are a odds because of styles of
dress, because of the foods you eat and the clothes you wear. Y ou'’ re dividing over the inconsequential.”
Heads were nodding throughout the old church building now, afew looked abashed, some were defiant.
| noted who they were, and wasn't surprised to find them mostly orthodox, the religious group who had
stood up againgt mein the past. Tears of Taharial. What do | haveto do for them to like me? Die? Not a

happy thought.

“Neighbors have begun to turn away, to refuse to speak when they pass on the street.” They refused to
speak to metoo, but | didn’'t add that. | was learning to keep my mouth shut. “The Cherokee have
withdrawn to the nearby hillsto practice their religion, and that saddens me, because they too have a
placeto worship in kirk.”

Because | was getting ready to tread on quicksand, theologicaly speaking, | took hold of an amulet that
contained a shield big enough to protect my champards and me. It seemed every time |l camein herel
was prepared for fighting. | centered mysdlf, ready for an outburst at best, violence at worst. “ Are
seraphs and the High Host redlly the spiritual beings, the angels, depicted in the ancient scriptures? Isthe
Darknessredly the devilswho fought againgt them in the heavens? Were they really defeated on a
spiritual plane and cast to Earth? Or are they invaders?’ Dozens of shocked exclamations sounded as |
said doud what the EIH bedlieved. The heresy. But | had timed it right. “1 redlly don’t know. None of us
does.” No one screamed or jumped up and down or started civil war. No one shot at me. That was the
best part.

| let asmidgen of my neomage attributes shine through my skin. Mage showmanship. “My stepdaughter
assuresmethat | have to have faith. Mages who have no souls. Havefaith,” | said, making asmall sad
joke. A ripple of amusement followed. And pity. Good. Pity me rather than fear me. It might keep me
aiveaday or two longer.

“The Mogt High offers us no power, no help intimes of trouble, save the use of hisleftover creation
power, which isthere for the taking. Only sergphs, upon occasion, provide us power to draw upon, just
asthe sergph Mutuol dlows usto cal on him for exorcism of demons from the innocent.”

| considered the assembled. “ Maybe the sergphs are ready to alow humansto question where they
come from. We' ve seen some evidence of change thiswinter. Maybe they’ re ready to be asked when
the Most High will show hisface. They’ ve dlowed other changes over thelast hundred years. TV.
PreAp music.” | smiled. “Rock and roll.” The crowd laughed softly.

“But higtory tells us one thing absolutely. No matter who the seraphs are, they will not alow violence”—I
paused—* between us. Between humans and mages. Nor between humans and humansin the name of



religion.” | st my facein sternlines. “They. Will. Not.” | let my skin glow abit, aroseste hue. My scars
shone, the one a my throat bright as the face of the moon.

Sowly, I drew my longsword from itswaking-stick scabbard. In my other hand, | drew my tanto, its
blade the blue glow of aMinor Hame. | held it up so the entire town could see the blue glow of the High
Hog. “ During thefight last night, seven Minor Hames cameto help us. | didn’t cdl them,” | said before
the question could be asked. | didn’t volunteer who did. “But they came. They fought beside us. With us.
And one, of itsown free will, joined to this blade and helped to kill dragonets.

“With the seven Flames, we of thistown once again dowed and stopped the Mg or Darkness that was
fighting free of itsbonds. A Dragon that appeared in the form of awhirlwind. It vanished but it isn't
defeated; it' sjust delayed. It will be completely free soon, and then it will come thisway, to thistown.
Y ou know that.” | sheathed the longsword with a scritch of sound and lowered the tanto to my side as
the crowd stirred uneasily at my words.

Obligingly, Audric and Rupert stepped away abit. Rupert was moving with noticegble stiffness. His back
had been partially repaired, but he should be in bed. | hoped he didn’t pass out before we got out of
here.

“We can't get out of the mountainsin time, not without seraphic help or alot of government helicopters,”
| said. “We're trapped.”

“Fat chance the government will help us,” avoice shouted from the rear of the room. “ The tax base here
isn't big enough for them to bother.” More laughter ensued.

| said, “A couple of satellite phones and some old Pre-Ap ham radios are the only way we can reach the
outsdeworld. | understand that the army has been called, but they can send only one smal group of
specia forces, and none before night falls tomorrow. We re on our own. We need all of our warriors, the
orthodox, the Jews, the reformed, the progressives, the Cherokee, and the EIH. Like your ancestors, we
have to put aside matters of dogmaand rdligious doctrine. We have to bury the mounting hatred. We
have to pull together, dl of us. Or wewill fal prey and dinner to that thing onthe Trine” Findly, | saw
some speculation on faces, awisp of what could have been shame. And agrowing alarm.

“Will you prove yoursalvesto be the equa of your ancestors and fight together? Or will you prove they
were an anomaly? Will you fight? Or will you hide?’ | stepped between my champards and down to the
floor as the human congregation craned around to see. “Whatever you do, do it together. Asone. As
your ancestors did. Make them proud.”

A knobby hand reached out to me, veins blue and knotted, skin delicate and bruised. “Will you lead us?’
afragile old woman asked, holding me with watery eyes.

Shock zinged through me. Blow it out Gabrid’ s horn. Me? | managed to keep from giggling hysterically
at the thought. “No. I’'m not agenerd.”

Jasper stood in the crowd and called out, “We have to ask who among us has such training. | believe that
we will find such aperson herein thisroom. Today.” He walked to the dais and climbed two steps as|
moved down the aide toward the front doors. “ After al,” Jasper continued, raising hisvoice, “hasn’t time
proved that the Most High puts his people where he will, ready for his hand? People of faith have dways
found what was needed when the attack of Darkness wasimminent. And yes, people of faith includes
our town mage.”

Shock rippled through me. Tears gathered again.



Our town mage. A person of faith. As Cianamight have said, how cool isthat?

Asthe doors closed behind us, | had aglimpse of Eli, who had stayed behind. He dipped into an aide
sedt beside an EIH fighter and an elder who was aleader of the progressives. Interesting. | heard
Romona Benson say softly into her mike, “Who isthis mage who speeks of faith, who fights dongsde
humans and seraphs, who carries a blade anointed by amember of the High Host? And when will the
Mogt High show hisface to the world? Will we ever see him?’

Wrath of angels, | thought with aspurt of red fear. Romonawas questioning the Most High. The last
reporter to do that on air had been struck down with a deadly aneurysm.

Another quandary came to mind. | was going to be famous. Tears and blood. Royaly ticked off about
that, | followed my champardsinto the winter morning. The doorsto the old church closed behind us
with aresounding thud.

Midway down the long steps, Rupert ssumbled. A mind-skim flashed on asagust of wind blew in my
face and | scented human blood. | reached out. Audric caught Rupert before he tumbled to the Street.

Chapter 7

| threw my cloak asde and helped Audric settle Rupert on the lesther sofain hisloft apartment across
from mine. Blood had soaked through the bandages adong his spine, through his clothes, and down his
legsinto hisboots. Audric cut through his saturated shirt without ceremony. The half-breed was a
competent battlefield medic when needed.

He pulled Rupert’ s pants and boots off, tossing them to the floor in abloody heap. The bandage, a
mound along the right side of Rupert’ s spine, was soggy with blood, half-clotted and gummy. He had lost
alot of blood.

AsAudric worked, | turned up the gasfireplaces to heat the room. In the linen chest, | found old sheets
and raced back to find Audric on his knees beside Rupert. My friend’ s breathing was fast and shallow,
his skintinged apae ash. That couldn’t be good. How had | stood at his back and talked for so long and
not smelled it? | touched the visa hanging on my necklace and wondered at the way it steered my mind
into channdls of its own choosing. It seemed to have alot of authority over meand | didn't likethat et all.
It gave methewillies.

“Do you have any hedling amuletsleft?’ Audric asked.
“No. I'll gofill some. Fast as| can.” | raced for the door, but stopped at his next words.
“Notime. Wake Ciana.”

My mage attributes flared up and mage-sight snapped on, battle-ready at histone, grim and spare as
death. Ciana, Rupert’ s niece, had worked through the night putting injured humans under seraphic heding
domes, using the pin gifted by her Razidl. She had fallen adeep at dawn, so exhausted she hadn’t waked
when | carried her up the stairs, undressed her, and put her to bed in the nook where she dept when she
vigted her uncle.

| turned on my heel and raced across the room, pulled back the purple-flowered drape that provided the
girl with privacy. | stopped fast, rocking on my toes, barking my knee on the bed frame, taking in the
scenein asingle heartbest of time.

Cissy lay spooned againgt Ciana, both girls curled under adown comforter and lavender flannel sheets.



They were bathed in sparkles of soft pink light, sparklesthat shifted and moved asif with currents of their
own, centering in two places: Cissy’ sthroat, where purple bruises and asingle healing laceration were dl
that remained of the succubus damage, and Ciand s chest, on the pin shaped like seraph wings.

There were additional sparkles on the Pre-Ap ring Cianawore on her thumb. Marlahad found the
Stanhope ring in her jewelry box—imagine that—and Rupert had szed it down to fit hisniece. The
chunky bloodstoneinits plain setting didn’t look like an amulet, but it gppeared to beinvolved in
whatever the seraph pin was doing to heal Cissy. No. Not just the pin. Cianawas drawing on seraph
power hersdf, directing the pin’ s energiesinto the wounded child in her arms. Not even amage had that
ability. And certainly not while adeep.

| remembered Lucas wordsin the hest of battle. What are we? He had known in that moment what |
fully understood now, looking at thelittle girl, frozen in shock for two more heartbests. Whatever the
Stanhopes were, they weren't fully human. | touched the edge of the sparkly glow and it glimmered
againg my fingertips, apainlesstwinkle.

“Thorn?” Audric said, histenson grating like abuzz saw.

But | couldn’t hurry. Rupert might need this...whatever Cianawas doing in her deep. In her deep! |
closad off the sght and extended my mind in askim, breething in, smdling-sensng-reading her. Ina
mind-skim, sergphs smdl like living things and redlly good food and sex. Darkness smells of dying plants,
mold, brimstone, and sulfur. Humans smell like their perfumes, the dyesin their clothes, with the
underlying musky odor of males and the ripe scent or fresh-yeast bread fragrance of females.
Half-breeds have their own odor and mages smell like, well, like mages. Ciana smelled like sunshine on
spring grass—nothing like ahuman child. I pressed my hand through the sparklesand | stroked her hair.
“Ciana? Baby?Wake up, darlin’.” She blinked once, focusing up a me.

She smiled asif she knew what | was sensing. | wanted to go deeper, perform a concentrated search on
her, but Rupert groaned and | knedled at the bedside instead, stuffing my worry into a convenient nichein
my mind. “ Ciana, Rupert wasinjured in thefight. | know you'retired, but isthere—"

“He shleeding, isn't he?” she said, Stting up. “I smdll it. Kinda salty and rank, like the venison steks
Daddy cooked last week. He soaked them in milk.” She made aface and her blue eyes met mine,
innocent and curious.

Contrary to mystery books and television, most humans can’'t smell blood unlessit' sdecaying. There's
no coppery scent, no salty scent, there’ s zilch to the typica human nose. | struggled to keep my reaction
off my face and my voice cam. “Yes. He' shurt. | used ahedling amulet on him and it was ableto repair
most of the nerve and muscle damage, but | ran out before we could close the wound. Zeddy stitched it
up, but it reopened and he didn’t tell us. He' sin bad shape.”

Cianasghed and said, “Men.” Her tone was so world-weary | actually laughed. She sounded like she
was elght going on thirty-three. She sounded like her mother, Marla

“Yeah. Men,” | echoed. My stepdaughter was growing up.

She touched the seraph-wing pin and the healing glow seemed to withdraw, coaescing into a pinpoint of
bright light beneath her fingers. She eased out from the covers, tucking them around Cissy to keep the
other girl warm.

On sock-covered feet, the flounce of her nightgown dragging the floor, she crossed the intervening space
and crawled up on the leather couch beside her uncle. His shirt was off, the wound exposed, and | got a
quick look at it before Audric covered it with a clean pad and applied pressure, sopping up blood.



It was afoot-long gaping wound with muscles, blood vessels, and ribs visible in the ragged, broken flesh.
The ruptured stitches looked like black spider legs splaying to either side. His skin was adangerous gray,
the edges of the wound white with blood loss. | would have shielded any other child from the sight, but
Cianawasinured to such injuries. She had helped me following two previous raids on the town, asssting
to hedl the wounded, caling on domes of hedling stored in the pin, seraphic incantations | had no idea
how to use. When | asked her how she knew what to do, she had shrugged and claimed not to know. It
was aheck of aburden for an eight-year-old and | felt more than amoment of discomfort at asking her.
But | kept asking.

Cianatouched her pin with one hand and Rupert’ s back with the other. Her uncle spasmed asiif struck
with an dectricd jolt. When he sucked in abreath, it sounded wet and somehow sticky. She pushed the
bandage away and bent over the wound, tilting her head first to one side, then the other. From the hand
holding the pin, pink and blue sparklesflowed, pinpoints of glittery light that | could see with human
vison. Mage-sight clicked on with an dmost audible snap, and the sparkles became strings of light
flowing into Rupert. But they came from Ciand sfingers, not from the pin, which wasredly weird. And

scary.
“Doesthat hurt?’ | asked her. “I mean, doesit hurt you?’
“A little”” Sheshrugged. “1 get tired after. The domes are easier, but it'sall out of those.”

Healing domes were seraph energy constructs shaped like upside-down bowls, atype of curative
conjure that had been permanently stored in the pin. She had figured out how to use them al on her own.
Or maybe like my visa, the pin had suggested the domes, akind of interactive relaionship. | wasn't surel
liked Cianabeing tied to an artifact of seraphic origins, but that hadn’t stopped me from encouraging her
to useit to help the town’sinjured. And | wasn't sure where the energy that powered the pin’s conjures
camefrom, but | was guessing it came from the cosmositself. A lot of guessng on my part. And guessing
could mean throwing Cianato the wolves. | was turning into awicked stepmother, something from a
farytde.

“Bad sepmama,” Cianasaid with adtifled giggle.

| felt myself go cold. She had heard my thoughts.

Cianalooked up at me, the gap where she had recently lost a baby tooth athin black holein her amile.
“It'sokay, Thorn. It won't hurt me. And | can only hear you sometimes. | tried to hear you in thefight,
and you were just abuzz in my ears. No words.”

“What does she mean?’ Audric asked. “ This one looks deep.” He pointed to a place on Rupert’ s back
where the muscle was twisted, wrapped around ablood vessdl.

Cianaput her fingersdirectly on the spot and pressed. The glittery pink and blue strands of light merged
into atight, shining braid and poured into the ruptured flesh. Rupert sighed as his pain began to ease. She
sad, “When I’m using the pin, | can hear Thorn' s thoughts. And I’ m out of domes because the pin hasto
regen—regena—What' s the word? Make more?’

“Regenerate,” | said. “It hasto regenerate itself, and draw more power.”

“Y ep. From the Most High. He gives Razid the power to make it work.” She looked up a me under
touded dark brown hair. “Helikesyou.”

“Who?’ | asked. Razidl?



“TheMosgt High.”

Before | could guard my thoughts Ciana giggled. “ That’ s abad word. Shame on you, Thorn.” Her grin
faded. “1t'sokay. Redly. | wasn't human in thefirst place. None of usare.”

Mage-sight was aready open, so | gripped the couch and opened amind-skim, drawing in air and
sensation through my nose and into my mind, blending the sensesinto one scan. Under it, Ciana
was...changed. She no longer coursed with human energies; instead, her body coruscated with blue light
that raced just under her skin. Her aurawas pink, like the domes she could open, but whispering with the
blue and pink sparklesthat came from her fingers. Her eyeswere bright blue flames.

And beneath her fingers, Rupert was changing too. Still human, in that hisbody was rich with life and with
what | had come to associate with norma human energy patterns, normal human chi, but through his
blood vessels coursed that same blue light. Seraphic light. The energy of the holy ones.

The world tilted, and nausearose in the back of my throat asthe vertigo that came with blending scans
gripped me. | stepped back and went down, stting hard on the wood floor and catching myself with both
hands. | had looked at Lucas aura, not long after he ate food provided by the cherub Amethyst, manna
or something closeto it, while they were both imprisoned by Forcasin the Trine. Lucas, Ciana, and now
Rupert had al been exposed to sergphic influences. And dl three were changing, which humans smply
did not do. Ciana said they weren’t entirely human, never had been. So what the heck were they? Not
mage. Not haf-breeds. Not seraphs, though Ciana could manipulate seraphic energies. And talk to
someone she thought was the Most High God. Psychosis? Or spiritua redity?

Audric looked at me over the back of the couch, his mouth in agrim line and questionsin his glance that
he wouldn’t ask aoud in front of Ciana. “I don’'t know,” | said to the unasked questions. | don’t know
what the Stanhopes are.

In response, the big man bent nearly double and gripped my wrist. With an effortless tug, he pulled meto
my feet and deposited mein achair. Hislook warned meto guard my thoughts, and | quickly blanked
my mind, envisoning acandle flame, unwavering in the night, the first meditation technique taught to dl
meage children. | et thefirgt thing that cameinto my mind fill me, latched on to thefirgt litany taught mage
children. Stone and fire, water and air, blood and kin prevail. Wings and shield, dagger and sword, blood
and kin prevall.

Rupert’ s eyes opened and helooked at me. “Cool,” he croaked. “I like that.”

Somehow, | was able to keep my reaction to mysalf, focusing hard on the verse with laserlike precision.
Rupert stretched his neck and found Audric. “Where' s Degath of Dragonets? | need it.”

Hisface impassive, Audric went to alow chest and brought back the tooled leather sheath and sword,
the gift he’' d had made especidly for Rupert to celebrate the day when he reached master statusin
savage-blade. My best boy-pal had been the recipient of a battlefield promotion, and now he had named
his sword. Men and their toys. | shook my head, amused.

“Yeah. We're pretty weird that way,” Rupert said, reading my body language, taking hold of the sword
hilt. Shaken, | sood and |eft the apartment, closing the door on the healing, the sight of Rupert holding a
magter’ ssword, of Cianabent over his spine, manipulating the energies of the High Host, energiesno
mage could use, and the image of Audric watching them both, hisface closed but his body tense with
some strange and awful kind of mourning. Returning to my loft, | closed the door and leaned againgt i,
feding tears burn their way down my cheeks. In the distance, the lynx howled, lost and londly and full of

despair.



| knew | was dreaming, the vison dipping through my mind like the migt dipsacrossthe ground infall,
just beforethe first snow. | was fighting, drenched in swest, shattered by fear, struggling into
wakefulness. Afraid. Mortaly afraid | was going to die. Without asoul, | would Ssmply ceaseto exist.
Death would be forever.

With afind thrust of will, | sat up, ripping mysdf from the nightmare with amassive effort of will. | was
gtting inmy bed, dull light pouring in through the windows, shadowing everything in shades of gray,
meaking the familiar ssem foreign and maevolent. | gasped, filling my air-starved lungs, sucking breeth
after breath. My limbs quivered with the shock of battle interrupted. It was adream. Only adream.

| was|eft with oneimage. A ring of sergphs hovering, wings spread, beeting the air, cregting aterrible
wind. Swords drawn, their eyes blazed yellow-orange-red, not the clear blue light of the High Host,
servants of Light. Razid—my sergph—and Cheriour, an Angel of Punishment, Zadkiel and his mate
Amethyst. Three more with black wings. They were attacking me. Bell-toned words of the seraphic Host
ran through my mind, fading even as| remembered them. A mage, one of the foretold ones...Sheis near.

Definitely not agood omen. Icy, breathing hard, | lay back and pulled the covers over me, saring into the
loft, hearing only the soft hiss of the gas-log flamesin the fireplaces and the ticking of the black pig clock
in the kitchen, seeing the furniture and the dow-turning fans overhead, and the red light of the answering
machine. Feding only the frigid sheets. | wasas cold asif | hadn’t been in the bed for hours. Asif I'd
dept naked instead of wearing long johns.

Trying to get warm, | snuggled deeper and bresthed, caming my racing heart.

I”d had the dream before. | understood the warning. | was an omegamage. | could command sergphsin
battle and the winged warriors would obey. Buit if | took a single misstep, they would destroy me. They
wanted to destroy me. And | had no ideawhy they hadn’t killed me aready.

| woke hours later, the sun il shining, my loft banded with dull light from the west-facing windows. My
face was creased into the folds of the pillows and my eyesfdt gritty. | touched them, and found the
lashes full of deep-sand. Sand, | assured mysalf. Not dried tears. No way. Stretching between the
sheets, | pulled on aching joints and rolled out of bed. Stiff, I turned up the gas-log flames before dressing
injeans and afuzzy swesater over the long johns. Boots completed the attire, and | glamoured my skinto
look fresher than | felt, looping my amulet necklace around my neck, outside my clothes. Oncel would
have hidden it, but no more.

| was eating abowl of oatmed with asprinkle of honey-sugar crystals and fresh milk when | heard
footsteps on the stairs. The door opened. | could have stopped him. | could have raced and locked the
door. | could have pulled one of the weaponsthat I’ d dumped on the kitchen table for cleaning and diling
and cut histhroat as he entered. | hadn’t. Still, he shouldn’t have presumed and walked in without
knocking. | welcomed the spurt of fury that warmed my blood. | set down my spoon. “Next time you
want to talk to me, knock,” | said.

“I don’t haveto knock. | supersede you in terms of authority, age, diplomatic rank, and mage-power.”
Cheran closed the door and leaned a shoulder negligently against the jamb. He was wearing jeans and a
sk shirt under a corduroy vest and anew down-filled jacket. He would have looked the height of
mountain fashion had the silk shirt not been ruffled and edged with lace. “If | want this gpartment, | just
have to snap my fingers and the elderswill deed it to me. They’ ve dready said as much.”

| settled back in my chair and the grin that crossed my face showed teeth. Even through the Apache
Tear, | fet Cheran flinch. “Y ou’ ve been talking to the Cul peppers, the kirk elder and his



fashion-chalenged son.”

“The younger man does need the talents of agood designer,” Cheran agreed with afaint shudder. “What
did you do to make them hate you so much?’

“I cogt them alot of money.”

“Bad form, that. It could get you killed.”

“Bad form to try and intimidate me.”

“Implying that such attempts could get me killed? Y ou aren’t swordswoman enough to best me.”

| actudly laughed at that one, my tone caustic, and he was unable to mask his annoyance. It seemed |
pushed Cheran Jones buttons dmost as much as he pushed mine. “1f you want the place, go ahead and
try totakeit. I'll tie you up in so much red tape you' Il be sticky for years. Meanwhile, you'll fill beina
boardinghouse, sharing the bathroom with two or three humans, trying to find waysto stay warm. | give
you one full winter here before you give up and head back to the Gulf and warmer temps. Onefull
winter, ten months of snow and ice. Spent in a boardinghouse eating stew and listening to Miz Essie
chatter.”

“Ten months?’ Cheran actudly blanched.

It made mefed redly good. | fet the meanness spread through me. “Y eah. And meanwhileyou'll be
trying to figure out how to explain to the townsfolk that while they were battling Darknessin the streets,
you were glamoured and hiding. A coward.” His hands clenched and | |et the nasty grin spread over my
face. “ Because someone, somewhere, will eventualy remember that you were nowherein sght while
humans died. Y ou could have caled for sergphic intervention on your visas—something | don’t know how
to do—and you didn’t. Y ou could have fought dongside humans and you didn't. Y ou could have waged
awar of shidds, protecting them, but you didn’t. And someone somewhere will cal you onit. And name
you coward.”

Cheran forced his hands open asif he knew he was giving too much away. “1 fought. Y ou saw my knives
hit that thing. | killed spawn, dozens of them, with conjures.”

“But no one saw you, did they? And | have no intention of telling them.”
“Youfight dirty,” he said, moving toward me acrossthe | oft.

“Y ou fight from cover, saving your own skin.”

“I’'m not a battle mage.”

“No. You're something creepier, | just don't know what, yet. What do you want, Cheran? Other than to
waste my time with empty threats. | wastrying to eat.”

“I want to know what you did when you looked at mein the shop,” he said. He reached the table, pulled
out achair, and sat, uninvited. “When you were doing amind-skim and then it changed.”

“Y ou never saw that before?” When he shook hishead, | asked, “What did it look like? In mage-sight?’

“Hot. Gold. Theway liquid gold looks when you' ve meted down twenty-four-carat casting grains. It
seemed to pour al over you, likeyou had bathed init and it was dive.” Hisface waslit with excitement
and beneath the animation was something that looked colder and darker, avarice and greed.



Suddenly | knew it wouldn't be smart to tell him. Not smart at al. | had been hungry when | sat down.
Now | felt dightly sick. | pushed the bowl of catmea away. “Y ou know that | was judged by Cheriour,
the Angdl of Punishment?’ Cheran nodded. “He did something to me. | don’t know what.” It wasn't a
lie. It just wasn't the answer to his question.

Cheran’ sfacefdl. “You can’t teach me?’

“Nope.” Wdll, | could, but | wouldn't. | had learned some things about him in the short time | had known
him. He was a coward, he was secretive, and he was more than the smple metal mage he clamed. His
offer to put new edges on our blades had identified him as asteel mage. The gold comment had aso
given him away. Most metd mages have an affinity for one particular type of metd, yet Cheran Jones
seemed to be both astedd mage and agold mage. I’ d have to research how unusua the affinity for both
ged and gold was. “ Since we' re trading information, your turn again,” | said. “Why didn’t you cal for
sergphic assistance on your visa?’

“| wastold to teach you what you needed to function as afully licensed mage and to watch you fight, if
the opportunity presented itself.”

| felt cold settle in my bones and my fingers dropped to touch the placemat. The texture was coarse and
tough and | stroked it once asif it might purr and comfort me. “Y ou let people get wounded, you let them
die, so you could watch me fight?’

Cheran made alittle hand-flap motion to show its unimportance. “ They’re only humans. It wasimperative
that | learn what you are and report back to Enclave.”

They're only humans. | kept my breathing steady, schooling my face to emptiness, not letting him see
how | reacted to his statement. How much | wanted to kill him in that moment. Cheran didn’t seemto
notice. “And now that you've seen mefight?’ | asked softly.

“You have alovely grasp of the basics, and if you had recelved proper training you would likely bea
firsg-rate battle mage by now. But you forget to draw on your amulets and stored conjures during fighting
and rely too much on your blades. If you ever came face-to-face with awell-trained mage in combat,
you' d lose, because you would depend on stedl.”

| didn’t like it that he was S0 perceptive—and that | was so poorly trained. Audric had taken over my
ingtruction in the martia arts, but | had a decade of training to catch up on and not enough time to devote
to it. Unlike magesin Enclaves, who lived off the trade of mage artifacts and services, | had to work for a
living in the human world. And Audric, who had no ability to twist and use cregtion energies, couldn’t
help me with that part of fighting. | was indeed depending on blades because that was what Audric
depended on. Drat. Cheran was right.

“But your biggest flaw in combet isthat you care too much what happens to humans and don't seem
willing to use them asthey’ reintended to be used in battle.”

“Like pawns,” | said, still soft, remembering Enclave lessons learned so long ago. Lessons where mages
were the genera's and humans the troops. And humans died.

“Correct. Humans are disposable. Y ou' ve lived among them so long you' ve forgotten. And, in addition
to dl that, you haven't reported back to Enclave about the child. Big mistake.”

Ciana. He meant Ciana. “What about her?’

“She has a seraph artifact. The brooch hasto be turned over to the proper authorities once we' re able to



leave this misbegotten town. And she summoned Minor Flames. To keep her from faling into the hands
of Darkness, she hasto be taken into protective custody and studied.”

Fear lifted the smd| hairs across my flesh. My breathing sped up asthe terror morphed into fury. Over
my dead body. Over my dead, bled-out, chopped-up, desiccated, rotting body. And yours. | didn’'t say
it, though my hands were tightening for swords that weren't there. I’ d have known thiswas coming if |
had pulverized the Apache Tear. And | could have offered him someteawith rat poisoninit.

Some small part of me shuddered at the imagesin my mind, violent and fina, Cheran in abloody heap or
dying in atoxin-induced seizure. On somelevel | was gppaled a myself. On another, it wasn't nearly
enough. I’d kill Cheranin cold blood before | et him touch my stepchild.

Had so few days of battle, of pitched combat, changed me so much? Thiswasthe second timein as
many weeksthat | had been ready to kill, to murder. Was| truly willing to commit acapita crimeto save
someone | loved? Y eah. Hell, yeah. But | shoved those thoughts down deep inside where | didn’t have
to look at them. “It'smy right to tell Enclave. Not yours,” | stated, my voice sounding remarkably calm
despite the fact that my blood was boiling. Before he could pin medown | said, “I’ll handleit in the next
twenty-four hours.” He had to give methat. And he did, with arega nod of hishead. Thefiend.

Chapter 8

C heran left just like he camein, without aword, though he did drop a sheaf of lesson plans on the table.
I’ d sooner read books on demonology than anything he offered to teach me. Though the incantation to
kill spawn at a distance would be handy. So would the one that put out fire. Temptation was areal pain
inthe butt.

| was no longer hungry but | forced myself to eat the cold oatmedl. My jeans were hanging on my hips
and | needed protein to restore my depleted reserves and fluids to reduce the dehydration. After the
oamed, | drank aquart of water and grilled aveggie patty, eating standing at the snk, staring at thewall,
wishing | had awindow there, overlooking amountain view. Forcing mysalf, knowing protein would help
me think better, | opened ajar of peanut butter, carrying the haf-full jar and a spoon around the loft. |
ate, | tidied, but mostly | thought, running through possible scenarios on how to save Ciana

In alittle running debate, | kept coming back to killing Cheran. | didn’t likeit that part of me chose
violence before dternative possibilities were exhausted. And it wasn't like his dying was a clean and nest
solution. There was that pesky GPS locator device he wore, and the visa. The seraphs would know the
moment he died and would send someone to investigate, someone with wings and a sword and abad
temper, 0if | gaveinto this particular temptation, | would be blasted with holy fire when the seraphs
caught me. Dead in a heartbest.

The violent part of me noted that | was smart and fast. | could plan something and be long gone when he
kicked the bucket. Wryly, | wondered how accurate seraph forensics were, or if God the Victorious
would just tell hiswinged warriors who had killed Cheran and where the guilty culprit was hiding. The
violent part shut up at that one. No wonder murder had al but vanished from the list of human sins.
Having talked mysdlf out of committing murder, | felt better about mysdlf. | wasn't araving battle mage
with atermina case of bloodlust and an uncontrollable desireto kill. | wasn't. And | was pretty surel
was't becoming one ether.

Menta conversation ended, | was back to—nothing. But | had twenty-four hoursto figure something
out, which made me fed better about it al. The entire world could changein aday. It had happened at
the end of the world and the start of the plagues. Maybe Cheran would kedl over twitching and bleeding
and just die. That was avision that made me grin happily.



“Who are you planning to kill and do you need any help?’

Peanut butter jar in one hand, spoon in the other, | whirled to face the door. Eli was leaning a shoulder
against the doorjamb, booted feet crossed at the ankles, arms crossed over his chest, and his hat shading
his brow. He looked asif he' d been there awhile. “1 knocked. Threetimes. Interesting choice of

wespons.”

| looked from the jar to the spoon and back to him. He looked good standing there. Maybe too good.
That new, violent part of me had additiona novel visions, of alessbloody, but no less physica nature. |
reined themintoo. Thelast timel gavein to physica needs, | ended up in bed with my ex-husband and
that had been adisaster. | had changed the locks since, but clearly | hadn’t secured them before my nap.

“Y ou going to smother someone in peanut butter or scoop them to death? If you go for the smothering
Il volunteer to be atest subject. Soft foods have al sorts of interesting possibilities’—his lips turned up
at the corners—" especialy if you add whipped cream and melted chocolate. And that saddle I’ ve been
wanting totry.”

“The mentd pictureisinteresting but messy. And | just know the girl would have to clean up afterward.
Why do you think | want to kill someone?’

Eli chuckled, al basso notes degp in his chest. It made things low in my belly do alittle flutter and
shimmy. “ Better than interesting.” He pushed back the brim of hishat so | could see hisremarkable eyes,
warm amber and gold. “Y ou can leave al the work to me, even the cleanup. All you haveto do iswear
red the color of your hair and moan. Redl loud. Maybe scream atime or two.” Hisvoice went up an
octave. “Oh, Eli, enough, enough. Don't. Stop. Don't stop!”

Grinning, | dropped the spoon into the jar whereiit clattered in the empty bottom. | walked to the kitchen
and put them inthe sink.

“And,” hesaid, “I saw Cheran Jones leaving. From the look on hisface and now yours, it lookslike
daughter brewing.”

| turned from the sink and braced mysdlf, both hands on the counter at my back. His eyes strayed from
my faceto my chest, but only for amoment. | gave him pointsfor effort. “Who areyou?’ | asked. “EIH
or AAS?”

Hedidn't answer, and | fet, more than saw, him evauating. “May | comein?’

Earth Invason Hereticswere, in their own way, as dangerous to nonhumans asthe AAS. Aslikely to be
enemies. But there was something about Eli Walker that | liked. | gestured to the kitchen table and
poured water into ateakettle, setting it on the stove to heat. Once, | would have used a match, but today
| drew on afire amulet and the flame ignited with alittle puff of sound and the smell of gas.

“Nicetrick. You pull rabbits out of ahat too? Becauseif you do, we need arabbit big enough to kill and
eat aDragon.”

Shaking my head, fighting asmile that was at all odds with my mood, | set out teacups and offered him a
choice of tess. “Whatever you're having,” he said. “I’m more of abeer man.” From thefridge | pulled a
bottle of Black Bear Brew, twisted off the top, and held it out. The Bear Brewery near Ashevillehad a
short list of offerings but they were al good, and | kept avaried supply handy. Unlike hard liquor, beer
wasn't proscribed by seraphs or kirk.

Eli took the beer, one hand wrapping around my wrist, the other around my hand on the bottle. With a



gentle tug, he pulled me and the bottle to him. Human muscle mass beat mage any day, but hisgrip was
loose enough to give me achoice. | let mysdf be dragged to him. Gaze locked with mine, he drank, his
encircling fingers warm, the cold bottle condensing and wet in my grip. When the bottle was haf drained,
he eased it away, but kept one hand curled on mine. The other he did around my hips and pulled me
close. It was agraceful dancer’ smove, dl controlled power, fluid and lissome. Hisarms went around
me

| was|eft holding the bottle as his mouth came down on mine, our eyes still fastened together. Thelittle
things doing somersaultsin my belly began to do backflips and handsprings when his mouth touched, lips
wet and chilled from the beer, searching and yeasty and ddlicious. He melded my body to his, and my
free hand went to his shoulder. His tongue touched mine and | heard myself sigh. He chuckled again, that
purely masculine sound that could make awoman’s nether regions stand up and beg, and deepened the
kiss.

| was evil, foolish, heartless, and uncaring. My stepdaughter had been threatened, yet | was standing only
afew feet from her, kissng aman who might be an enemy.

Eli wasonly alittletdler than I, maybe five and haf feet, and wefit together perfectly, hisyin to my yang.
Or maybe it was the other way around. But his hardnessfit into my softnessin just theright places.

Guiding me, he drifted usinto motion, and | let him lead, dance steps that brought our hips together,
gpart, together, my belly just brushing his. Tension gathered in my flesh, my kneesweakened, and |
sghed into hismouth, not thinking at all.

When we came up for air minutes later, the beer was on the counter and we were stretched out on the
couch, his body benesth mine. “1 like awoman who wantsto be on top,” he said with alaugh that
vibrated through me. | really liked that laugh. Then he spoiled it totally. “Let’ s get naked and party,” he
sad.

| dropped my forehead to his chest. “Y ou redly need to work on your pitch. And | don’t think so. |
don’t know anything about you. Except you have amber eyes and redly soft hair.”

He nudged my head back up and nuzzled my nose with hissmiling lips. “What?'Y ou want roses and
declarations of love? All that romantic stuff? | have redly soft hair al over. Y ou know that too, if |
remember that incident in the street in the middle of thefight last night.”

| blushed hotly and he laughed again, the rumble vagudly catlike, likealion’s purr. It seemedto rub
againg dl the warm things deep inside me that were aching to be touched. Okay. | redlly redly liked his
laugh. With me pressing againgt him, it was arumble deep in his chest, agrowl of desire and humor, and |
had no doubt that he wanted me in the worst way. Or maybe the best way. To combat the need growing
within me, | asked, “So. EIH or AAS?’

The laugh eased away but hissmile didn’t. At some point, he had loosened my hair, and it covered usin
atumbled snarl. Hetook asingle strand and stroked it, curling it around hisfinger, the vibrant scarlet
contrasting on hiswinter-white skin. Y ou want to talk about work when things are going so well?
Wouldn't you rather—" | rolled away from him and he finished with, “ Guess not.”

| wriggled my bottom between histhigh and the couch back, my legs across his, fedling the hard shape of
agun strapped on histhigh, like awild west gundinger’s. There was something about hard stedl jabbing
me that was strangely exciting, but | kept my reaction off my face. Getting turned on by close contact
with gunswas downright disturbing. “I don’t degp with men | don’t know.” | could have added that |
had only dept with one man, and had married him, and that | didn’t intend to deep with another human,
not ever, but that sounded a bit like achallenge and | had afeding that Eli didn’t turn away froma



chalenge. “EIH or AAS?’ | repested.

Eli had lost the hat and his coat somewhere and, wearing only two layered shirts, stretched up an arm,
tucking his hand behind his neck. The position stretched out his chest, giving him along, lean line. He
grinned lazily when he saw the direction of my gaze, but | shook my head. “No way. Answer the
Question.”

His amusement evaporated and he consdered me, sitting beside him, my legs draping him, our thighsin
intimate contact. “What do you know about the heretics organization and the asseys? Do you know the
difference?’

“Between the EIH and the AAS?’ It sounded like a school question, a compare and contrast assignment.
| crossed my arms over my chest. “I’ll bite. One is an antigovernment, antisergph organization at odds
with every religious group on the planet, composed of poor, disenfranchised members of society, who
advocate anarchy. The other is government to the core, working hand-in-hand with the Realms of Light,
doing whatever the sergphs want, including tracking down and killing any unlicensed witchy-women,
turning over EIH operativesto theloca kirks, fighting demons and Darkness wherever they can,
providing covert intelligence about the movements of Darknessto the military, and coordinating military
action during conflict. And the biggest difference—asseys sdariesare paid by tax money.”

“Well, thereisthat,” he said.
| rolled my eyes. Only alittle, but it got the point across.

“That’ s been the stlandard line for decades,” he conceded. “But what if the EIH had evidence, red
evidence, that the seraphs and demons, Light and Darkness, wereredly aiensfrom another planet, who,
when their own solar system or galaxy or whatever was decimated by war, brought that conflict here.”

“Solar system or gdaxy. Far, far avay,” | quoted a Pre-Ap Star Wars movieline. It reminded me
suddenly of the reference Eli had made about my tanto, the blade stretched with blue light. The
minisword had reminded him of Luke Skywaker. How weird was that.

“Makefunif you want. Maybe they come from another dimension. But it isn't heaven or hell. Have you
ever heard of theriver of time?’ | don’t know what he saw in my expression, but his face went hard.
“Tdk tome” hesad. “You' ve heard of it.”

Actudly, | had seen it. Had been there, sort of. In aseries of out-of-body encounters that were more
surreal than redlity, experiencesthat kept dipping from my conscious memory like dreams. | had gone
there during akind of warfare that seemed to be fought in two places at once, on the earth as| knew it,
and in another place that was dl spiritud energy centered around this stream of lava-energy thet the
seraphs caled theriver of time. They talked about it alot but they weren’t exactly forthcoming on what it
redlly was, or whereit was, or what it did. All I knew for sure was that when | stood on its bank and
joined with asergph spiritudly, in amind-atering mystica mating, it changed the course of a battle.
Because of it, Forcas had been drained and the Dragon was stopped in itstracks. | nearly died there too.
| still wasn't surewhy | hadn't.

| had atheory on what theriver of timewas. | guessed it was afourth dimension, with time being the
fourth. Meaning that theriver of time could give sergphic beings accessto dl of time throughout the
history of the universe. It was here, not here. It was Earth, not Earth. It was heaven and not heaven. It
wasaredity dl itsown.

Eli watched me. Could | trust him with what | had seen?“Assey or EIH?’ | asked again. And
subsequently, in one of those intuitive legps that defied logic, my bresth stopped in my chest. | asked,



“Or both?’

One hand reached for my arm, the other went for the weapon aong his thigh. Faster than humans can
follow, mage-fadt, | ripped my arm from hisfingersin a corkscrew break, legped from the couch, and
tumbled across the floor, thumbing on ashield. In mage-sight, it was thousands of interlocking,
overlapping purple feathers of energy. Unlike most mage-shields, this one moved with me, the feathers
rippling as| dove for my blades on the end of the kitchen table.

His hand reached the holster and snapped it open. | whipped up the tanto and the kogatana, racing back
to the couch, and flowed into the walking horse. Eli was till drawing the gun when his dow human eyes
found me and he stopped cold. My blade was poised to cut through hisliver. All it would tekewas a
snglethrust as| snapped off the shield.

Cold chills danced dong my arms, raising thetiny hairstherein delayed reaction. “Y ou’ re both, aren’t
you?’ | sad. “You're an assey, undercover, and you' ve infiltrated the EIH. Only you got sucked in with
their blasphemy, their dogma, and you changed sides. Y ou saw or heard something that made you
bdievethem.”

“Not quite,” he said, holding very, very ill.

Like aflower opening in time-lapse photography, it dl fell together, al the things he had done and said
and al the people he had spoken with. | understood. Y ou’ re supposed to bring the two groups
together.” He was a py. And afresking diplomat.

“Y ou want to save Cianafrom the AAS and the mages?’ he asked, speaking at apitiless clip, hisfingers
gripping the hilt of hisgun, knuckleswhite. “Y ou want to keep her living here, with you and her father and
her uncle? Or you want her turned over to them and experimented on, tested, kept in acell until shedies
and they cut her open to see what made her tick?’

Shock flooded my system, trapping mein indecision. | wavered between flight or fight, pulled apart by
opposing forces. My hands started swegting, my breathing sped.

“That’ swhat the AASwill do, and you know it. If the neomages get her first, they’ Il do the samething,
except they’ Il kill her faster when they see what she can do. If you want Cianadive and safe, you' |l keep
medive. Andyou'll tak tome. You'll tel me everything you know.”

“Seduction as an interrogation technique,” | mocked, hating myself for having falenfor it evenfor a
moment. Was| that londly?“ Get the sex-gtarved mage al hot and bothered and she'll tell you everything.
Nicework.”

He had the grace to |ook abashed for an instant before his face hardened over whatever he was fedling.
“That wasn't the way it was supposed to go.”

“Clarify,” | said, edging the sted afraction closer to histhroat. The tanto hummed softly at the nearness
of the shield, the blade a fluctuating sky blue.

The shield tickled over hisflesh and he pressed back into the couch cushion, but he had nowhere elseto
go. “Mages need sex. Wedl know that. And I’'m not saying seduction wasn't attempted on magesin the
past, but it never worked like anticipated.”

“Goon.”

“The human either ran like abat out of hell or got snared and converted. Every time. Human version of
mage-heat. Why do you think so few humans admitted to an Enclave ever leave?’



| hadn’t thought about it. | had been transported out of Enclave before | was old enough to spend time
with humans or experience afull, seraph-induced, mage-heat rut mysdf. Therewasalot about my own
race| didn’'t know. | went for acerbic, hiding my thoughts. “1 thought the rumor was that mages used
them up sexudly and then ate them.”

“Tdesto scare kidsinto obeying their parents and to keep teenage humans from experimenting. Like the
boogeyman.” He watched my face. The clock ticked in the silence. “Y ou don’t know about the
relationship between mages and humans,” he said dowly. | said nothing, waiting, my blade and the shield
s0 closethey tickled hisskin.

“Neomages can be...” He groped for words, his mouth opening and closing once before he started over.
“They cause weird reactionsin humans. Some humansfed anger or revulsion in the presence of mages.
In others, it'sthis...this...weird kind of joy, maybe. They cdl it mage bliss. A kind of contentment just
being around you. And for the humanswho fed bliss, sex intensfiesit. Once you' re with amage sexually
for any length of time’—he stopped and swalowed, glanced down at the sword edge before
continuing—"you’ re hooked. Not addicted exactly, but you don’'t want to leave.”

“And for the oneswho fed the negative things?’ | asked, remembering people pulling away from me
when | was growing up, people | wanted to be my friends, who just seemed to draw away.
Remembering the recent revulsion on the faces of so many of the orthodox.

“Sex for them is always’—he groped again for words and | wondered what he hadn’t said—forceful.
The AASattractsalot of that kind.”

| remembered acomment made to me by an investigator for the Administration of the ArchSeraph when
| was under arrest for a short time as an unlicensed mage. He had offered to take me for aride as part of
my intake interview. | had known what he meant. And every mage knew rape was likely to be apart of
thetortureif asseysever held us prisoner. Saints' bdls. It dl fit. “ So when they have amagein their
custody those are the oneswho resort to rape,” | said. Eli nodded, bumping his chin on the shiddd with a
little Szzle of power, bringing it dangeroudy close to the blade. The Flame-augmented tanto’ s hum
changed tone with the shift, dmost asif it was reacting to Eli’s movement. “ And the oneswho fed the
good things are addicted. No wonder humans hate mages.”

“It'snot atrue addiction,” he said. “Youwon't dieif you leave them, but you kind of ...grieve. I've seen
aguy grieving. After. It'ssaid that when ahuman actudly fdlsin love with amage, they never leave.”

Something sharp and cutting twisted insde. “Lucasdid.” The statement was out before | could stopit; |
could have bitten off my tongue. The two little words exposed al the hurt | till kept insde, trapped likea
tigerinacage.

Eli’ s expression softened, and | stiffened a the emotion there. | didn’t want his pity. “ Cianaisn’t human,”
he said. “Not anymore. Lucas may not be either. It may not work quite the same with them, whatever
they are”

It was't acomplete answer but it felt like the truth, or truth as he knew it, atruth that was aweighted
shroud around me. Careful to keep my inflections neutral, | asked my second-biggest question. “How do
you know that? That Cianaisn't human?’

“There salittle black box in my jacket. A device reverse engineered by the R and D Department of the
Adminigtration of the ArchSergph. It’s based on the Sigils provided by the Realms of Light to the agency
when they indtituted us back in early Post-Ap times.”

| didn’t missthe us pronoun, but | stayed focused on his story. | had seen an assey’ sSigil up close and



persona when | first met Captain Durbarge. Etched into clear crystd, glittering with seraph energies,
were wings and ahao. Such sigils had been known to sparkle or glisten when mage-conjures were used
nearby.

“The black box isused by the AAS to detect energy use, mage energies and seraph energies. Durbarge
gave me hiswhen we were on the Trine and he knew he wasn't coming back. | was supposed to watch
you and the Stanhopes and the local EIH group and report back. But the EIH had one too, and they

gpproached me. They wanted aparley. | set it up. My superiors met with their emissary in Ashevillefive

daysago.”
Okay, hewas aspy firgt, aspy turned diplomat. “And Ciana?’

“With the box, | can seethat thing on her chest. | saw what she did during the battle. She's manipulating
sergphic energies. It' sinteractive with her. No human can do that.”

“Magescan't either.”

| saw the speculation on hisface and knew | had corroborated someintel for the AAS. Meand my big
mouth. Thinking abut Lolo and the decades-long plan to put mein Minerd City and to free the trapped
Waitcher, Barak, | asked, “Y our superiorsin genera or your superiorsin asplinter group of the AAS?’

When Eli didn’'t answer, | said, “Hands behind your head, fingerslaced together.” He dmost argued with
me. | saw it flit through histhoughts before it was replaced with something else. Grinning that insouciant
grin, daring meto watch him stretch, Eli extended hisarms up, following my directions.

“I'm fagter thanyou,” | said. “ Y ou try to draw your gun again and I’ ll spit you likeafrogonagig.”
Backing dowly away from him, | |et the shield dide over the hat and jacket on the floor. Bluelight
glimmered from the cloth when the shield energies encompassed it. With atoe | nudged the jacket open
to expose ablack box, three or four incheslong, maybe two wide, and an inch thick. The blue light
emanated from a screen on it. There were buttons and what might be an eyepiece.

Had he been around Thadd? Did he aso know about the kylen or did the seraph ring Thadd wore
protect him from detection? | didn’t know how to ask without giving away the cop’s secret so |
abandoned that one for now. | sheathed the smaller blade and reached down to the coat, half expecting
Eli to try to shoot me. | pocketed the device and his eye brows went up. “Y eah, I’'m stedling your little
toy. Sueme.” Of courseif he wanted meto stedl it, hoping to useit to listen to my conversations or to
booby-trap me or something, then | wasfdling into hislittle assey trap. Am | aconspiracy theorist or
what? But when you' ve been apawnin area conspiracy, you tend to anticipate more of them.

“Okay,” | said. “We ve made some progress. Not much but some.” | clicked off the shield before it went
off by itsdlf. I had to recharge my amulets or they were al going to go blank. “1 gtill don’t know where
you stand, with or against the sergphs, with or against mages, with or againgt the heretics, or somewhere
inthemiddleof dl of them.”

Eli lowered his hands and levered himsdlf upright, moving dowly, intent on my blades, careful to keep his
hand away from his gun. He watched me for along moment and seemed to make up hismind. “I'm
gonnagive you my wegpon. I'm gonnause my left hand to reach across and pull the gun with two fingers.
Then I'll put it on the floor and kick it to you. Okay?’

Not sure where he was going with this, | inclined my head. Carefully, he did just ashe’ d said, placing the
gun on the floor and toeing it toward me. Just as dowly, he leaned back into the couch and douched, legs
splayed. “I’'mwith the seraphs,” he said folding hisfingerstogether in hislap, “a least until we help them
defeet the Darkness. Like the Dark, they’ reinvaders, but unlike them, the sergphs aren’t currently killing



us off, and they don’t eat us. Other than that, there ain’t that much to choose between them. Once their
war iswon, dl bets are off.

“I’'m neutra regarding the EIH, at least until | see the evidence they have to support the blasphemy. They
think the sergphswill leave Earth if the Darknessis defeated. If they’reright, and can proveit, and if they
have aplan to defeat the Dark and make the Light leave Earth forever, then I’m on their side. And to
answer your earlier accusation, no, | didn’t go over to them. | wasin communication with them and

we' vejoined forces a couple times, worked together in the street fight. That'sit.”

| didn’'t believe that was the whole truth but | didn’t say so. Big mouth staying shut now. When | didn’t
reply, Eli went on.

“And just s0 you know, I'm for little girlswho have funky gifts and powers, and againgt anyone who
might want to sted them away from their families or hurt them. I’ m against the mages until | know what
they want, but I’'m for you. | think. Unlessand until | learn you have an agenda against humanity. If |
discover that, I'll kill you, blissor no bliss, evenif | givein to temptation first, jump your bones, and get
obsessed with you. And by the way, that idiot man you married? He' s hooked. Not like a human man,
but he's’—Eli paused again asif searching for the exact word—" besotted. Y eah. He' s besotted. Y ou
want him, you can have him.”

“He had an affair when wewere married,” | said, thistime keeping my emationsin tight check.

“Hewas lured by a succubus. He was stupid and weak, but not many men could refuse one-athem fine
mamas when they come calling. Y ou may not be able to forgive him, but forgivenessisyour choice, not
something forced on you.”

One-athem fine mamas? Forgivenessis your choice? If he wanted to disarm me with candor and his
impressions of Lucas he had succeeded. | set thetanto aside, but | didn’t sit down. | stood over him,
watching him, fedling there was more he wanted to say.

“But there' s one thing you might keep in mind. Lucas had you when he didn’t know you were amage.
He had you when you didn’t know you were binding him to you, if I'm reading you right. He' s affected,
to some extent, by mage bliss”

Hedidn't haveto say it. | would never know if Lucas |loved me for me or because of mage bliss.
Because no matter what they caled it, bliss sounded like addiction to me. Inexorably, asif hedidn’t
know he wastearing my heart out, Eli went on.

“Any seraph or amage would want you, in the right circumstances, and would take you in the sireet, a
mass orgy you wouldn't be ableto resist or refuse. The two-edged sword of true compulsion. Me?1'm
not under compulsion. | know what you are. | know what would happen if | dept with you. | know it's
likely that I d give up everything | have and everything | am to be with you. | know al that and | want
you anyway.” Hisamber eyes sudied me as carefully as| did him. “1 knew you were something different
when | saw you at early thaw, at the sun-day dance. | watched you for weeks before | made contact
with you. | knew what you were from day one. | made a conscious choice to get to know you. | knew
what | was doing. Something to think about. And hey. That’swhy no romance and roses and courting
gestures. Y ou want me, it’'sfor me, and not for what | make you fed with overtures.”

“And what do you want from me? Other than wild hot monkey sex?’

“I want you to ask your seraph what he' s doing here, what they want, and where they came from. | want
you to work with me, with the AAS, and with the EIH to defeat the Dark, and then work with usto
defeat the seraphs and get them to leave Earth. And the hot monkey sex soundslike agreat deal too.”



| couldn’t help my disbelieving chuckle. The man didn’t want much. No. Not much a al. “ And if there
redly isaMogt High, and if heisthe creator of the universe, and if hereally doeslove humans, and if he
redly did kill off sx billion humans as part of acleansing and rebirth of the earth and anew ageand all
that? If the apocalypse was the event prophesied in every religion in history and not atakeover attempt to
s zethe earth? Then what?’

“If the Most High appears, or amessah, or if evil isredly defeated and paradise on earth results, then I'll
lay down dl resstance. If heredly is God dmighty, I’ Il bow down and worship him likethe rest of
humanity.

“Now, | got aquestion for you. Why do you think the big bad uglies are dways ugly? What if they
looked and smelled just like seraphs? The biggest BBUs used to be seraphs, right? Did the seraphs put
an incantation on their enemiesto make’em look that way?’

| said nothing, just let the syllables flow over me. It wasn't anything the EIH hadn’t been saying for years.
It wasn't anything | hadn't thought before.

“What if they were beautiful like the seraphs? Which sde would we go for? The sde that killed six bil” of
usright up front? Or the Side that likes us for dinner? If one side decided to save us—redlly save our
asses—would we care which side it was?’

Heresy. Profane sacrilege.
Truth? Findly, | looked away.

Chapter 9

And Azazd taught men to make swords, and knives, and shidlds, and breastplates, and made known to
them the metals and the working of them....and the use of antimony...and all kinds of costly stones...And
there arose much godlessness...And again the Lord said to Raphad,  Bind Azazel hand and foot, and
cast himinto the darkness: make an opening in the desert....and cast him therein. And place upon him
rough and jagged rocks, and cover him with darkness, and let him abide there forever. And on the Day
of Judgment he shal be cast into thefire... To him ascribedl sn.

D rinking cinnamon and vanillateg, | reread the notes | had made not so long ago on the history of the
one | now thought was the Dragon of the Trine, Azazdl. | made additional notes on what | needed to ask
Lolo, the priestess of the New Orleans Enclave. | had alot of questions.

My parents had died when Rose and | were children and the priestess had taken us under her wing. She
hadn’t raised us, exactly, but she had overseen al aspects of our education. We had spent alot of timein
her house, being tutored by specid teachers, listening to envoys from other Enclaves and to humanswho
cameto barter or purchase services, and we hadn’t spent as much time with other mage children aswe
might have had our parentslived. Y et nothing | had learned as a child had prepared mefor the horror of
my gift when it came upon me.

For mage children, the ability to see and manipulate |eftover creation energies comes upon them &t the
onset of puberty. Likeal mage girls, | started my menses and my gift descended, but for meit had an
unintended, unexpected consequence. My mind opened to every mage in Enclave, dl twelve hundred
supernats. Every thought, hurt, fear, hope, petty jealousy, hatred, desire, love, and need descended on
me at once. | nearly went mad. | was drugged and shipped to Mineral City. Rose remained in Enclave
until she was eighteen, when she was licensed and went to work in the Atlanta consulate. Whatever we
had been expected to become had been lost when | nearly lost my mind. A Rose by any Other Name



will ill draw Blood. Enigmeatic to the point of uselessness. No one knew what the prophecy meant.

My specia education hadn’t prepared mefor the past winter either. | hadn’t kept up my lessonsin the
ten years | had been banished. | wasn't ready to fight Darkness any more now than when | first went
under the Trine. Not that | had much of achoice.

| finished my teaand shoved the kitchen table againgt the cabinets, exposing thetilefloor. Thetileswere
stoneware from clay collected in Mexico, from a ste near a battlefield where seraphs, humans, and
Darkness had once fought an earth-rending war. The glaze was composed of mineral pigments Lolo had
charged to my protection before shipping them to me on asummer train. Taking up abag of unused sdit,
| poured a heavy ring in asix-foot-diameter circle, leaving afoot of space open for meto enter.

Around the outside of thering, | positioned candles scented with bayberry and juniper, to cleansethe air
and my spirit. | filled my sterling silver scrying bowl at the sink and set it in the exact center of the st
ring, springwater doshing gently. Stone amulets | tumbled at itsSide, apileal drained and needing to be
charged. A shard from the amethyst downstairs went with them, one too small to have afully formed eye,
but still apart of the whedls of the cherub. My ceremonid knife, in plain view in the cutting block, | set to
the Sde of the stones. Lastly, | pulled the Book of Workings from the shelf beside my bed, placing the
book on the floor by the bowl in case | needed it. Into the bowl went three polished marble spheres,
empty stones that could accept and store whatever energies | needed. The water lapped to its top.

| sat within the circle, a the open spacein the st ring, crossed my legs yogi-fashion, and closed my
eyes. Spine erect, | blew out tension-filled bresths and drew in calming ones, again and again. There
were severa kinds of circles and several waysto opens channesto the power Ieft over from the creation
of the universe. Because | wastired and my amulets were so drained, | was using the safest method to
open one.

I’ d been removed from Enclave long before | would have learned how to scry—abasic kill, but onea
young neomage could learn only after her gift came upon her. I'd never practiced askill | thought I'd
never need. After al, scrying was away to contact another neomage, and | couldn’t do that. | wasin
hiding, so why bother? | had scried successfully only atime or two.

Asl| breathed, the silence of the loft settled about me. My breath smoothed. My heart beat adow,
methodicd fifty beats aminute, beats | timed against the ticking of the black-pig clock, the sound
becoming onewith the stiliness| sought. All glamour fell from me. Behind my closed lids, my own flesh
was a gentle radiance, the brighter glow of my scars aterrible tracery down my legsand arms. | opened
my eyes, seeing now with mage-sight.

The loft pulsed with power, the bower of neomage safety | had created in the humans world. Stones
were everywhere, at bath and bed and gas fireplaces, every window and doorway, the floor. From them,
every aspect of my home glowed with pale energy, subtle harmonious shades of lavender, green, rose,
red, and vibrant yellow. Mage-sight saw the power of mass and energy in everything, luxons, the building
blocks of the universe.

My skin burned brighter than the apartment, a pale pearl sheen, a soft roseate cord, the glow traced with
the hotter glow of scars. | closed the circle with two handfuls of salt. Asit closed, power seized me.
Power from the beginning of time, heard as much asfelt. It hummed through me, adrone, an echo of the
first Word ever spoken. The first Word of Creation. The reverberation was captured in the core of the
earth for me to draw upon, a congtant, unvarying power of stone and minerd, the destructive potency of
liquid rock and hest. | trembled as vibrations rolled through my bones and pulsed into my flesh. | could
see the thrum of strength, the force, the raw, raging might of the earth, a molten mantle seeking outlet.
Finding me, risng within me. | was a crucible for incandescent energy, mineto use. Power.



Because | wastired, perhaps because | was londly, the need for power, the lust for it, rosein me, higher
than ever before, caling to me, promising me everything | wanted. Promising me safety, happiness, away
to fight al Darkness and destroy the humans who wanted to hurt me, who wanted to hurt Ciana. For the
fird timeinalong time, | had trouble fighting off the fulfillment it offered. | could take what | wanted. The
might of the earth burned below me, writhed indde me, welding metoit. | was the strength of the earth,
the might of the core, the power of the crestion of the Most High. Temptation. TobeasGod is...

| forced my hand up. With asingle motion, | did the necklace of amulets over my head. The need
receded, fled. Died. Acid churning in my belly and rising in the back of my throat, | returned to mysdif,
gasping,

The loft was unchanged, the world unchanged, but now the power pulsing through the room was sharp
and focused to my mage-eye. | swallowed reflexively, not knowing why it had been so hard thistimeto
harness and control the stone-energy of creation. Something waswrong, | could fed it, but | didn’'t know
what it was. Thecircle | had drawn looked fine, the loft looked okay. | was norma. But something didn’t

fed right. Exhaugtion? The effect of low-levd, prolonged mage-heat? | shook it off, concentrating on my
bresthing to settle mysdif.

Beforel tried to scry, | drew on the creation energies | had harnessed, and dropped a shard of amethyst
from the stockroom into the silver bowl. Asit fell through the water, | sent out amenta cdl to the whedls
of the cherub Amethyst. | had done this before, and the wheels made working with energies so much
faster and easier. It was ashortcut, and | knew | probably shouldn’t do it, and it was probably
dangerous to contact and use a cherub’s power base without her permission, but | wasjust so tired.

The whed's answered with adrone of joy and agush of power so personal and tender that it felt like the
love and affection of amother’ s hands. A smdl smile curved my mouth and | Sghed asthewhedls
poured power out on me, into me, filling my flesh with energy so gentleit was dmost like a sedative. For
along moment, the whedls and | communed, and though they werefar away, | could sense the whedls
eyesgazing a metenderly.

Asif knowing what | needed, the ship offered control of the power conversion properties of itsliving
engine. Steadier now, | used the whedlsto manipulate the energy of the molten heart of the earth,
directing them and filling dl the amulets on my necklace. Without the whedls, it would take hoursto fill my
amulets, but now, bonded as they were to cherubs whedls, it took only minutes.

The speed was ablessing, but the payback would be a pure horror if Holy Amethyst noticed what | was
doing. | had tried this after a previous battle when | needed healing from battle injuries, when | needed to
fill my amuletsand | wastoo tired and injured to do it. But | had been careless, and Amethyst had
noticed. The backlash when she closed the power circuit had knocked me unconscious.

The ship crooned, its voice mellow and tender, vibrating along my nervous system, through my bones and
marrow. “Little mage,” it sang. “My little mage.” Mentdly, | caressed thewhedlsas| would acat, if
mages could keep pets without them eventudly going feral and killing anything that moved.

The whed sincreased the power flow, and when the amuletswere dl full, | trandferred the surging energy
to the empty household amulets. Utilizing the underground viaduct, | topped off the energy sink at thering
of stones around my spring out back. The whedls seemed to ripple and surge in my mind, though | knew
it was probably impossble for aship the size of afootbdl field, one made of living amethyst stonefilled
with eyes, to movein theway | sensed.

“Enough,” | told it softly, feding warm and full and dightly drunk on the might of the wheels. “Y our
mistresswill see”



“Yours,” it hummed, so softly in my mind. But it congtricted the flow of power into afine strand that
twisted to addlicate point and pulled away.

“Thank you,” | whispered asit withdrew, as grateful for the might it offered asfor the secrecy we shared.
When it was gone, even to the echo of itsvoice, | gathered the creation energies and my will and
breathed mysdf into ameditative state again. Content, tranquil, | began the process of scrying.

Into the bowl, | dropped astone, asmall shard of unpolished bloodstone, aminera | had a close affinity
for. It clanged softly when it hit bottom. | added another. They settled gently into the bowl between the
larger spheres of white and gray marble. When the third dropped in, a soft resonance of energy gathered,
as crystaline matrix touched matrix. A faint sheen shimmered on the surface, mutable and chatoyant like
liquid kyanite.

| had tried this severa times before, without success. But | was not giving up. “Rose?’ | whispered the
incantation. “Can you hear me? Rose, hear your Thorn.” The water mottled, darkened, asif light warped
in lumpsand bulges. Thevison rippled at the bottom of the bowl, like acurrent in acreek, with sunlight
dappling over smooth sand. | heard aroar, like howling wind in astorm. It lasted only amoment. A
single heartbeat of time. The surface cleared.

Disappointment scoured my heart like steel wool. | had seen moments of visionsin the last weeks, while
trying to scry for my twin, and like this one, they had been out of focus, blurry, confused. But | kept
trying, and had promised mysdlf that | wouldn’t give up, my hope bolstered by the memory of both Light
and Dark claiming my twin was dive. Forcing away thefrustration, | settled mysdf again and, when calm,
began to scry for Lolo.

“Seaand shore, jazz and dance, | search for the priestess of Enclave,” | said, repeating the incantation
severd times. It was asmple mantraas conjuring went, and the lack of scripture made it less powerful,
but more focused. Simple seemed best. With my pitiful level of training, | waslesslikely to messup and
do atruth read or some other conjure by accident. | had done that before and it wasn't fun. On the
seventh repetition of the verse, the water in the silver bowl began to glisten. It thickened, forming adark,
mirrored surface. It didn’t cloud or become opague, but it was asif dl the light began to vanish, asif a
slver cloud rose from the bottom. | kept up the words and rhythm of the incantation, syllables soft and
cadenced.

In the water, kaleidoscopic images swirled, cool greens and warm creams, mellow shades of butter and
amber and the gold of sunlight on yellow roses. These were not the rich shades of ruby and emerad |
associated with Lolo. The image began to sharpen into a sunlit room, walls painted shades of sage,
rosemary, and moss, with cream moldings. A huge vase of flowers, roses and buttercups and freesia
against darker green fronds, sat atop around inlaid wood table. Over it afan turned lazily, the air moving
theflowersin an artificia breeze.

Besde thetable, reclining on ayelow chaise lounge which was centered in aconjuring circle, wasa
woman. She stared a me through the water and the miles, unsmiling, her face giving awvay nothing except
beauty and hauteur. Instantly | felt like a bumbling country bumpkin in the presence of royalty. Shewas
elegant in gold silks and lace, her forma mage-clothes embroidered in the leaves and flowers of her gift.
By her clothes| knew she was an earth mage with an affinity for living things, one of the rarest and the
mogt difficult to control mage-gifts. With it, one could hedl or kill, bring life or destroy it. She was staring
at my scars, and though her expression didn’t change, | sensed her revulsion.

| fought the urge to raise my hand to cover my face and throat. The visathrobbed with arhythm of
suggestions and information and | recoiled. Thiswas a consulate Situation? Seraph stones. Who had |
contacted?*| offer gpologiesfor disturbing you,” | said, following the visa slead asto proper protocol



for ascrying mage. “1 am Thorn, of the litter of twins, licensed stone mage out of the New Orleans Clan,
abiding in Minera City in the mountains of the Carolinas. Hail to Adonai. | was searching for the priestess
of Endave”

“Y ou found her,” the woman said. She had a beautifully modulated voice, mellow and serene. “And |
know who you are. Speak.”

“Forgive me. | searched for Lolo, the priestess of the New Orleans Enclave,” | clarified, running over in
my mind thewords | had used in the calling. | hadn’t mentioned Lolo’sname, and | hadn’t specified the
New Orleans Enclave. | had screwed up again, calling for any priestesswho liked music and lived by the
sea.

The woman' s voice grew hard as petrified wood. “ Y ou have found her,” she said distinctly. “ Speak.”
Shock made my bresthing speed up and my heart trip unevenly. “Lolo?’ | whispered.

“Theformer priestessisin retirement.” There was an edge of satisfaction in thewords. | had no idea how
to react to that but it seemed palitic to ask after Lolo’ shealth. When | did, the mage on the lounge
flicked her manicured fingers asif tossng away something usdessand said, “ The old priestessis unwell.
She suffered an apparent stroke during an unanticipated mage-heat rut.” She turned her leaf-green eyes
to mine, stroking honey-blond hair back behind her ears. She was about my age, maybe a bit younger,
early twenties.

Unanticipated? Ruts were scheduled and planned, to prevent chaos and to keep bloodlines pure. An idea
flickered in the back of my mind, but | didn’t know how to ask my questions without getting burned. This
mage was dl sharp edges, like saw grassin amarsh, cutting and brittle. | said, “ The date of thisrut? Was
it within the last three weeks?’

The priestess s pae browslifted. “It was.”

| took adeep breeth, stabilizing my oxygen intake. “Wasit caused by an unscheduled visitation by
Barak, the Watcher, to Lolo?’

She reacted by the merest tightening of her lids. And | knew. | had freed Barak from his captivity and he
had gone directly to Enclave, againg al edicts of the Sergphic High Hogt, the ruling council of seraphs.
Sergphs cauised mages to go into heat. Mages had the same effect on sergphs. It could get ugly if it
happened without proper precautionsin place.

After an unnerving pause, shesad, “Yes”

That was short and swest. | tried another question. “Forgive my ignorance. | ask apoint of clarification.
IsLolo dsothe one cdled Daria, the first mageto lie with asergph and produce alitter of kylen?’

The priestess, who hadn’t bothered to tell me her name, tilted her head, asmall smile on her wide,
coral-tinted mouth. “ Old history. Barak has been chastised for his presence here. The Watcher claimed
to have been prisoner of a Power of the Dark for many decades, and to be unaware of the edict against
sergphsin Enclave.” Shelifted anegligent shoulder. “ All know aWatcher has no need or coercion to
speak the truth of the Most High. But the Watcher left willingly, when he saw the havoc he was cresting,
incdluding Lolo'ssaizure”

Seizure? A coldness settled in my chest. Acrosstheloft, my eye was caught by afant green glow.
Barak' sflight feather, atalisman of great power, fredy given, was shining with lustrous energies, reacting
to something, but | didn’t know what. The scrying? The conversation? His name? The presence of a



charmed circle? | took it asawarning, though | didn’t redly need one. “Heleft willingly?” | asked. “So
the sergphic council didn’t imprison Barak for hisvigtation?’

“They did not. But they asked many questions when they scried us. They have uncovered a conspiracy
by theformer priestess,” she said, abarely contained gleein her words, “one that jeopardized all
Enclaves. It isbdieved that you arein the center of thisintrigue.”

Careful, the visathrobbed a me. No kidding, | thought back. This mage didn’t like me. And shewas
Lolo’senemy. Meekness, the visasuggested. | could do meek. Unless| got riled; then my mouth tended
to run away fromme. “Me?’ | asked. “How can | beinvolved in any Enclave plot? | am theleast of my
kind.” Thiswastruefrom severd viewpoints, forma mage training uppermost, pecking order in any
Enclave next, and consular assgnments last, though | hated to sound so pathetic. Y &, the visawas right.
Humility, even false humility, would help me most here, if | could keep my temper long enough to feign

my way throughiit.

“True” shesad. “You arefrom an abnormaly smal litter. Only twins. And dl know that small litters
often result in weak and unworthy offpring.”

| wanted to dap the woman for the insult, but | kept my face immobile. If shewastesting me, | needed to
show regraint. If shewasredly thisstupid, | could learn more by curbing my temper than by givinginto
it. And if she had reached the position of priestess at such ayoung age, shewasn't stupid. But | felt my
back molars grind.

“However, though from an atypicd litter, you were created by Lolo, who locked your parents together
during arut.” Shewaswatching my reection to seeif thiswas new information. It was, but for reasons |
couldn’t articulate, | didn’t want her to know that. “ There is evidence that the mating was againgt their
desire, as both were paired with others at the time, and further evidence that they were brought together
by aloveincantation in the hopes of morelitters”

| remembered seeing alove potion in the Book of Workings. Blood and plagues. What had Lolo done?
Such crimes carried ghastly pendties. When | didn’t speak, she went on.

“What do you know of her plansfor her offspring? If you provide us with answers, you may be spared
punishment when you return, after your visaruns out next year.”

Return? | had no plansto—Her offspring? | thought back over the conversation. Had my parents been of
Lolo’slineage? Dariahad born both kylen and pure mage children. Were Rose and | of Daria smage
lineage? Y eah, that’ swhat the smug little priestess was ing nuating, and that opened up an entirely new
srategy for this conversation. Becauseif | wasof Lolo'sline, | was genetically superior to thelittle twit
bating mefrom afar.

| let theideasettle into me. | had never looked up my genetic ancestry, though al mage family treesare
carefully cataloged. Mage heat could cause mating too closely in adirect family line, so most mages have
athorough knowledge of their lineage, down to the human, Pre-Ap ancestors. | never expected to
experiencearut S0 | hadn’t bothered to learn my own. And even had | looked myself up, | hadn’t
known that Lolo and Dariawere the same person, making it impossible to comprehend the connections.

The mage was gill speaking and | dragged my awareness back to her. “...with asmall cadre of seraphs
to affect the course of developing mage powers and gifts. If you tell medl you know, | would be willing
to stand for you before the mage council when you present your defense for leaving Enclave without
authorization.”

| had missed something, but | recognized the carrot and stick. | was being herded and | didn't likeit. |



put aside my qualms about speaking out of turn and said, * Priestess, what isyour officid title?’

The woman blinked. She had been rude and officious, and now the ugly, scarred, and provincia mage
was calling her on it. A mage who had to outrank her. Had to. So that’ swhy she'sdl prickly. The
priestess sat up dowly in her chaise and stared at me through the surface of the mirrored water, trying to
intimidate me with her influence and position.

| had been stared at by aMgor Darkness. There wasn't much that aless powerful being could do to me.
And that had to tick her off too. | raised my brows and alowed abit of my own power to shine through
the scrying. Her shoulders went back, and the pearly flesh beneath her silk lace blouse glistened. “Thorn
of thetwins, of theline of Daria, | am Elan, of thelitter of seven, of theline of Eugene.” She put peculiar
emphasis on the name, asif he held some specia importance. | had some research to do. “I am an earth
mage and acting priestess of the New Orleans Enclave,” she said, adding the last line dmost unwillingly.

Acting priestess? | smiled at her. | didn’t need amirror to know it wasn't a pretty smile. Her face
hardened like old wood, polished and smoothed. The gloves had just come off. Whatever thiswoman
had againgt me, her antipathy had surfaced and multiplied. Lucky me. And so much for humility.

Lolo'slineis preeminent, the visa confirmed, atiny pulse of information.

Feding myself on surer footing, | said, “Priestess Elan, | didn’t eave Enclave without the consent of the
council, | was drugged and smuggled out, banished by the former priestesswhen | was il achild. If
thereisgn, it wasn't mine, asdl children areinnocent.” | was parroting mage law. Audric had prepared
mefor this accusation, knowing it would come once | was found out. “I am properly licensed,” |
continued, though there was atime when | hadn’t been, which made it asticky Stuation, “and my visa
and GPS locator device were provided by the Angd of Punishment Cheriour himsdf”—which shewell
knew, asit had been reported on SNIN. “They are both in working order and were presented when
requested by the town fathers of Minera City. Therewill be notrid,” 1 said.

“ Accusations have been made that you were in the human world for some time before the gppearance of
the angd, living without diplomatic sanction,” she said, her tone laced with satisfaction. Y eah. Shewasn't
stupid. “Additiona charges have been laid that you went to war against aMgor Darkness without
Enclave permission.”

| needed permission to fight evil?“My champard will answer dl charges when | am brought before the
entire council,” | said, with emphasis on theword “entire.” Her lidsflickered again. | refused to be judged
by asmdl cadre of neomages. Asamage in the human world, it was my right to ask for afull ruling, and
sheknew it.

If Lolo’ sline was preeminent, then maybe that offered me another opening in the little battle of willsand
knowledge. But it meant taking achance. | raised my chin dightly and let my mouth soften. “1 was not
notified that Lolo wasill and that her duties had falen to another. Y ou are kind to take such onerous
respongbility from my shouldersuntil | return.”

Her eyestightened and lips thinned. Bingo! Now | knew why shewas so bitchy. That knowledge gave
me more options and confidence. | wasn't powerlessin this battle of willsand words. And it helped that
shewas alot less beautiful when she was being backed into acorner.

“Should | decide to give up my place in succession to the position of priestess” | said, “I shal consider
al your service at thisdifficult time” Carrot and stick right back at you, you little witch. They couldn’t
pay me enough to take that job, but she didn’t have to know that.

While | had her off balance, | could take the chance and confirm my conclusions about who and whét |



was. | said, “It has been brought to my attention that Rose and I, while only lowly twins, were bred to be
thefirgt battle mages who could join mentaly with seraphs, without physica mating, in the fight against
evil. We would become a new weapon in the war against the Dark, awesgpon that would provide new
war srategiesto the High Host. Surely the current council concurswith the historical record.” Assuming
there was one.

Reluctantly, Elan nodded, and | said, “Bred to fight, under the aegis of the previous coundil, | did not
require the permission of the current council to fight Darkness. Especialy when seraphs fought with me
under mage-in-direregulations.”

For an ingtant, the priestess' s expression blanched. And then she smiled, swestly, crudly, and | knew |
was about to be sucker punched. “Y ou are better versed in your history and purpose than we had
supposed. But you are an orphan.” The blow went home with breath-stealing force. | am aone. “You
have no littermates, no parents, no litter of your own. No mage but our emissary with whom to mate,
none but filthy humans with whom to breed powerless mules. Y ou are unworthy to be priestess. Y ou
have no family to draw upon, no power base to support aclaim on my position of command. Y ou are
nothing. And you arefar away from Enclave.”

Bruised at the truths she threw, | felt anger risein me. Without thought to the consequences, | said, “All
true. But | have bested aMagjor Darknessin mortal combat. | have fought shoulder to shoulder with
sergphs. There are no reports of mages, except for me, fighting the Dark in more than alifetime. Y ou,
likedl the magesin captivity, are oft and weak and beautiful, but utterly usdess at anything but being a
pawn of seraphs or stronger mages.” Her mouth opened in shock and | felt abruta joy at her reaction. “I
carry asergph stone, freely given by Zadkid, battle companion of the ArchSeraph Michael, and aflight
feather gifted to me by the Watcher Barak.” | leaned in while | had her off balance and said, very softly,
very diginctly, “And | am linked to the whedls of one of the cherubim. If | want your pitiful littlejob,
witch, itismine” And my sster isalive, curseyou. A seraph said so. But | didn't say it. | had that much
sdf-control |eft to me.

Outsde my conjuring circle, outsde my loft, far up the Trinein theice and snow, the lynx howled. The
omen of danger. | flinched. What had | said? What had | just done? Plagues and blood, | thought. | had
just declared politica war againgt the acting priestess of the New Orleans Enclave. Me and my big
mouth.

“Y ou are rude and untutored and coarse,” she spat a me, her beautiful face twisted with malice. “A
barbarian, ugly and scarred. | will challenge you to persona combat for this position should you ever be
foolish enough to contest my right to it. And you will lose, no matter what sergph power you havein the
human world.” With crud delight she said, “ Seraph energies are barred from this place.”

| tightened my handsin my lap. | had forgotten about that. Stupid, stupid, stupid.

“But because | am magnanimous and because the ruling council dictated there should be one year of
active service before | am confirmed, one year before | am formally approved as priestess, | will share
with you their advice. Do with it what you will, provincid asyou are. Trapping Darknessin Stone.” With
that enigmatic little phrase, she raised ahand and dropped something. The surface of my conjuring bowl
went opaque.

Chapter 10

A sharp clap made mejerk. | swiveled on the now-warm tile and saw Audric Sitting on the couch. He
clapped again. And again. The rhythm was mocking and insulting. Knowing | had been aniidict, | broke
the circle, the energy that powered it feeding back with alittle snap and buzz dong my limbs. Audric



studied me, face impassive. When he didn’t speak, | stood and began to put away the accoutrements of
the conjure, my face burning with embarrassment.

| swept up the salt and dumped it in alarge plastic bag labeled CONJURES, USED, put away the
candles and stones. Findly | placed the Book of Workings on its shelf and carried the silver bowl to the
kitchen sink, where| drained it. | laid the stones on the cabinet on atowel to dry, and polished the bowl
with a soft rag. When | had nothing else to occupy my hands | forced my feet across the room to the
rocking chair and sat. The chair seat was upholstered, wood arms carved in lion claws. And still my
teacher said nothing. When | couldn’t stand it any longer | said, “ Two questions. How long were you
listening? And just how bad did | screw up?’

“| entered as she wastelling you about Lolo’ s sate of health. And very badly. Y ou were afool.”
| flinched again, ducking from his contempt. “I’m sorry. | let my mouth run away when sheinsulted me.”

“And now the acting priestess knows your weakness: pride. Y ou have declared war on her and given her
aweapon to use againgt you. Y ou boasted away your greatest strength. Thewheds. A strength you did
not trust your champardswith,” he said sadly. Shame washed through me. After apause, Audric said,
“Have | misunderstood? Do you wish to be priestess?’

“Plagues and blood! No!” | exploded. | stood again and walked to the kitchen, to make a second pot of
tea, to busy my hands. “ Sit around al day in meetings and listen to salf-important mages and humans
conduct trade negotiations? Set policy for the Enclaves? Keep acircle open just so communication is
avallable? Have to ride to the nearest human town to make asmple phone call or check the Internet?
Mate where and when they tell meto? Spend al my time building political power? No way, Audric.”

| heard him rel ease a pent-up breath. “But you will have to return to Enclave someday. And now you will
be forced to either make obeisance to Elan or fight her.”

| put the kettle on the stove, braced my ebows, and hung my head. Stupid, stupid, stupid.
“Itistime to begin protocol lessons. We will begin with dance. Come here.”

| raised my head. “ Thetown is sealed off from outsde help. The Dragon isfree, or dmost free. | may
have no choice but to cal magein dire again, and risk killing every human in town, and you want meto
dance?’

“When emissaries reenter Enclave from the outside world, they are expected to enter correctly. Do you
know the routine? Do you know the stepsto properly approach the council? To approach the priestess?
Can you perform afull court curtsy, head to the floor, hands up and out to the sides like wings, knees
close together, body bent tight? And rise without aide? In adress? Y ou have declared war. | intend to
give you the wegpons.” He stood and rolled the rug back from the living space. When he straightened, he
sad, “Come here”

| cursed. Audric laughed. And then he made me dance. For an hour he worked on foot placement,
which, oddly enough, wasalot like the foot placement in fighting stances. He made me do hip didesand
circdlesand arhombus circle, which was a highly sexua move with alittle belly cant and thrugt, asif | was
throwing acoin out of my belly button. He made me do camd hips, which was ajoke, skinny as| am.
He made mewatch in mirrorsas| did chest dides, and | looked like amonkey hit by a Tazer. The chest
thrusts | tried were pitiful, as| had no boobs, and my chest circleswere even worse. | couldn’t do snake
armsworth spit. But when the lesson was over, | felt looser and calmer and | could think better, my mind
no longer fuzzy and mushy. As punishmentsfor shooting off my mouth went, it wasrelatively painless. |
thought I had gotten off well. Until Audric informed me | had to appear before the town fathersto plan



for the defense of Mineral City. | had been summoned, and he hadn’t bothered to tell me. Now | was
late. Cheeky mule.

With my champard' shelp, | dressed in full battle dobok, all my wegpons and amuletsin place. When |
let my neomage attributes blaze fredly, Audric asked, “ Are you sure you want to do that?’

“Yeah,” | said, looking at mysdlf inthe mirrors of the armoires. “I’m tired of hiding my light under a

Snorting with amusement at the New Testament reference, Audric followed me down the stairs and
across the street. The sun was setting, abright red orb low in the sky, tinting the clouds pink and gold
and fuchsia. The eastern sky was plum-colored, and long shadows striped the ground. The snow picked
up the redsin the sky, and the town was rosy with reflected light. But my breath puffed, and even through
my gloves, my fingersfelt the cold. My feet, il tender, ached with every stlep on theicy Sireet.

“Watch your big mouth in here,” Audric said as he opened the door.

The smdlsof yeadt, sugar, cinnamon, and fresh bread hit me in the face with amingled scent that smelled
like peace and calm and home. Not war. My mouth watered. Four el ders—Shamus and Ernest
Waldroup, Cul pepper, and Jasper—were Sitting at atable in the back corner of the bakery, drinking
from chunky mugs. A loaf of bread rested on a bread tray with a serrated knife. A tub of butter sat to
onesde.

The most senior fathers were dressed in casual clothes, gray and black tunics and leggings, their brown
robes of office thrown over the chair backs. Two of the men wore visible bandages. Shamus, athick
dice of bread in one bony paw, waved me over. Ignoring Cul pepper’ s annoyed look, Audric took up a
place near the front windows, his back to the sde wall so he could see both the table and the Street.

“I don’'t know what I’'m doing here,” | said as| hooked afoot around achair leg, pulled it from beneath
thetableand sat, “but I'll help any way | can.”

Without preamble, Shamus set aside his bread and began clearing the table. He said, “ Asthe sun sets,
fires |l belit at every street corner. We' Il have patrols on snow-el-mobiles making circuits through the
sreets.” He unrolled amap in the cleared place and put their coffee cups on the edgesto hold it flat.
“Thefiretruck’sgoin’ here.” He pointed to an intersection at the top of ahill. “Every family with awood
roof has been moved to the meetinghouse. The date roof and stone wallswill provide fire protection. We
got plenty of ammunition. It came on the train with your mage friend, and the EIH isbusy loading astore
of roundswith Dead Sea sdt. Double-aught buckshot and salt.” At my raised brows, he said, “We have
acommon god. Surviva. Thekirk has agreed to work with the heretics until thiscrissisover.”

“Thenyou'll go back to hunting them down and branding them on the cheeks?’ | asked. So much for
watching my big mouth.

Culpepper reared back in hischair, disgust on hisface. “I told you she would be impossible to work
with.”

“Shehasapoint,” Ernest said. “ And our hypocrisy and lack of compassion for others viewswill be
addressed when thisis over, if we surviveit. For now, let’ slook at the placement of snipersand sentries
with radios. If anything untoward is Sighted, word will be passed viaradio and the kirk bell will be rung
asan darm. No onewill leave his pogt to investigate; instead, men will come from the meetinghouse to
survey the problem. Jasper?’

The young elder supported himself on one elbow and pointed to buildings on the map, indicating porches



and second-gtory roofs, detailing where everyone was positioned. It all seemed pretty straightforward
but | sill didn’t know why they needed to talk to me. When | said so, the men looked back and forth
between themsalves. After the silent decision, Jasper took the lead. “We know about the ward on your
home. Can you, maybe with the help of that new mage, make one big enough to cover the town?’

“And how much would it cost?" Cul pepper said scornfully.

I”’d had enough scorn for one day. | boosted my attributes higher, making my skin glow with afiercelight.
My voicecold asanicecap, | said, “If | could protect the town | would have. For free, Elder
Culpepper.” The older man looked away, frowning. “But | can’t. That kind of incantation takes a number
of mageswith synergistic and related gifts, or littermates who have found waysto meld their disparate
giftsinto asnglefunction.” | could tell they weren’t understanding. “ It takes more than two mages.
Maybe seven or twelve working for severa days. Cheran and | don’t have gifts that would mesh or meld
for any kind of working. But | do have these.”

| pulled adozen polished quartz stone rings off my necklace, each circular with acentra hole. “1 filled
someillumination amulets. Y ou can give these out to the sentries. I’ ve charged them to activate at onset
of full night. Have the guardstie them to long strings and hide them in apocket so thelr night visonisn't
compromised. If they need to see something at adistance, they can toss the amulet to the limits of the
string and pull it back after.”

| added twelve additional amuletsto the pile, these made of various different stones, but none of them
quartz, so that even the least familiar with minerals could tell them apart. “Healing amulets. Y ou can give
these to the fire and medic brigade.”

“Not enough,” Culpepper said. “We need protection for the entire town and you' re holding out on us.
How much do you want, mage?’ He made the last word an insult. “What cost for your help? Our
blood?" Hisface twisted with abhorrence. “ Our young men?’

| stood, |etting the chair legs scrape the floor, barely stopping mysdlf from drawing ablade. The fathers
froze at the faster-than-human movement and the screech of wood on wood, even Culpepper faling
slent, redlizing he had gone too far. Switching my gaze back and forth between the Wadroup brothers, |
sad, “1 can’'t ward the whole town. I’ m not powerful enough. No mageis. But | can fight. Do you want
my champards and mein place for defense, or does working with former enemies not apply to mages?’ |
heard Audric sigh in exasperation, but | didn’t care. | was beat up, used up, and worn out trying to keep
thistown safe, and the town fathers were bent on hatred.

“Y ou are our town mage,” Shamus said gently. * Just becalise some are trgpped in the smallness of their
own minds doesn’t mean we don't need you.” Culpepper had the grace to flush at the senior elder’ s soft
reprimand. “We need you bad,” Shamus said. “| bdieveit’ swhy the sergphs gave you to Minera City
for afull year. You're part of the mercy of the Most High.”

Suddenly | had no place for my hands. | balled them and stuffed them into my pockets. The Waldroup
brothers and Jasper wore sober faces, and an underlayer of fear rode their souls. Culpepper stared at the
far wall, not meeting my eyes, but at least hishostility wasreinedin. | let my attributes die away and
retook my sest.

Shamus said, “We need all our fighters. We want you to rest until an attack. Experience says Darkness
seldom attacks two nights running. No need for you to waste yoursel ves until the fighting Starts again.
And who knows? The army may find away to get troopsin here.” Culpepper made aderisive noisein
the back of histhroat. | hated to agree with him, but | did.

“We do have onefavor to ask,” Shamus said. “Since you can't provide award for the entire town,



would you bewilling to alow the children to deegp in your shop until thingsreturn to norma?’ | blinked
and swalowed areflexive refusd. “ Parents can't fight when they’ re worried about their young.”

Sweet Hall Mary. They’re serious. “How many?’ | asked, panicked by the petition, amazed that my
voice didn’t squesk like atrapped squirrel’s. It was a reasonable request, but | couldn’t imagine how
we' d get dl the town’s children in the shop. It would be standing room only. 1t would be a madhouse.

Spawn bdls.

Asif he couldn’t see the terror blooming in my eyes, Shamus said, “ Only those twelve and younger.
About seventy indicated adesire to take advantage of the shelter.”

Seventy kids under the age of twelve? | was pretty sure the shock showed on my face. | could hear
Audric laughing under his bregth.

“They’ll providetheir own cots and bedrolls” Shamus continued, “ and the younger ones will double up,
two or three to acot. Some adultswill stay over to care for them. I’ ve seen your shop. It'll betight, but

they Il fit.”

He had thought it through, and | didn’t missthe verbs. Will, not might or could. Either he had known I'd
say yesor heintended to insgst. And clearly planswere dready under way.

“| offer the shielded floor space in my storefront,” Audric said from the door, not bothering to hide the
humor in hisvoice. “There are dso spacesin the stairwell a the top and the bottom of the stairs, though
that areais't heated. And thereisroom for morein the dress shop next to mine. Thorn’sward coversit
aswdll, and | am certain the owner will alow the children to stay over. Together, we can easily
accommodate seventy children.” Audric laughed adoud. “It will be my mistrend’ s pleasure.”

And then | understood. Thiswas my punishment. And it would be ongoing. Seventy wild, unfettered,
untamed kids running amok in my life. Sergph stones. Deeth and plagues. Blood of the saints! There
weren't enough curses available for the horror. The men were till talking, thistime about war, and now
Audric wasin the middle, offering suggestions as to tactics, weapons, and placement of prayer warriors
for future battles. | just dropped my chin and sank into my misery. Seventy kids.

The sun was below the horizon, the sky despening to plum and cerulean velvet when | crossed the Stre<t,
Audric on my hedls, and reentered Thorn's Gems. Bells clanged over the door and aroar blasted out. |
stopped in the doorway. A fast scan showed me there were a couple dozen children and three adultsin
the digplay room, three toddlers chasing each other, arms outstretched, squedling. Bundles of supplies
and bedrolls were tucked in the corners. Toys, dolls, stuffed animals, and cots lined the wals. Savory
pork stew bubbled on the stove.

“Seragph stones,” | whispered. They hadn't wasted any time. Audric chuckled under hisbreath and |
resisted the urge to sink an elbow into whatever body part was closest. | managed asmile and awave at
Jasper’ swife, Polly, who raced from the fireplace and enveloped me in a breath-stedling hug that
rammed my head between her breagts. | felt mysdf flush with embarrassment even as| suffocated.

“Thank you, thank you, thank you,” she said from over my head, rocking me back and forth, smothering
me. “Thank you again and again and again.”

Gently | pushed her away, filling my lungs, the grin | had faked becoming red. “ Y ou' rewelcome,” | said.
Okay. Thiswouldn’t be so bad. | liked Polly. We could have tea. Visit. “The bathroom isin the back.
It'sclean. Thefloor isn't well insulated and gets cold, so keep the gaslogs up high. And keep akettle
smmering on the fireplace so it does't dry out too much.”



“Y ou sound like an old mother hen,” she said, squeezing my shoulders.

My flush deepened and | patted her arm, turned, and looked right into the lens of acamera. | caught
mysalf before | cursed on live TV, but it was anear thing. Romona Benson, camera on a shoulder, stuck
amike under my chin. *Y ou found away to provide mage protection over the two buildings here.”
Behind her, the door opened with ajaunty jangle and astream of kids entered. | stared at Romona, who
was blond, like Polly, though with the polish of the big city. “ Can you tel uswhy you can't cover the
whole town?’

| could fed my smilefreezing into asemisnarl. Audric, sensing that | was about to make ablunder,
stepped up beside me. “My mistrend isworking at the full extent of her gift. A ward for an entire town
requires many magesworking together.” Before she could ask, he said, “The two magesin Minerd City
have giftsthat do not meld well.”

Another voice took up the narrative. “ And so, Thorn &. Croix of Minera City isoffering Thorn's Gems,
and Darlene Smytheis opening her dress shop next door, making available al the buildingsthat are
protected by Thorn’sward,” Rupert said, stepping between the cameraand me. “ The children and the
elderly of thetown may deep in safety for aslong as needed.”

The elderly too? | fought the need to sit down fast. So much for being asked to provide space. Someone
sneaky had planned al this behind my back and the town fathers had dumped it on me. Looking at
Rupert, | had agood ideawho.

“Her champardswill be bunking in with her,” Rupert continued. “| have offered my loft, aso under
protection, to accommodate the numbers.” He swept out an arm and the camerafollowed the motion,
Rupert leading Romonainto the human clutter. My friend and partner was dressed in navy robes, the cut
made popular by the sergph Urid, when he visted the White House last fdl. His eyeswere ringed with
navy and his hair was|oose on his shoulders. He looked fully healed. And spectacular. And very
dramatic as he stared into the camera, gesticulating, talking.

However, | smelled blood and knew his back was till a problem. He ought to sit down, but | wouldn't
gpoail hisfifteen minutes of fame by pulling himto achair. Insteed, | used the opportunity to dip upstairsto
my loft. There were humansin the stairwell, preteens using the relaive privacy to huddle and giggle, and
il morein Rupert’ sloft, adults dividing up space and laying out bedralls. | nodded weskly to them, did
into the privacy of my own loft, and closed the door, sinking againgt it. This sucked Habbiel’ s pearly
toes.

It was't quiet. The building was old and the walls were thin, and the muted roar of many voices,
punctuated by the occasiond high-pitched scream, made their way through. Even hereit was chaos,
Rupert’sand Audric sthings piled in front of the couch, wegpons and clothes and what looked like
Pre-Ap board games, Scrabble, Y ahtzee, apack of playing cards. “Blow it out Gabriel’shorn,” | said.
“I'minhdl.”

Feeling trapped in my own space, | draped the amulet necklace over achair back, changed into jeans
and afuzzy swester, opened the Book of Workings, and looked up Trapping Darknessin Stone. The
Book of Workings was constructed of blackberry ink on handmade paper. The book itsalf wasn't athing
of power, not abook of spdlls or incantations, nothing so mundane, only aguide, amap of sorts, showing
mages the path to our gifts. It was divided into thirds and the directions for the incantation werein the
fina third of the book, the section dedicated to warfare. | seemed to be studying that part of the book
often these days.

| had always believed that incantations seldom used blood for conjures, but had discovered that really



difficult workings required either severa mages or blood, though never on the full moon, which madeit
black magic. It was only the easy conjures, the daily incantations for cooking or heeting bathwater or
illumination that could be done with just the mind. If | had studied the book like Lolo had wanted for the
ten years | was banished, | would have known that. There was so much | didn’t know, so many
misconceptions. | needed ateacher.

Cheran Jones came to mind, and | flipped through the sheaf of papers he had left. Nothing | could use.
Mostly cryptic notesthat hinted at solutionsto severa neat incantations, but nothing with abig arrow that
sad, “Doit thisway!”

| could ask him, beg him, to teach me how to use the visato cal for sergphic help, but he hadn’t done so
himsef |ast night, when his own life wasin danger. Maybe there was some prohibition against caling for
help, like the proscription from calling mage in dire unless ahuman innocent was near death, or amage' s
life was threatened by humans or Darkness. Or maybe he was telling the truth. Maybe he was here to
waich, judge, and teach me, but that didn’t include saving humansin danger. There wasn't time now, but
| would go to himin the morning and ask for hishelp. A small part of meinsisted | didn’t haveto like him
to let him teach me,

But for now, | had nothing, absolutely nothing, and a Dragon, a Prince of the underworld, was coming.
Threads of true fear coiled under my skin, burning with cold. | stared at the incantation suggested by the
new priestess.

Trapping Darknessin Stone was an incantation for seven mages. Big help there. It needed alot of
power. A lot. Power | didn’'t have. Unless| drew on the Trine again. Or on the whedls. Or commanded
seraphsto help me. | closed the book.

If | drew on the Trine again—all that stored, polluted power, left there by the Darkness—it might warp
me. Or it might bring the Darkness closer. | didn’t know how often a mage could use Dark might before
becoming Dark hersdf. If | drew on the whedlsfor aworking this big, Amethyst would know. My guess
isthat shewould kill me without a second thought. The only other way | could think of to perform the
conjure was to command seraphsto help.

Cheran had drawn the conclusion in the battle in the street. | remembered his whispered word, omega.
Something | didn’t think about too much. | was an omega mage, among the most rare and dangerous of
neomage traits, one that was poorly documented and scary as death and plagues and dl the powers of
Darkness combined. | could command seraphsin battle against Darkness. And | could command themin
other waystoo, if | didn’'t mind dying. Most omega mages died young when they overstepped the
bounds of their gift and commanded seraphsin other things. And when mages died at the hands of
sergphs, it was abloody mess. Literdly.

| wandered my loft, stopping a each window to stare out over the nighttime street. There were bonfires
at each corner, the forms of men and women backlit by the flames. Snow-emaobileswhizzed padt,
moving shadows. It occurred to methat | should remain dressed in the dobok so | could raceto trouble,
but | couldn’'t stay battle-ready twenty-four/seven. Standing by, waiting, | hung my weapons, boots, and
clothing on hangers on the open door of an armoire, within easy reach.

A knock sounded at the door at my back and without looking around, | caled, “Comein.” It opened
and | saw Ciana, reflected in the armoire mirror, framed in the black space. She was wearing apink shift
and leggings, the sergph wings pin on her chest glistening with energies.

“Miss Polly thinksthey’re dl here,” shesaid. “ Y ou can set theward.”

| sighed and went to the bedside table, picked up the marble sphere that held the trigger. With atouch



and athought, the ward activated. Mage-sight blazed on and | felt, more than saw, the energiesflow
from the energy sink at my spring, through the ground and into the foundation. They rose over thefirgt
floor and up the wallsto the roof. 1t was a powerful conjure, perhaps the most powerful | had ever tried.
Ciana, who stood in the doorway, watching, glowed in mage-sight like a bright star. Not human. Not
human at al anymore. My throat grew tight at the Sight of her. She said, “ Can | stay downstairswith the
girlsfrom school? | have abedroll and extra blankets. And Uncle Rupert hasacot | can borrow.”

“What did your uncle say? What did your father say?’ Rote words. Important words. Lucas had
divorced me. | was no longer her ssepmother. My heart wrenched at the thought, asif it was squeezed in
ahuge hand. But if she heard what wasin my mind, shedidn’'t say so.

“Uncle Rupert said it was up to you. Daddy is out patrolling with the other men.”
“Fine, then. But if you get cold, come back upstairs and get in bed with me.”

“I'll be okay. Cissy can deep with me. And they’ re going to roast marshmallows after supper.” She
cocked her head, alittle-girl mannerism marred by world-weary eyes. “Will you be okay?’

| dredged up asmilefor her. “I'll befine” Liar, liar, pantson fire. | shielded my thoughts from her. She
smiled so swestly, the child of my heart. Thetightnessin my chest eased as she closed the door, leaving
meaone. Onitsfaint echo | thought, | could use you. | could make you help me trap the Darknessin
stone, you and that pin. | crushed the thought, ground it to nothingness, and opened the fridge.

| had fresh green beans, rare and costly, and potatoes to add to the stew downstairs. | could pick the
mest out of my bowl. | took the bag of beans from the crisper and with the other hand lifted the bag of
potatoes from the countertop.

A sudden tightness gripped my belly, twisted up through my spine. A cloying hegt touched my breasts
and warmth flooded out into my limbs. Waves and waves of heat dammed into me, rolling over me.
Mage-heat. My spine arched, throwing my head back. The bag of beans and potatoesfell to thetile and
rolled asif drunken, ungainly wobbles that made me nauseous. My knees buckled and | hit thefloor. |
caught mysdlf on my pams, the bright light of the fridge bathing me, throwing sharp shadows.

My side, punctured by the spur of Darkness, wrenched hard, asif all the muscles on that side contracted
at once. Asif the spur pierced me anew. | clapped ahand to my side and rolled forward, to the floor,
across the beans, crushing them. My side was blazing hot, and the flesh deep inside rippled and spasmed.
| couldn’t breathe. Agony and mage-heat surged over me like an avalanche, exquisite and deadly. Tears
and blood, | wanted.

And then, asif someone pulled aplug, it reversed. My back clenched and | flipped over on the floor, my
whole body contracting. With a shudder that wrenched the musclesin my back, the heat and the agony
were gone. | managed to inhale. “Tearsof Taharid,” | groaned, focusing on the rafters and crossbeams
overhead. “What the heck was that?”’

Beneath me was alump of beans, a potato was under my thigh, but | didn’t care. | quivered afind time
in reaction to the sensations that had seized me. Overhead, the fansturned lazily, pushing warm air to the
floor. Downgtairs, ahorde of children squealed with excitement.

When | could draw breath easily, | crawled to my knees and scooped up the bag of beans and chased
potatoes until | had them dl. Laying the bags of food on the kitchen table, | started to lift my sweater and
paused, as my abdominal musclestightened. | redlized | was afraid. And fear had dways made me angry.

Stubborn, | crossed the room and raised the sweater and under-tee, activated mage-sight, and looked at



my side. Thewound wasworse. | had thought it was getting better, but the wound site on my |eft Side
where the spur had punctured mein two redlities—one | caled the otherness, or the here-not-here, and
inthis one—wasworse. It was now an irregular, raised black ring with abloody red center. In human
sght it was more colorful, looking like an old bruise, purple center ringed with purplish black, greensand
ydlowsswirling out. Like an eye, | thought. Like an eyefrom hell, garing out at the world from my sde.

| had been better. A lot better. But | had kept the spur, opening mysdlf up to reinjury and maybe even
claiming should the amulet fal into the wrong hands. Stupid, stupid, stupid. | had kept atalisman of
Darknesslike some kind of memento. Someonein the street battle had redlized | was under its control
and had broken the spur, shattered it with asingle blow. Audric? | remembered the sight of abig body,
slhouetted in thelight of afire, railsing up awegpon, two-handed, to the sky, and bringing it down.
Smashing theamulet.

It had been nearly twenty-four hours since | wasfreed of its hold. Shouldn’t the wound be hedling?
Unless...What had Audric done with the shards? | remembered the sight of the queen, dead or nearly
s0, broken down to dust and scooped up by the Dark tornado. Had Audric taken time to burn the
splinters? Had he safeguarded the remains? Why had | just experienced both mage-heat and pain from
the wound unless something seraphic—or not—had the spur?

| dropped my shirt and sweater and went back to the kitchen. I’ d have to ask my champard just how
much danger | wasin now. | wondered if he would even know the answer.

Chapter 11

| t was dawn, and the sky in the east was ametdlic gray. Darkness hadn’'t come. | wasfilled with relief,
safety, afase sense of security brought on by therising sun. It wasn't redl, but it felt pretty good.

Outside, the footsteps of sentries crunched through old, crusted snow. A rooster crowed. Inside, the
buildings were slent, dmost ahundred humansfinaly adeep, no crying babies, no whining toddlers. No
preteen girlsgiggling inthe halway.

| should' ve been adeep, but | was cramped and miserable. To one side, Rupert snored softly, little puffs
of sound. He dept on hisside, his healing back held clear from the mattress. | fill smelled blood and
worried about that, but he needed deegp more than he needed a pesky inquisitive mage poking around on
him. To the other Side, Audric lay like adead man, breathing so shalowly hischest didn’'t seemtorise
and fal, only hisbody hest proving him dive.

Though the dream of seraphskilling me hadn’t intruded on my rest, | hadn't dept well with two big men
in bed with me. Notwithstanding the rare mage fantasy, and my few months as a married woman aside, |
liked deeping done. It had been different when | wasinjured, weak, too exhausted to roll over, too
feeble to get to the bathroom aone. | had needed them then, and welcomed their combined warmth, but
| had been redlly happy when they left me and returned to the loft apartment across the way. Now the
bed was crowded, and the mingled scents of human, half-breed, and mage were strong, dmost
unpleasant. | wanted my bed to myself again. | wanted my lifeto mysdlf again. If wisheswere horses....
Y eah, right.

| sat up and crawled down the middle of the bed to the floor, and padded to the bathroom on bare feet.
After | rdieved mysdf, hidden behind ascreen | had put in place the night before, | dressed in clean
underwear and socks, yesterday’ s jeans and fuzzy swesater, my amulets around my neck. Audric and

Rupert dept on.
Silent, | paced from window to window, watching the morning’ s activitiesin the street. Black rings had



burned through the snow to the cracked asphalt benegth, and charred remains of logs still smoked. Men
and women who had spent the night watching stretched and walked off night terrors and doldrums,
exchanging words as they passed. | spotted Cheran Jones striding away in the distance, and an idea
formed.

| 1eft anote on the kitchen table for Audric to make aquick trip north if possible, and before | could
change my mind, turned off the ward on the lofts and shops, grabbed boots and ajacket | hadn’'t worn in
awhile, and dipped out the door. Stepping over girls snuggled into a thin down mattress, around a
woman on acot, | went downgtairs and into the frozen morning.

Asl left the shop, | hung the Apache Tear over the doorknob and activated an identity glamour | had
used before. To theworld | looked like amiddle-aged woman, plain, nondescript, unmemorable. The
conjure was atwo-parter, the glamour and a second conjure, less strong, lesswell defined. 1t Smply
made people forget they had seen me. Her. Whatever.

Miz Esselived across the street and up aways, in asmal two-story house wedged in between two
others of smilar Post-Ap design. The house was &t |east fifty years old, constructed of sturdy rock and
brick with functiond solar pandlslining the roof and white-painted trim. It had been built after the start of
theice age, and the front door was up ten steps, on anarrow stoop. A little more than ten feet separated
the housesto either side, doped lanes where snow and ice collected when it melted off the roof and ran
down the hill behind, refreezing dong the way.

Right now, because there had been no snow accumulation for two weeks, the collected icewas only a
few feet deep, but it was dick and solid, and | could seefine cracks radiating through the foundations of
al three houses from the constant varying pressure of ice.

| climbed up the front steps asiif | belonged there and entered the house. | had never beenin Miz Ess€'s
home, and immediately | saw dozens of pictures hanging on thewalls. Eli asababy, asatoddler with
two other children, as ayoung man, with a beautiful Cherokee girl, both laughing, the girl with black hair
blowing in aspring wind, arms bare to the bright sunlight. Other children, some that looked like him, were
in even more photographs. The stairway was also lined with prints, and as| climbed, | upgraded my
estimate of the numbers of photos to hundreds. Every vertica squareinch was covered. Where there
weren't photos, there were embroidered plagues, cross-stitched homilies, and embroidered winter

scenes, adizzying panoply of images.

Voices and the smell of frying bacon brought back my misson and | hurried quietly up the sairsand
paused at the top. | hadn’t known for certain that | would be able to spot his room, but number two
glowed weakly with mage power. | ran my hands over the jamb and spotted two tdlltales, little conjures
that would keep humans out. | had never deactivated any conjure but my own, figured | didn’t have time
totry, and so | took a chance and opened the door. Nothing happened. The telltales appeared
unchanged, and | dipped inside. | was amage. He hadn’t prepared a secondary conjure to keep mages
out. | closed the door behind me.

“Ducky. Now what?’ | asked mysdlf. | sood in the unexceptiona room, studying the multicolored
handmade quilt and wrinkled sheets dl rumpled on the old iron bedstead, the lumpy mattress benesth.
There was ahooked rug that looked asif it had been made at the same time as the house, asmall
upholstered chair, ditto, a scarred table, achest of drawers, and a closet. And a huge stack of luggage
beneath the narrow window. | grinned at the sight, remembering Cheran’ shig plansto livein aconsulate,
waited on hand and foot by adoring humans. | wondered if he had been forced to clean the toilet yet.

Indulging in the mental picture, | opened Cheran’s closet and went through the hanging and folded
clothes. Fancy court stuff was on one side, severd tuxedoes in fashionable shades—tedl, black, and an



oxblood brown—ruffled shirts, highly polished lace-up leather shoes. On the other side was business
clothing and day-today stuff—wooal suits, dress dacks, tunics in muted shades, shoes with textured
bottoms to make walking in snow easier. Therewere also two pair of jeans and hiking boots. Most of
the casud clothes till had price tags on them, al from loca shops. The mage had been busy spending
money | didn’t think he had.

| ran my hands under the mattress, looked under the bed, and went through the chest of drawers. | found
clothesand persond items, nothing that would tell me more about the visiting mage emissary. | eyed the
neatly stacked bags, matched luggage, heavy-duty stuff with tough leather exteriors and locks. All were
black except one, which was scuffed, worn, and lockless,

Long, wide, and only afew inches deep, it bore a suspicious resemblance to my own weapons case,
except it was larger, older, and constructed of better quality leather. | pulled the case to the bed and after
aquick ingpection with mage-sight, | opened it. It wasfilled with socks, underwear, and severa redly
nice sk scarves, but like mine, the case had afalse bottom. | set the clothes to the sde and found the
hidden catch. With an unobtrusive click, the case opened.

Blades gleamed insde, really beautiful mage-stedl blades, the superstrong, amazingly eastic sed made
by stedl mages. The cutting edges were micronsthick, the tips so sharp they would damage flesh before
the eye could see them touch the surface.

There were two matched sets of blades, each set meant for very different purposes. While each wegpon
was made from asingle length of mage-sted from pommé to tip, one set was made for bettle, the other
for adifferent kind of fighting.

The battle weapons had silverplated handles over stedl tangs. These blades were set with faceted stones
around the crossguards, and the pommel s—the decorative piece below each grip—were single faceted
nuggets. There was a sgpphire on akris, emerads on four throwing knives, matched citrines on two
tantos, and asmaller knife that wastoo large to be a dagger but too small to be akogatana, even for a
mage—wespons that would be long-bladed knives for a human were shortswords for amage. There
was apear in two parts, with decorative green tourmaline accents.

A single pink quartz nugget was set in the pomme of the longsword. Each stone glittered with ancient
energies, wild mage energy, the energies gathered and used by the first neomages, the teenage children of
human parents. That made the weapons old, maybe as much as eighty years old, and they were
downright gorgeous. They were the kind of weapons that were passed from generation to generation,
showpiece battle weapons, shaped and forged for awarrior of small stature. A battle mage. | studied the
cutting edges. They were clearly well used and cared for. One was nicked and blackened where
demon-iron had impacted it. My hands ached to pick them up and try the balance but | didn’t touch
them.

The other group of bladeswas different in style, smaller, neater, more easily hidden in clothing or boots
or even ahatband. | remembered the ostentatious hat Cheran had worn when he arrived in town, and the
pile of weapons Audric had taken from him. Those blades had come from this set, and the mage was
likely wearing them gtill. There were vacant dots. A shiver of warning dithered down my spine. | hoped it
wasn't apremonition.

These weapons had handles—the grip part, molded around the tang—shaped to the same grip, asif
formed from molten stedl and fitted for a specific hand, Cheran’ s hand. Half were made of crosshatched
gted for afirmer grip, the other half were smooth metd, to dlow the blade to dide from his hand easily.
Throwing blades.



This entire set appeared to be new, maybe only afew yearsold, and | had a menta picture of Cheran
dressed in the heavy leather apron of the stedl forger, armor maker, and swordsmaster, swesating over an
anvil, shaping alength of sted to his own specifications and requirements. Wild mage energies building
around him.

| closed the case and et it aside, pulling the next case to the bed and opening it. It wasn't locked, none
of the cases seemed to be, and it held clothes. Cheran Jones had brought enough to last a decade, or
enough to last afull year asan emissary in aconsulate posting. In each piece of luggage were different
types of dress, some forma, made of velvet or lace or silk, the outerwear of wool and cashmere, findy
woven. His pgamaswere silk, his socks of silk-blend, and most of his shirtswere silk. Hisloose
tunic-suits were nubby raw slk. Even his boxers were made of charmeuse, and | wondered how he
could gt upright in them.

One case was heavier than the others, and it waslocked. | thought about trying to pick the lock, but |
had never done that before and assumed it was harder than the Pre-Ap TV showsindicated. | had an
incantation that would work, but using it would destroy the locking mechanism. No way would Cheran
miss the tampering and he would know | had been in hisroom. Regretfully, | set it asde.

The smallest case, about twenty incheslong and deep, and maybe haf that wide, opened like my
armoires, two swinging front doors and a one-piece back. Opened out, it revealed deeply padded red
velvet on the doors and back. In little hoops, snugged down tight, were unmarked vids, twenty of them,
al containing liquid. | carried the saichel to the window, which offered only wan light because it |ooked
into thewdll of the next house. | tilted the case back and forth. Some of the vidsheld clear liquid, like
water. One contained an oily, slver substance like mercury. One was ablue so dark it looked black.
Onewasthe red of cinnabar.

There were measuring spoons and asmall Bunsen burner, aflint, and atiny scale. There were powders
too, inlittle glassjars with strange-shaped lids. A pair of rubber gloves wererolled into one corner.
Along the edges of the case, in pockets held closed with snaps, were syringes, needles, aring with an
adjustable bezd but no stone, and little cabochons shaped to fit. The bezel was formed so that when the
center stone was removed, asmall needle wasreveaed.

| stared at my find, a cold dread beginning to grow. As my trepidation increased, | searched my pockets
until 1 found a scarf |eft there who-knew-how-long-ago. Withit, | wiped down the case of viasand all
the other luggage | had touched, replacing everything just as| had found it. Just as carefully, | wiped the
dresser, closet, and anything else | might have touched. My unplanned jaunt had resulted in
consequences | didn’t know how to gauge, but | knew enough to be worried about them.

Standing at the door, | inspected the room. Other than the two sets of weapons and asmdl case of
liquids, there was nothing to indicate why Cheran was here or what he was here to do. Or rather, who he
was hereto kill. Because amage who traveled with poisons was on assignment. Cheran was an n
mage. The gift wasrare—and deadly.

Unnerved, | made sure my guise wasin place, then dipped out of the room and down the steps,
confident that no one would remember me. | wasin front of Thorn’s Gems, stopped by along line of
children and parents leaving, chattering about the night in the mage' s den, before| heard Cheran’s
thoughts. He was gpproaching from the east, talking to two humans, whom he despised, thinking them
stupid and traitorous. They were Elder Culpepper and his son, Derek. Whilel couldn’'t hear their words,
| was ableto follow Cheran’ s mind. Father and son were planning something againgt the town and
againg me, hoping to enlist Cheran’ shelp. Before | learned what it was, Murphy’s Law stepped in and
the men were interrupted.



Insde my shop, | lifted the Apache Tear and dmost put it back over my head. Insteed, | carried the
talisman to the workroom and dug into abox of snowflake obsidian. | found a nugget of roughly the same
dimensions and atiny shard of black jasper.

Quickly, I did adown-and-dirty incantation, filling the jasper with asmple conjure for heating bathwater.
| then wrapped and strung them together, the jasper hidden in awire knot, so the Tear looked like the
amulet prepared by the Enclave council. Unless he did a deep inspection, the new, fake one, with the
jasper so close they touched, would look like the origina to ametd mage' ssight, the conjurein the
jasper providing the radiance of power. | hung the phony on my necklace; the real Tear went into the
drawer a my worktable.

Asl strung thefake Tear on, | noticed that one of my amulets was glowing, asmal citrine nugget shaped
like apear with anub of astem and asmadll leaf, an amulet | hadn’t made but had purchased at aswap
meet. It was one of three wild mage-stones| owned, created in the time of the first neomages. | till
didn’t know what they did, but | had noticed that the citrine sometimes glowed when the whedls of the
cherub Amethyst were around. On ahunch, | went to the metal boxesthat stored the stone recovered
from the whedl’ s crash Ste midway up the Trine.

The boxeswerein the stockroom, lined againgt thewall in a short stack. | had been lazy about getting
thingsin the stockroom put away—my job in the business—and it had been easier to smply push them
asdethan to find alogica place for them. Where did one store shards from the whedls of a cherub?

| hefted one of the boxes to the floor and opened its keyed lock, peeled back the metd strapsthat held it
closed, and raised the lid. “ Son of aseraph,” | whispered, swearing.

Inside were two double-fist-sized hunks of stone, vaguely flame-shaped. Thelast time| looked at them,
they had been pale, nearly clear, and so empty of power that they could have passed for midquality
quartz. Now the crystals were purple and lavender, rich shades of color swirling in vague curves. Asl
watched, one mutated, revealing agrape-toned iris and a pupil of deeper purple. The eyelooked a me,
pupil contracting, focusing, and the stone seemed to vibrate, along, dow pulsation, haf purr, haf
heartbegt.

Without thinking, | reached in and touched the stone. A faint dectric charge tingled againgt my fingertip.
Mage-sight came on with a snapping sensation and | jumped back as alavender serpent undulated up
from the stone, swaying in front of me. Its hood swelled open, cobralike, and atongue so deeply purpleit
looked black tasted the air, menacing. Its body was composed of eyes, dl watching me. Its mouth
opened, tissues within bloodless and deadly, white fangs snapping down. | started to turn away.

The snake struck, demon fast, fangs buried in my throat, stopping my breath. | tensed and clawed my
throat. But there was nothing tangible. Something—venom? poison?—pulsed into me, hot and burning.
No, not demon fast. Seraph fast.

My heart begt, asingle throb. Instantly, | was here, not here, eyes closed. Vertigo gripped meand |
swayed on my feet, light-headed in both worlds as awhirlwind of voicesfilled my mind, snging a
harmonious scale.

| opened my eyesto aplace of dappled purple light. The world was shades of purples, but nothing in it
made sense. The floor beneath my feet was a purple deeper, darker than wine grapes, to my sideswere
spiraling hues of lilac and violet, and overhead, ashade of ddicate orchid. Even the air was alavender
mist, and if sound had acolor, it too would have been purple. The note of the song changed, adirge
dying away, and | heard beneeth it a crooning hum. | caught my balance and searched for arecognizable
pattern in the purple world. My mind was free, floating, tethered to my body, which was still in the shop.



| had been in the otherness, aplace not of Earth, before, and | knew how it worked, sort of. Thiswas
much like that place-no-place. A here-not-here. Time and redlity were different. | could be wounded in
one plane of redity and not in the other, time could be dower in oneredlity than the other, | could move
faster than | could on Earth. But if | died in oneredlity, | was probably dead in both.

This place was different from the otherness | had visited before—a different otherness or a different
location in the otherness, | didn’t know which. More stuff | didn’t know.

| breathed in and the soft air, dightly arid and tart, moved into my lungs, When | exhaled, theair was
clear, moving through the lavender atmosphere like a pale stream before being absorbed.

My heart beat. It was adow sound, like the dow-motion fall of awave on the beach. | looked down and
focused on mysdlf. Though | had glanced at mysdlf in the otherness, | had never found the time to study
my spirit vison, as each time before, | had been in battle, dying. And | was...different. Very different.

| was dtill short and too dim, but here | wore scarlet armor and black chain mail, and boots that |atched
onwith flat, black buckles. A full-deeve, black chain-mail shirt lay against ascarlet slk knit tee. Warm
on my skin, the mail was aheavy, pervasive weight that came to midthigh. An over-the-shoulder coif
covered my shoulders, forehead, neck, and head, leaving only my face bare. Over it, buckled to my
torso, | wore ascarlet cuirass shaped to my form, my amulet necklace strapped to the cuirass with links
of black stedl, arranged asiif it was a decorative piece. Articulated gauntlets, leg armor, and a segmented
girdle were scarlet meta aswell, but my arms and shoulders were armor-free, sheathed in the black
chain mail over heavy sk underclothes. The boots on my feet were soft bloodred |eather, not stedl. |
carried ashield and two swords.

| was half armored for battle. No helmet, no mace, no spiked flail, no battle hammer or ax. Which wasa
weird thought as | had never practiced with the heavier wegpons. In my belt was an eagle-headed
Damascus blade dagger | had never seen before, my longsword in itswalking-stick shesth, and the
Flame-blessed tanto, weapons of Middle Eastern, English, and Japanese origins, at al oddswith the
medieva-style armor.

Inmy belt was along, iridescent green flight feather. Barak’ s gift. My necklace of amulets glowed softly.
The sergph stone on my necklace, agift from Zadkiel when he healed me, was glowing bright. | lifted it
and it tingled through the gauntlets, an e ectric charge. | dropped the stone.

Something moved in the lavender air and brushed my cheek, softer than the breeze, festher light. | caught
it and held apaelavender feather. | managed not to curse doud in surprise. | knew wherel was. Saints
bals. | wasin Amethyst’ swhedls. The knowledge jolted me, and | caught my balance on the smooth
floor, afloor made of the same substance as the crystalsin the metal box back in the stockroom. Where
| il was.

The deep melow crooning of the whedl's changed timbre and softened as they noted my recognition. My
heart beat. | was pretty sure | had been here three heartbests. Three pulsesthat carried the venom into
my body. | lost sensation back in my own redlity. Earth faded away. Tears of Taharid. What was

happening to me?

“I will honor the promises of my Mistress,” the words whispered into my mind. “Her promises and
obligations. | will not let her Sn by forgetting you. By forgetting her Watcher.”

Nothing else ensued and | raised my eyesto see Amethyst, the feathered and many-winged cherub,
gtting inagold chair, facing away from me, staring out over alow wall. Cherubs are nothing like the
chubby babies on Pre-Ap Valentine cards. Cherubs have four faces on one head and eyesin weird
places, like under their multiple wings, and handsin even weirder places, under their wings and dong the



outer edges, covered by downy feathers. They jutted from shoulder blades and from calves, fingers
fluttering and gripping and grasping. The seraph face was looking out, the eagle face was toward me, its
eyesclosed, asif deeping. Her primary hands were in the proper place, at the bottom of human-looking
arms, and they rested on the gilt arms of the chair, lightly clenched, long nails like golden talons curled
around.

Leaning againg her was ayoung man dressed in skin-tight lavender, hislong black hair loose and flowing.
Malashe-dl. Older than when | last saw him, asif he had aged yearsin the past weeks, he was il
lissome and hisface in profile was touched with afaint smile. A black beard and goatee sculpted his
aready sharp featuresinto severe planes and angles. Both mistress and son were intent on something
beyond the ship.

Fear was building beneath my skin, threading itsway across my flesh. | should get out of here before they
saw me, but | didn’t know how. | ressted the urge to draw the weagpons | carried. It might not be the
most politic thing to gppear armed and ready to kill in the presence of aholy being.

Around me, the whedls were a glowing thing with aflat floor and low walls and protuberances
everywhere. It was easer to see the oblong shape of the whedlsfrom theinsde, Stting in the innermost
section of the ship, and it looked smaller somehow. Unlike the outside of the whedls, theinsde had no
eyesto blink and stare, but had an organic smoothness that threw back the light, like the surface of a
pearl. And the entire ship pulsed. Like arapid heartbest, light emanated from one end and throbbed
along it to the other end. With each pulse, something whipped by overhead, too fast to see, severd
somethings, some closer than others. Whatever they were they should have created a breeze or a
vibration through the floor. They didn't.

A single note caroled. Together, the former daywalker and his mistress leaned in and opened their
mouths, joining other voices, singing in apleasing tenor and dto. It wasahymn | knew from my youth,
from Psalm 98. “ O sing unto the LORD anew song; for he hath done marvelous things: hisright hand,
and hisholy arm, hath gotten him the victory.”

Hundreds joined in, thousands, the singers out of view beyond the walls of the ship. A verse out of order
from the scripture was sung as a chorus. “Make ajoyful noise unto the LORD, dl the earth: make aloud
noise, and rgoice, and sing praise.”

A strange euphoriagripped me, raced through me. If melody and harmony could exist in adozen parts,
twenty parts, al on perfect pitch, thiswas the sound of the singing. The reverberation rose and fell, notes
like bells and harps and oboes, tones so rich and intense they raised prickles on my skin. My kneesfelt
weak and | put out ahand to steady myself.

Walking over the last notes, asingle voice, arich baritone, took over. “ The LORD hath made known his
savation....” The onevoice was so pure, so full, it throbbed through me, quaking in my bones. Tears
gathered in my eyesand | leaned againgt thewall of the whedls, the amethyst smooth beneath my
gauntleted hand. The lavender air | breathed changed odors, becoming the smell of honey and orange
blossoms. The physical sensations of this place in the otherness, this here-not-here, were strong,
overpowering. Mage-heat began to risein me. The seraph stone on my necklace took on abrighter hue.
Thelight from within it was arainbow of colors, scintillating.

| realized that one of its uses was to stop mage-heat. | snatched the stone from the cuirass and pressed it
againg the bare skin of my cheek. Mage-heat died asif plucked away. Wdll, well, well. | dropped the
stone down my shirt and the heat vanished entirely.

The choir sang, “Let the floods clap their hands: |et the hills be joyful together.”



| forced my knees to steady and eased around behind the walker, more toward the deeping face of the
eagle, edging so | could look over the wall—railing?—gunwal e€?—and see out. Around me, the massive
song continued, voices swelling, “With trumpets and sound of cornet, make ajoyful noise before the
LORD, theKing!”

And | looked out over the Site. My eyeswere nearly blinded by asurging brightnessin the center,
directly beow. Shielding my eyes, | looked to the sides. For amoment | couldn’t make out the confusing
scene. Asit resolved itsdlf, | nearly fell.

Seraphs. Countless hundreds of them. Thousands. Millions, covering asquare of land that stretched out
of gght. My kneesbuckled and | fell againgt thewall, supporting mysdlf, trying to takeit al in. Some
sergphs were in winged form, others gppeared aswhirling lights. Minor Flames darted through the
throng, bright ballsleaving plasmatrails. Burdts of light flickered through, like heet lightning.

At the four corners of the square were the cherubim, each in her whed, each whed seeming composed
of different gemsthe sze of footbal fields, the living, bresthing, seeing ships of the cherubim. Thewheds
were shaped like gyroscopes, the exterior wheels spinning, the interior one a platform with abeing at the
gold navcone, the navigation cone, the origin of the pulsing light. Onewhed waslike aruby, onelike an
emerad, onelikeacitrine. Amethyst made the fourth. And each ship had eyes only for the brightnessin
the center of the square.

| looked up, overhead, to see adome of light, a coruscating prism of light that seemed to ook out on the
center of agalaxy, glistening likeabillion stars. | looked back down, gtill protecting my eyesfrom the
brightnessin the center of the square, to seeagrid laid out, agrid of glowing gold. Between each of the
linesof the grid | saw rectangles, tall boxes, and domes and—

My mind interpreted the images. The grid was streets, lined with buildings.

The euphoriathat washed through me became aflood, awild, tumbling torrent of motion and emation. |
wasinaship of acherub, inaRedm of Light. The crowd below shifted, reveding the floor on which they
stood. It was clear, like the finest quartz, or maybe diamond, etched with symbols and shapes my mind
couldn’t interpret.

Vishlethrough the floor was a plane of greens and browns and gold, like spring and autumn blending into
onetime and place, life and desth. The thought vanished like adream as| saw what ran through the
plane. In abrilliant golden sweep, raced theriver of time. At one end was awaterfall that threw off a
dancing, swirling spray of mist. At the other was avolcano that erupted with aspray of golden water.
Both fed theriver, asdid tributaries and streams, and the river emptied into acrystal sea, so till and
placid that it reflected back the light like the face of the full moon.

Abovetheriver, the bright light in the center of the square rose, levitating, lifting between the four
cherubs, which settled lower, closer to the crowd below, adizzying disorientation of movement. Below
the bright light was a sapphire, asingle faceted gem that rippled with energy. The bright light in the center
undulated with amber and rainbow radiance.

Thevoicesrose higher in pitch asif following thelifting lights, and | covered my head with my armsto
block out the light and the noise, which was wondrous and splendid, so grand that no words | knew
could define or explainit. My eardrums thudded like drums from the decibels. Dizzy with the sound, |
fdl, resting on thelip of the wheds, bruising the undersides of my arms. | was crying, tears drenching my
cheeks. The volumefinaly fell and the descant changed key as the hymn changed. “Holy, holy, holy,” the
throng sang, pianissmo.

| knew wherel was. | knew. | wasin aRedm of Light. Or worse. | wasin heaven.



The song faded away to thefind strains, the notes so pure even the air shivered with the beauty of them.
Amethyst swiveled in her ornate chair, bringing her human face around. She saw me. Her eyes opened in
shock. For along moment, we stared at one another.

A tremor ran through her, and dl the eyes on her many wings opened and focused on me.

Holy Amethyst lifted her head and screamed. Her screech ripped into the tapestry of music. The voices
faded away. The scream echoed from the four corners of paradise.

Chapter 12

A t the sound of her shriek, the whedls dipped and spun, throwing meflat. | landed hard and my training
took over. Ingtinctively, | rolled to my hands and knees, but the ship dipped again and one shoulder
rammed thewadl. My right arm was ingtantly numb; pain bit in at my elbow and dong my
gauntlet-covered hand. The wheels steadied and | |ooked up to see Holy Amethyst standing at her chair,
keening like abanshee, her eagle facelifted to the dome overhead, her beak openin awarning cry.
Anger lit her narrow, feathered face and crackled into the air.

Demon bones. This can't be good.

The singing stopped and Amethyst’ s cry fell away. Her wings unfurled, two sets shaped like butterfly
wings, athird set sweeping away from her body to reved a downy, many-breasted torso and hips
swathed in whitelinen. | caught a glimpse of her feet, which were rounded and hooved, like horses', but
shining likegold.

Abovetherailing, faces appeared. Faces of seraphs. | wasin trouble.

Flames zipped into the ship and past me, trailing blue plasmaso bright | closed my eyes, blinking hard. |
rocked back on my hedls and cradled my injured arm, my elbow brushing across my blades. The tanto
Szzled with power, burning my flesh through the chain mail of my right arm, the bladeissuing a
high-pitched hum, a sensation like bees buzzing, crawling over me.

Rise, my magevisasad.

Not entirely certain that was agood idea, but not having any other ones, | stood. | had an ingtant to
remember the serpent and the venom and wondered if it was till pumping into me. | no longer heard my
heart beat. Perhaps | was dying. That seemed to happen alot when | wasin the otherness, the
here-not-here. Hysterical laughter bubbled up between my lipsand | swallowed it down hard, wiping
away my tears.

Maashe-el, moving with the speed of itskind, was suddenly in front of me and caught me up in ahug that
bruised my ribs. It smdlled of brandy and lilacs, and its arms seemed to offer ameasure of safety. Though
we had once been mortd enemies, | clung toiit.

The daywalker withdrew and brushed itsfingers over the chain mail at my forehead, itslabradorite eyes
like blue-gray opals. It had been made of evil and holy matter, mixed and formed to follow its master’s
call, shaped and bred to be akiller. | had wondered in past daysif it had been built to destroy a cherub,
yet the daywalker, the being of legend, had decided againgt the Dark. Light brightened its odd eyes.
Behind it, Amethyst screamed again, but when Maashe-d didn’t flinch, neither did 1.

“Youareawarior likeyour Razid,” it said, acknowledging the significance of the scarlet armor. That
thought had been in the back of my mind, and | agreed, touching my breastplate with aclink of metal.
The scarlet stedl was the same shade as Razidl’ sflight feethers.



As sergphs gathered and hovered just beyond the rotating gyroscopic bands of the lavender whedls, the
former daywalker lifted the sergph stone on my chest. Purple light played within, muted, but growing
brighter. “Y et Zadkidl has placed you under his protection. He plays a dangerous game with divisive

politics”

Malashe-€l’ s tone made the words sound felonious and Holy Amethy<t, Zadkiel’s mate, screamed again,
thistimein agony. Shefell again to the gilt chair and covered herself with her wings, rocking likea
grieving child hiding from apainful world.

The sergphs beyond the whed walls siwept hard with their wings, maintaining position, but severa had
drawn swords and more were congregating by the second. Emotions were gathering like an ectric
charge ontheair and | had afeding my window of safety was closing. | had so much to ask, and no time
atal.“How did | get to aRedm of Light?’ | asked, voicing the most usdless question of dl. “Magesare
mortal. And soulless”

“Asaml. Yet, my placeishere. And herethereisno time.”

“Give her to me!” Amethyst begged, her voice like an owl’s. | had no ideawho she spoketo, but
whoever it was, it couldn’t be good. “Though | did much for her, the little mage has defied the sanctity of
my whed. Thisisblagphemy.”

| wondered what she had done for me, except ask dangerous favorsthat put my life at risk. At my
thought, the cherub hissed and swiveled her lion face toward me. Exposing long fangs, shelifted black
lipsand growled like ajungle cat.

Morta and soulless, mages can’t cal on the One True God, God the Victorious, for help. Prayer doesn’'t
work for us. Theologiansinsst that the Most High doesn’t hear us. Other theol ogians contend that if he
doesn't hear anintelligent creature, it provesheisn’t real and never was, but that was atheological
argument for passionate believers and heretics. | wasjust introuble, so | said aslent prayer, in casethe
One True God heard me. Just in case—the excuse for prayer when uttered by atheists and agnostics for
millennia

Mdashe-d cocked its head almost asif hearing my prayer. “It' snot safe here,” it thought a me, arms
tightening like steel bands around my waist. Asif he' d been invoked by amagica charm, her seraph now

stood beside Amethy<t, holding her human-looking arm, his deep purple wings haf-furled, his beautiful
face expressionless asablock of marble.

“Go,” Mdashe-d said. Ducking ashoulder, it rammed into my chest. Hard.

Not expecting the shove, my feet inimproper position, | rocked back, hitting the whed wall. Stunned, |
plummeted over.

A moment of shock immohbilized me and | tumbled past the hull in open air, buffeted by the strong
turbulence whipping off therotors. | had asingle jumbled glimpse of the whedlsrotating a sickening
speed. The city spread out below me. Empty. The streetswere dl empty.

My heart beat. Far away. And again asfear dammed into me. My right arm and ankle impacted the
nearest whedl with quick, hard cracks, spinning me toward the next whedl. Pain shivered through me.
Heart ramming my chest wall, | fell.

Crack the stone of ages, I’'m going to die. Desperate, | drew on stone, on al my amulets.



Instantly | was back in my body. Vertigo knocked me backward. My head banged hard, nausearosein
my throat as the world spun about me. Light flashed overhead. | was sprawled on the floor in the
stockroom. On my chest was atwo-handed fist of amethyst. It was looking at me, which was way weird,
and it was humming, afaint vibration through my palms. | had drawn on stone. Thisstone. | had drawn
on thewhed, using it to—what?>—save me from itself? Themselves? Scripture used “wheds’ and
“whed” interchangesbly, and no one knew if theliving shipswere sngular or plurd. Either way, Amethyst
would kill mefor that. Another blagphemy.

Using my left foot and arm, | scuffed my way againg the floor and into a Sitting position, back to the wall.
When | inadvertently moved my right arm and ankle, pain jolted through my limbsand | hissed.

“Shhh. They'll find us” avoice whispered.

| jerked in surprise, which spirded the pain higher and | bit down on acurse. To my left was alittle girl,
squetting down, armstight around her knees. Mostly hidden under a shelf filled with racks of storage
bins, she waslittle more than a shadow.

“Who areyou?’ | asked as| cradled my hand and pulled up my deeve.
“Shhh,” shesaid again. “Kimmer islt, and he' sred good.”

“Hide and seek?’ | asked, lowering my voice. My wrist and forearm were purple, asif from ahard blow.
| wasdmost afraid to stressit, but | flexed my fist closed. The pain increased, though not asbadly as|
had feared, and | opened and closed my hand severa moretimes, feeling intense relief.

Mages have brittle bones and asingle hard blow can shatter them. Our broken bones don't heal as
quickly as humans', either, and abad break can mean permanent disability, even with healing
incantations. | had survived aruined left hand only after seraphic intervention and what | suspected had
been Lolo’ sfar-reaching incantation.

“Hide, seek, and tag, and the winner getsa prize.”

| flexed my right foot up and down, easing my jeansleg up to view the ankle. It was in even worse shape,
but | curled my legs under me and stood, forcing the foot to carry weight. Pain shot through me, bringing
another surge of nausea. | leaned over the boxes of stone and dropped my head into my arms. | was il
holding the amethyst, and the crooning grew louder.

“You'rethe devil woman, aren’'t you?’ she said. When | grimaced, more from pain than from her
guestion, she confided, “My daddy says you're going to hell, but my mamasays she'll take sanctuary
from the Dark Lord himsdf if it meanskeeping usdive.”

“lan’t that just peachy,” | managed. | placed thefist of lavender stone back in its case. From the outer
hallway, squeds erupted and feet dapped against thefloor. “Tag! You'reit!” ayoung voice shouted
olefully.

Beside me, thelittle girl duck-walked from under the shelf and stood up. I’ m short, not quite five feet last
time | stood againgt aruler, and the girl came to my elbow, making her five yearsold or so. Shewas
dressed in orthodox black. “I’'m Estrella.” She put out her hand and | took it in mine. She gave me afirm
shake, well taught by her parentsin that at least, and scampered away.

Another child, no more than two years old, ran through the workroom. Armsin the air, squeding likea
baby piglet, she made aloop of the center storage areaand ran back out, leaving my earsringing. This
child was dressed in summer-sky blue, and reminded me achingly of my twin. Though technicaly



identical, Rose had hair a shade more blond than my own scarlet, and it was straighter than my
sometimes kinky snarl. Just likethelittle girl.

Ingtinctively, | reached out for Rosg, calling to her, needing her, feding theloss of my sster asadeep
wound never hedled, far more painful than my ankle and wrist. It was nothing like the forma scrying | had
tried before, no ritua to prime my mind, no carefully prepared incantation, not even asmple caling. This
was awordless plea, emotion only, the voice of loneliness, a bitter, aching need | seldom looked &t,
rarely acknowledged.

“Rose” | whispered.

Nothing answered. Not even the raucous, blaring demand of her mind that met minewhen | first came
into my gift and our minds touched with such power and intensity. Nothing. | sighed, the bresth an
admission of defest.

“Thomn?’

| tilled, froze, the immobility of marble. “Rose?’ | whispered. Quickly | stepped away from thewall and,
with athought, opened a narrow charmed circle. Insde the protected space, | gripped the amethy<. If |
had to stedl the power of the cherub’swheelsto find my sister, I’d risk the consequences. “Rose?’ | said
louder, insgtent, throwing my mind a the universeto find her.

Shedidn’'t answer. Y et, something had changed. Now, instead of the blackness of night or the blackness
of nothingness, therewas. ..something. ..a pulsation, asusurration. A soughing, like the soft roar one
hearsin an empty shell.

“Rose?’ | closed my eyes and concentrated, steadying my breathing, drawing on the amethyst that
purred benesth my hand. Behind my closed lids, | saw soft light, a confused blurred scene, and black
srings, like vinesthat curled dl in one direction, images that made my dready queasy somach roll. My
heart pounded apainful tattoo against my chest. My breath was an aching rip of tissue. | gripped the
amethyst so hard my bones ground.

| realized | was seeing through someone else' s eyes, seeing eyelashes and the scene beyond, and it was
another’ s sickness | was fegling. The eyeswere crossed, perhaps, and...she? Rose?.. . blinked once, a
dow and drugged movement. “Rose?”’

The muzzy vison | saw through her eyes began to focus, a scene of wood and stone and brick arched
over her head. Theroar increased, and | recognized a sound like the surf, like the ocean pounding
nearby. Was Rose near the sea? In astone building near awaterfall? She blinked once more and closed
her eyes. All the sensations dimmed, the roar last to fade. And Rose was gone.

Wasit my sster?Had | found her? Had | sensed her? Was she dlive, just as the Darkness had asserted?
Or had | focused in on adeegping mage, my imagination and hope making her drugged or degping mind
seem familiar? Terror and elation scoured through me, tears stinging my eyes. If | had found her once, |
could find her again. If. If it was Rose.

| didn’t pray often, but now | said aquick prayer of thanksgiving. For thefirgt timein years, it was
possiblethat | wasn't donein theworld of humans. It was possible | had found my sister. Maybe. |
clicked off the charmed circle, put the stone away, closed the meta top that housed the amethyst, and
secured the meta strapsin place.

Rose had been alicensed mage in Atlanta, the largest city in what was|eft of the United States of
America. The city had once taken up most of the state of Georgia, and even now was a sprawling



mega opoalis. It was aso home to the largest number of mages outside of an Enclave. Rose had been one
of many.

On anight of portents, anight of abloodring, Lolo the priestess had called us both, warning us that
danger was near. A bloodring was aring of scarlet far out from afull moon, aring caused by ice crystals
that picked up only the red wavelength of light, and againgt the black sky, it foretold peril—generd peril
like earthquakes, persond peril for mages, danger to al and sundry of my kind. My sster had been
getting ready for adiplomatic event when Lolo called. She had warned Rose, as she had warned me, to
be careful, to go armed.

According to police sources, someone—or something—had crashed through Rose’ s door and attacked
her. Neighbors had called the police when they heard screams. All that had been left of my twin had been
atrashed room and alarge pool of blood. Because the blood hadn’t been sucked from the floor, and
because Rose had been living under the largest mage-dome outside of an Enclave, the cops had ruled out
an attack of Darkness. At first. But when no body turned up, when none of the other mages stationed in
Atlanta had been able to scry her, they had reluctantly admitted that Darkness might have been involved.

| had dways believed that. Now | knew it for truth. Darkness had stolen my sister and kept her
drugged—

My thought cut off. No Darkness would keep her aboveground, where daylight might free her.
Aboveground. Because that was where she had to be. That was what | had seen in the vision through her
eyes, morning light. And because it had been dawn light, not nighttime, that meant she was somewhere on
the eastern seaboard. Rose was close by. Waking from whatever had been done to her. Waking aone,
to danger.

If it was Rose. Once | had seen into the mind of my twin with perfect clarity. The glimpsejust now had
been too brief, too clouded and confused, for meto be certain. But it had felt familiar. It had.

Thoughtful, worried, so excited my stomach ached and my heart rate wouldn't settle, | turned off thelight
and locked the door to keep out other inquisitive children or snooping adults. Limping, | made my way
through Thorn’s Gems, my mind in asnarl, grateful that my ankle could support my weight, wanting to
whap Madashe-e, wondering why the daywalker had thrown me over the Sde, giddy with success at
possibly finding my sster. Worried that shewasin danger | couldn't fight. Especidly if | couldn’t find her,
get to her.

The shop was empty now, the nighttime visitors gone. The place felt different thismorning, moredive
than before. Warmer, from all the body heat and the logs that had blazed dl night long. Different. Better.
And that surprised me. | had expected to fed invaded, violated by the presence of so many humans.
Instead, even the room felt happier.

| had to be nuts. Rooms didn’t fedl happier; people and mages did. And | was not happy because | had
housed a horde of humans under my roof, under the protection of my gift, al night. No way. My feet
echoing on the bare board of the stairwell, | climbed to the second floor.

Intheloft, Audric and Rupert were eating breskfast at my table. They went slent, watching me as|
limped in. | kept my eyes down, thinking over the discoveries of the morning as | dished up abowl of hot
oatmedl, added a bit of my costly, hoarded sugar, and poured cold milk over it. Sugar and cacao, unlike
coffee and tea, were best grown in warm weether, and so were hard to come by inamini ice age.
Sweets and chocolate had become an indulgence of the wealthy, but every now and then | treated
mysdlf. | figured that visiting aRealm of Light, steding aride on acherub’ swhed, and nearly getting
killed were good enough reasons for full-scale pampering.



| made an ice bag before| joined my champards at the table, still not meeting their eyes. Propping my
foot on achair, draping the ankle with the bag, | ate, ignoring the way their eyes met, before they applied
themsalvesto their own breskfasts.

When | could no longer stand their speculative silence, | told them what | had discovered. Most of it. But
not all. | kept the part about Rose to myself, hugging it to me like atreasure.

After breakfast, Audric went downstairs to saddle his Clydesda e and try to get my errand done. Rupert
washed dishes, standing at my sink, his back to me. Once again | smelled blood, and spotted a smudged,
fresh mark on hisshirt. “ Y ou're bleeding again, aren’t you?’ | said.

He gtilled amoment, his handsin the water. When he shrugged, his shoulders moved stiffly, and when he
spoke, hisvoice was carefully emotionless. “ The wound keeps opening up. Cianatried twiceto closeit.
Wore hersdf out using that pin of hers.” Herinsed the last bowl and washed the mugs, the only sound in
the loft the splash of water, oddly slent after anight marked by the myriad sounds of motley humans.
When he had dried the last dish, he stood unmoving, back to me, asif waiting for something.

Not knowing what to say, | asked, “What will it take to hed you?’

“I don’'t know.” When he didn’t go on, | stood and went to the sink to stand beside him. Rupert wasa
little tller than the average human male, alittle over six feet, so that meant that the top of my head didn’t
reach his shoulder. | leaned againgt hisddtoid, wrapping my arms around his, diding my hand through his
damp fingers. He seemed to take comfort from the touch and he said, “I had adream.”

| squeezed his hand, staring at the blank wall over the sink with him, wordlesdy encouraging him to
continue.

“Therewasthis crowd of peoplein astone building. Y ou, me, Ciana, Lucas, Audric, Thadd, some
othersfrom town. And a bunch of sergphswere dl around us, hovering inthe air, beating the air with
their wings. | knew three of them, Razid, Zadkid, and Cheriour. Three with black wings and black
tunics”

| tightened my grip. Rupert was describing my own dream.
“And there was this green feathered one with slver hair,” he said.
1] Ba.d(.”

He shrugged. “They dl looked different, like things do in dreams, sometimes, you know? The sergphsdl
had wings, swords, shields, but they looked angry. Evil. The green one had that thing Audric busted up in
the street fight, that spur you were carrying in your pocket.”

My breathing hitched amoment. Everything kept coming back to the spur.

“Thewadlswere crawling with these huge snails, and it stank.” He snorted softly, laughing through his
nose. “I never knew you could smdll in adream, but these things reeked.”

| tightened my hand on his, so tight my fingers ached. Rupert was right—dreams seldom contained

odors. But visons? Visons were often fully sensud, with al five sensesin play. And in his, Barak had the
spur, which was different from my own dreams. | remembered the moment of mage-hest earlier, a hest
that hit melike ahuge fist, brought me to my knees and then vanished. If Barak had the spur, did that
give him power over me? But | had hisflight feether. Was control mutua? Did we each have awegpon



over the other? | struggled to maintain calm, to keep my breathing steady and rhythmic. “ Rupert—"

“It' sstorming outside,” he said, without | etting me comment, though | noted the tense change. “Rainis
blowing in through the window openings. Mogt are broken out and the walls are dripping with dime.

“Anyway, thisgreen sergph, he' syelling, ‘Doit. Do it now. Dot or she'll die” And you pull that green
feather out. And you giveit to me. And then you pull your sword, but it's not like your sword, you
know?’ he said. “This one hasapink quartz nugget on the pommel. And you stab me with it.”

| flinched and closed my eyes. Rupert’ s flesh was warm against my hands, which were growing colder
than snowmdlt.

“I fal to my knees” he said, “and you pull out the sword. And you point at Barak—yeah, hisnameis
Barak. | hear you say that. Y ou point a him with the sword that’ s dripping with my blood. And he gives
you the spur. Y ou give him hisfeather. And I’'m calling to you, begging you. But you don’t hear. And |
can't wake up.”

My throat was so tight breathing was painful. | pressed the side of my faceto hisarm, asif assuring
myself Rupert wasred and dive.

“I seethisgirl, she' slying on an old oak table, and you help her sit up. She lookslike you, but she's
skinny and dirty, covered with scabs and old wounds, like she’ s been sick or held prisoner or something.
Y ou give her to Eli. And Thadd picks me up and puts me on thetable. I'm dying,” he said. “And it hurts.
It hurts so bad that you killed me.”

A singletear scalded adow path down my cheek. | wouldn’t. | would not give up Rupert for Rose. |
wouldn’t. Thiswasn’t prophecy. Thiswas adream. Only adream.

“All these women who look like you wak in. They make the sergphs go crazy, ripping off their clothes.
Their wings disappear and they look like human men. Or like beasts with human faces. They start to have
sex with the women.

“Barak laughs. And he says, ‘ Curiosity killed the cat.” And then Barak and Raziel sart to fight. And
blood goes everywhere. And | wake up.” Rupert looked down at me. “ Curiosity killed the cat. sn't that
awaeird thing for him to say, Thorn? Some dumb old saying, when it should have been scripture. Not that
it sany weirder than the rest of the dream.”

Rupert pulled hisarm away and tilted my face up to his. With athumb, he wiped away my tears. “Don’'t
cry, Thorn. It sonly adream.”

| caught his hand, holding it away from my face. | didn’t want comfort from him, refused to accept
comfort from my best friend, who had just predicted the unbelievable. Who had just foretold that I’ d kill
him, murder him, to get my sister back. Unthinkable. Unbearable.

Thethought flitted in the back of my mind, quickly banished. Was his prediction adream future, one
possibility among many? Or wasit true prophecy, the immutable future, set in stone, unchangeable and
inflexible? No. No way. Not true prophecy. Only adream. A prediction. | wouldn't consider anything
dse

Without asking, | pushed him around and pulled up histunic, lifting the cloth with cold, clumsy fingers,
gathering up his T-shirt. Asif to help me, he bent forward dightly and braced on the sink edge. Holding
up the shirts, | exposed his back, his pale skin untouched by the sun. Beside his spine, taped to hisskin,
was an eight-inch-wide, ten-inch-long pad with fresh scar tissue showing at each end. The bandage was



crusted around the edges with dried blood and was crimson-wet in the center.

Breath uneven, | peeled back the tape and raised one side of the bandage, not lifting the centermost
section. | knew enough about battlefield wound dressings to know that platel ets were collecting there,
clotting the blood. The areal didn't inspect, the unhealed area, was about three inches long. Around the
edge of the deepest wound was araised ring, blackened, puffy, hot to the touch. | pressed my icy fingers
agang the flesh there, and it gave under my fingers. Rupert hissed softly with reaction.

| should have stopped, but | didn’t and pressed harder, feding the tissue benegth the toxic perimeter.
“Thorn!” he said, cringing, hisback arching. | stepped away, hands till holding the shirts high, staring at
thewound. It waslike mine, hard and ridged beneath. It was shaped in an ovd, like alink. Sergph
stones. We had both been marked. What in the name of the Most High did that mean? What had been
doneto us?

Rupert wasn't human. Neither was . | had figured out that we were both part of some crazy conspiracy,
but new bits of the puzzle kept appearing, skewing my interpretation, elements kept falling out of place,
out of joint. | dropped his shirts.

| went to the bath area and dug out abox of bandages, a new addition since my life had become a
congtant battle. From my bowl of stones by the window | chose three healing amulets, two small, drilled
nuggets and one dab of white marble about the size of my open hand. All were newly filled with power
that wasn't mineto use. Might stolen from the whedls of the cherub Holy Amethyst.

In theway of longtime friends, Rupert watched me gather supplies, standing silent, not asking questions,
but patiently waiting. When | returned to him, he faced away again and braced hims=lf, unmoving against
the sink. After ralling his shirt and tunic high on his back and pulling off the bloody outer bandage, |
added anew layer of gauize over the center pad. On top of the clean wedge of outer dressing | pressed
the dab, the two nuggets, and three shards from Amethyst’ swheels, and taped it dl in place. To secure
the extraweight, | rolled some gauze wrappings around historso. As| worked, | felt some of the tension
go out of him as his pain lessened. His breathing evened out and he exhaled with relief. “ Fed better?’ |
asked.

“Much. Thorn?

“Don’tsay it,” | said, stopping him, not knowing what he might say, but not able to hear it. Not just now.
| wiped away anew, unexpected tear and placed my tear-damp hand over hiswound, bowing my head.
In my other hand, | gathered the sergph stone and my visa.

“I know you can't hear me,” | said. “1 know you don’t care about mages, that we' re less than nothing in
your holy sight.” Rupert stiffened under my hand when heredlized | was praying. “But just in casethey’'re
wrong, | promiseyou this. In the name of the Most High, in the name of the unsayable God, | will give
my own lifein exchangefor Rosg's. I'll give my own lifein exchange for Rupert’s. I'll die by my own
hand rather than kill one of those | guard. If | had asoul, I'd swear by it. Instead, | claim it by your
unspeakable name. By your name, | do so vow.”

| shuddered hard with the power of the hallowed words. Exhausted by the effort of speaking them, |
rested againgt the body of my friend, the heat of my champard like afurnace against me. My forehead lay
againgt Rupert’ s bare back, and asingle tear ran down his skin, into the waistband of his jeans.

Mages didn’'t make vows easily or lightly. The one | had just made, caling on the unsayable God, was
one of the most sacred among us. God the Victorious never heard the prayers of neomages, but if he
ever bothered to hear us, it would be because of the passion of such an oath. Perhaps hewould
understand the weight of our words. Perhaps he would know that with such vows, we revered him.



Perhaps he wouldn’t judge ustoo harshly.

For along moment we stood, unmoving, my head against his back beside the wound, my tearstwin
runnels on his skin, marking him. | could fed his breathing, fed the movement of his heart asit pulsed his
blood. Blood that was no longer human.

“Did you think | believed the dream?” Rupert asked, his voice rumbling through his chest, soft and full of
wonder. He turned and gathered me up in hisarms, his mouth againgt my hair. When he spoke, the
words vibrated against my skull like abenediction. “I would sooner believe you were the Dark Lord itself
than that. | trust you with my life, with my heart, with my very soul, knowing you will treet them dl with
the same care as| would.”

They were forma words, the pledge of achampard, and | recoiled at them, afraid, pulling back. | met his
eyes, o wide they looked black in his paeface, seeing histrust. Fearing that trust more than anything.
Because even with my claim and pledge to the contrary, | knew the might of a prediction dream. | knew
that there was a chance | would break my vow to the Most High and follow the dictates of the divination.
Dreamswere like that. They showed only the final result, not the ultimate reasons for each action. And |
feared it like my own degth.

Chapter 13

| picked up the phoneto call Miz Ess€ s boardinghouse. When there was no dia tone, | remembered
the phone lines had been cut. Because avalanche or attack of Darkness could leave any town isolated,
every mountain town had multiple means of reaching the outside world. There were underground
telephone lines and a satellite dish that worked off one of the remaining geosynchronous satdllites over the
North American continent. And ham radios. Darkness had never before cut phone lines and damaged a
town’sdish. No way wasit alucky mistake.

| put down the useless phone and went out on the porch at the front of the loft. Looking over the street, |
saw Jacey’ s el dest stepson, Zeddy, and waved to him. When he waved back, | cupped my mouth and
shouted, “Y ou know where the new mage is?’

“Watching the kirk bury the dead,” he shouted back, “taking photographs.” Histone added, like atourist
with acamera, but he didn’t have to say the words.

“Tel him | need him. Now.”
“Will do, Miss Thorn.”
When | shut the door, Rupert asked, “What are you doing?’

“Making sure the dream stays only anightmare. No. Y ou stay right here,” | said when he pushed away
from the aink. “I want you to seethis”

Without the real Apache Tear around my neck, | knew when Cheran headed my way and curled my lips
into asnarl as| heard/ ft hisreaction. It wasloathing. I’ m not at the beck and call of anyone, and
certainly not a brainless rock-head mage without her first heat. And then...She'll be gone soon, and
good riddance. From Cheran, | had avision of my body stripped and flayed in the snow, brown robes
gathered around. | didn’t know what he had been planning, but | had a good idea who he had been
planning it with.

Then | had asingleimage of Cheran himsdlf, in aconsulate of hisown. Grasping hisintent, | let my smile
widen. Rupert took afast step back. I’m pretty sure | looked vicious.



“Go ahead and make any plansyou want,” | said softly, doud. “I'll outlive you if it swith my dying
breath.” At Rupert’ suncertain darm, | shook my head and | et the expression dwindle away. “I’ve
changed my mind. Y ou know those clothes you and Audric wore when you were my champardsin the
town mesting? Y ou get to wear them again. Go change.” When he stood there, indecisive, | said,
“Hurry,” and madeit acommand.

Rupert l€eft, shouting to Audric as the door closed. Back on the porch, | propped ahip on therailing and
crossed my arms againgt the cold, putting together the elements of a plan based on the number of casesin
Cheran’sroom. A bluff. If | waswrong, I'd fed like an idiot. The mage strode up the hill, hisvelvet cloak
swinging, the stupid hat in place, feather bobbing. Zeddy and asmal group of teenaged boys followed
him, agood ten yards back. In the distance the blasted lynx growled, the sound like acough and aroar
combined, peculiar to its species. Thanksfor the warning, | thought, but | don’t need it. For once | know
I’min danger.

When Cheran was close enough to lock eyes, | called out to him, letting my voice carry through the visa.
“| spoketo the priestess of the New Orleans Enclave.” He dowed, mouth parted, astartled cursein his
thoughts. Good. | wanted him stunned. “ She sent you. She included appropriate gifts to support my
consulate” Thiswasthe bluff part.

Cheran stopped in the street, a speculative look on hisface. In his mind was the question, What does she
know?

It wasn't so much what | knew aswhat | could read from him and what | could guess. “I believe you
have them in your possession,” | said.

“I do.” He cocked ahip, which opened the cloak, revealing a black suit with green satin lapelsand
matching cummerbund. | had seen the suit hanging in his closet, and the visaa my neck offered the
information, Court dress, gppropriate for officia sessonsor functions.

Y eah. He' d been plotting againgt me behind my back. If there was aneed for formal display it should
have been only in my presence. In an ingtant | drew on the visa and searched through possible proper
actions on the part of avisiting mage. | quickly concluded that Cheran Jones thought | was stupid. He
was about to be disabused of that quaint notion.

“And?’ | asked, drawing theword out lazily.
“No moment has been appropriate to present you with the bequest.”

| stared at him long enough for him to know | had caught himin alie, letting my reaction fill my face. Long
enough for the kids behind him to snicker, the sound bright on thefrigid air. Long enough for passersby
to dow and watch, and for Jasper to stop in the doorway of the furniture store, his black robe of office
swaying in the cold wind. | redlized the kirk elder had come from the mass funera and knew | should
have been there too. My shame at missing the funeral made my expression harder and Cheran’s cheeks
reddened with more than the cold. | should have been there; it wastoo late now. But it wasn't too late to

dedl with my vigting mage.

“Wadl,” | said at last, mocking, a which Cheran tensed, his amile stiffening in place, “giftsfrom the
priestess of the Enclave of my birth, for the Appaachian consulate. | reckon that meansme,” | drawled.
When he didn’t react except to raise his brows, | hardened my tone, stood, and looked down my nose at
him. “ Cheran Jones, you have my leave to gpproach me with everything that ismine or that isthe
property of this consulate.”

His mouth opened and closed so fast it was like a camera shutter working. | smiled, al teeth and anger,



using the expression that had made Rupert backstep fast. 1 alow you ten minutes' leaveto bein my
court, downdairs, in Thorn’s Gems. Ten minutes.”

It was a public humiliation, and Cheran’s eyes blazed hot in the ingtant before he bent and bowed. “ At
the consulate’ s command.”

“Then you better boogie,” Zeddy called from the protection of the bakery’ s display window. “’ Cause she
looks pissed.” The other boys hooted with delight as Cheran stood straight and strode for the
boardinghouse, moving with mage-speed, ablur that left the humans gawking.

| cocked my head at Zeddy and smiled my thanks. To Jasper, | said, “ Thefirgt official meseting of the
Minerd City consulate will convenein nine minutes. Do you think some of the town fathers would be
interested in attending?’

“Oh, yes” hesad fervently, “I do indeed.” Moving quickly, he took off and rounded the building into an
dley, cutting through, making the most of hislimited time.

From the corner of my eye, | caught sight of Romona Benson standing at the intersection, cameraon her
shoulder. Shewas grinning fiercely, and | knew she had me framed in aclose-up. | wanted to curse, but |
raised my browsingtead, asif permitting her to speak. She lowered the camerato point it at the Strest.
“Isthe presswelcome?’ she caled.

“Film only, no direct uplink with that sat phone you’ ve been using, and give me the opportunity to edit out
what | want, and you' re welcome to attend.” When her facefdl, | said, “1 know it’s not the way things
are done with the press, but take it or leave it. And we' Il schedule atelevised persond interview for later
thisweek.” If | livethat long, | thought.

“They’ll fry mefor this, but we have aded,” she said, and the reporter took off too, moving pretty fast
for ahuman.

| had nearly nine minutes. An eternity for amage at full speed. | pulled my mage finery from the armoire
and st it asde. The silk and lace were not enough. Or were too much. Thiswasto be the first meeting of
aconsulate | didn't want, but knew | had to protect if | wanted to survive, wanted to keep my friends
aive. | pulled out my dobok. It hadn’t been cleaned since the battle. It was bloody, aromatic, torn and
diced, and very well used. It looked deadly.

Moving fagt, | pulled off my clothes and dressed, adding every wespon | owned. When they werein
place, | braided my hair into a battle queue and pulled on battle boots. The mage-leather boots were il
uncomfortable on my puffy and tender soles, but | had washed out the old blood, and | didn’t intend to
be standing much.

Grabbing my battle cloak, asilk scarf in avibrant bloodred color, and the weapons | liked best—the
Hame-blessed tanto and the walking-stick sword—I went downgtairs to set the stage for what | hoped
would be avery public affirmation of my intent to remain the town mage of Mineral City aslong as| hed
avisaor aslong as| drew breath. And the onset of aplan to protect the ones| loved. | set my amulet
necklace over my head and drew on the visaand my primes for strength. For amage, it was tantamount
to aprayer for wisdom and strength. I d need both if | was going to succeed at this. And amountain of
luck bigger thanthe Trine.

Oneminuteto go, | consdered the stage | had st in the center of Thorn’s Gems, my favorite wingback
chair in the center of the room, my battle cloak open over it, the silk lining exposed to the world, ripped
and stained with my blood, asmal footstool nearby so my short legswouldn't dangle likeachild's My



slver scrying bowl filled with salt water was tucked behind my chair in case Cheran came prepared to
attack me with an article of Darkness. Once hewas disabled, | could cleanse thetaint. It would be very
flashy; Romona Benson would loveit; it made me sick to think about the media attention. But to protect
the ones| loved, I’d do alot more than play to the camera. Of course, if he used poison, | wasalot
morelikely todie.

A tableto the sde near the stove was hegped with jewelry | had made, including one piece with a
fragment of amethyst from the cherub’ swhedls, agift for the priestessthat | hoped would leave her
reding. The other things were for the Enclave’ s mage council, and one bracel et was for Cheran, the
vigting dignitary who, | was pretty sure, wanted my consul ate sest, the little snark. Others were for the
town fathers, sundry gifts 1 might be expected to bestow. | would be paying back Thorn’s Gemsfor
months, but it would beworth it if it kept the backstabbing—maybe literally—mage from usurping my
place.

| added water to the kettle, placing teacups, loose tea, and silver out just in case | needed it, though the
visaassured me it wouldn't be proper to serve tea.

Breathing fast, Audric and Rupert clattered down the stairs and stopped, standing benegth the prophecy
of my birth. A Rose by any Other Name will till draw Blood. A foretelling by the woman who had set
my lifein motion. | didn’t know what had happened to Lolo and answersto my questions weren't going
to come easy. | wasflying by the seat of my pants, my life motto.

| grinned a my champardsin their warlike finery. Audric, his dark-skinned head reflecting back the lights,
was dressed in black dobok with his scarlet master’ s belt knotted beside a battle sword | probably
couldn’t even lift. He wore awegpon harness strapped to his chest and looked like awalking death
machine, bristling with sharp-edged stedl. Rupert again wore his best navy tunic and pants. His newly
named battle sword hung at hisside.

“Nice getups, boys. Audric, thisis now theformal consulate of Minerd City. The consular resdenceis
above. We' Il need guest residences asap. Think we can rent the store next door and turn it into
gpatments?’

“It'll take money,” he said. “And you' Il need more than two champards. | made some calls. But you're
wearing the wrong clothes. Y ou need—"

“I'll get the money. And thisis a battle sation, not atrade consulate. | won't be dancing.” Audric looked
uncertain, but the visathat held arepository of diplomatic information wasn't offering anything to the
contrary so | was going with theideathat | had been putting together since leaning against Rupert. Then |
heard hiswords. He made some calls?

The bells over the door jingled, announcing Romona Benson, who rushed in with aswirl of icy air, her
blond flyaway hair whipping in the outsdewind. “Am | late?’ she asked, and stopped cold. She
surveyed me, then my champards, and back to me before swinging up the cameraand clicking on a
button. A red light glowed on the front, and suddenly the reality of what | was doing hit home.

My smile and the adrendine high drained away. If | messed thisup, | might end up dead. And so might
my champards. So might Jacey, Ciana...Spawn balls, what am | doing?

Asif echoing my thoughtsin a different key, Romonamuttered, “I’m gonnawin abloody Pulitzer with al
this.

“Consulate General . Croix,” she continued in anewsy tone, “you have eschewed the usua mode of
dressfor formd eventsin favor of abloody and war-torn battle uniform. Can you tell uswhy?’



Consulate generd? What the heck was that? Formulating an answer to her question, | walked to the
wingback chair and sat, motioning Audric and Rupert into place behind me. Before | could figure out
how to answer the reporter’ s question, the door opened again and Eli Walker strodein, dressed in his
usua cowboy finery: jeans, agreat-looking pair of embossed and tooled boots, afringed jacket, and a
buff-colored cowboy hat that shaded his amber eyes.

He flashed me aglance but strode to Audric. “1 ain’'t done embassy stuff before,” he said, turning on a
lackadaisical charm. “Where does the most junior champard stand, anyway?”

| frozeinthe act of settling mysdf, knowing my expression was caught in the camera, and when this

aired, it would be clear to the world that | was. ..nonplussed was close. Looking like | had been hit over
the head with an ax was closer. Calls, Audric had said. How many? And to whom?1 dowly sank into the
seat while Audric directed Eli to my left and behind Rupert. All 1 could think, was, Good. Threeisan
auspicious number. Onits hedlswas the thought, Another one | may get killed.

The door opened again, the bells over it ringing like a paean of joy. Cheran Jones, hisface impassive,
walked in, carrying three cases. Into the opening behind him walked three city fathers, Jasper and
Shamusin brown robes and Ebenezer in work clothes, smelling of smoke, dirty, and fire-scorched. He
had either been burning the last of Darkness from the battle or he had been cleaning up aburned building.
Y et even with thefilth that covered him he stood tall, his back unbowed, face serene. Thisman had sat in
judgment over me not long ago. He hadn’t been in my favor at the start of my trid, but he had listened,
and he had suspended find judgment until after al the evidence was presented, unlike several other town
fathersand elders.

Farther dong the street, Elder Culpepper and his son, Derek, raced to get in on the action. | was pretty
sure they wouldn't make it, and schooled my face againgt the satisfaction | wasfedling. It didn’t last long.
Lucas and Ciana pushed through the crowd gathering outside and entered the shop, faces pae but
amilarly determined.

“Uncle Rupert?’ Cianasaid, pulling hersdf up to her full height and squaring her shoulders. Shewasin
play clothes, jeans and scuffed boots, the seraph pin blazing on her chest. “I wanna support my
stepmama. Where you want usto stand?’

Lucasfocused on Eli, asif reading something in my newest champard' sface. His eyes hardened before
finding mine. He said, “ Cianawas there when the call camein. Sheinsisted. And | agree. Where do we
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Home, | wanted to say. But | didn’t. | let Audric direct them into place at my left, near Eli, but to the
Sde, out of the way of gunsand stedl. | was pretty sure Lucas and Cianawere standing in the place
protocol dictated for my consort and child, marking them under protection, part of my household, and
under the protection of the Enclave that licensed me. It was something | should have thought of, away to
protect Cianafrom those who might someday want to take away her sergph pin. Only problem? The
small technicdity that the sergphs had licensed me, not the Enclave.

Thevisahadn't offered anything useful about the difference that tiny detail made in diplomatic dedings. |
didn’'t know if that meant the visa had nothing to offer because my situation was unique, or if it meant that
when | offered my protection to my three champards and my consort—heaven help me, my
consort—and hischild, | waslegdly offering the protection of the High Host of the Sergphim. Could |
bind the Host with my word? | had an awful ot of questions, not asingle answer.

Blood of the saints. | had no ideawhat | was doing; neither did the visa. If we didn’t know what | was
doing, it waslikely no one dse did ether. The thought made atitter risein my throat and | swalowed it



down hard, afraid that if it got out, I’ d cackle like a madwoman.

The smal crowd shuffled in, the town fathers to the front. The door closed behind them. Romona Benson
eased around to the side behind adisplay cabinet, a position giving her camera maximum scope of the
events | was probably about to botch.

Knowing | had reached the point of no return, | arranged the amulets on my chest so the visaand my
circular prime were unobstructed, and set the prime amulet that was the handle of the walking-stick
sword to the front, across my abdomen. | alowed my neomage attributes to blaze out, my skin glowing
the pearly roseate hue of my kind, aglow of energy that even humans could see, and abadge of office of
itsown.

| looked back at Audric. “ Securethe door,” | said softly. I heard Cheran gasp, but ignored it, waiting for
my champard to seal usin. Asthelock clicked, someonetried to open the door, the latch rattling. |
didn’t look up, and because | paid it no attention, no one else looked either. A polite knock followed,
then oneless polite.

Ignoring it, | stood, waiting for Audric to return to my right side, the proper place for my senior
champard, the visa chimed in. Sergph stones. This stuff was complicated.

When Audric wasin place, | drew on the visaand paged through the ingtructions, ignoring the dance
steps. No way was | attempting aforma diplomatic gavotte on camera. Neomage attributes blazing with
all theforce | possessed, | said, “ Cheran Jones of the New Orleans Enclave, visiting cultura attaché,
gold and steel mage...assassin,” | sad pointedly, “welcome.”

Cheran blanched.

Gotcha. | tilted my head afraction to let him know | saw the reaction. “Y ou have my |leave to approach.”
And | sprawled in my chair asif | were amonarch and this, my throne.

Cheran approached, following my lead and walking like ahuman instead of dancing like amage, and
swept off his hat. The bow was deep, as protocol dictated, but something about the set of his shoulders
was mocking when herose, swishing the silly cape back. “ The Louisiana Enclave wishesto establish
relaionswith the Appaachian consulate,” he said.

Audric replied, emphasizing thefirst four words | had given him, “ The Battle Station Consulate welcomes
you and is pleased to establish relations.”

Cheran blinked at thetitle. | liked it. The namefit the description of the town and it gave me dl sorts of
leeway to handle this any way | wanted. This might work. Maybe.

“Asthisisanew seat,” Cheran said, “it isappropriate for the Enclave of Thorn &. Croix’shirth to
present her with gifts.” He knelt and laid out the three cases, snapping open each and laying back thelid
of thefirgt. | felt Audric tense beside me, but the cases held nothing dangerous. Wdll, not in the usud
sense. Theweapons | had found in Cheran’ sroom were dangerous, but not while lying in the case.

The weaponsthat had lain in one Sde were missing, the indentations empty, leaving only the slvered
battle blades. Still, there were alot of sharp, shiny objects, and | schooled my faceto mild surprise at the
sght of them. Taking achance that Cheran wouldn't notice ablended scan, | quickly blinked on
mage-sight and then opened a skim, seeing what | had expected. Not the taint of Darkness, but
something else. | felt the world surge beneath me and dropped the skim before | tossed my cookies on
TV.



Rising to hisfull height, Cheran met my gaze and said with poorly conceded satisfaction, “ The Enclave
presents the weapons that would have belonged to Thorn St. Croix had she not |eft the
Endave...illegdly.”

Well, well, well. Hewanted to play dirty in al sorts of ways. The best defense was agood offense, but
the unexpected ploy had its points. | threw aleg over the chair arm, assuming the position of the warrior
barbarian, in truth. | narrowed my eyes and stroked the prime amul et that was the hilt of my longsword.
And | sghed.

Beside me, Audric laughed and spread his stance, cocky and negligent and rude. “My mistrend did not
exit illegaly. Shewas drugged and removed. Y ou are misinformed and ill prepared, mage.” Around me,
the other champards took on aggressive postures.

Cheran’ sfacetightened in surprise. | knew from the haze in hismind that he was truly surprised, meaning
that he hadn’t been in communication with Elan.

“We suggest you do alittle research with Lolo, former priestess of the Enclave,” Audric said, hisvoice
glky. “Thoughit is possible my mistrend was banished illegdly, she has since been given license by the
High Council of the Seraphim to protect her from pillaging humans, asistheright of the High Host.” He
waved a hand, the gesture bored. “Y ou may present the gifts.”

Cheran bowed again, thistime as much to hide histhoughts asfor protocol. From the large flat case, he
lifted the longsword, holding it with avelvet cloth, tilting it to show off the sword’ s beauty. The blade was
tipped on the hilt with alarge pink quartz nugget. Besde me, Rupert inhaled noisily. | glanced a him, his
eyesriveted on the sword. The sword from his dream. The sword | killed him with.

“The longsword of Damocles,” Cheran said, holding the sword to me, one hand benegth the hilt, one
beneath the blade, balancing the deadly weapon, yet his skin safe from contact, protected by the velvet.
“Damocles, named after a Pre-Ap hero, was from the litter x in the second generation, the child of two
battle mages who destroyed the attacking human army. This blade was made with wild magic by his
parents, and he became a battle mage of great renown.”

| ood in asingle fluid motion and extended my arms. Cheran met my eyes, holding them while he
transferred the blade to me, diding the velvet away in afluid motion. Asthe weapon came down, |
pressed my arms forward dightly, taking the gift on my wrists, on the heavy cloth of my dobok deeves,
rather than my bare palms. Some unnamed emotion skittered through his eyes, and deeper, in his
thoughts. “The Sword of Damocles,” hesaid. If | hadn’t been degp in histhoughts, I’ d have laughed at
the whole hokey concept.

The mage glanced down as he stepped back, seeing the Apache Tear on my necklace. He didn’t know
how much | knew, or if | had done the motion by accident, and he was uncertain, off balance, out of step
with the dance that | now led. | wanted to keep him that way.

Something warm and powerful heated my arms through the dobok from the wegpon | held, and |
recognized the tingle of wild magic, the unpredictable power of my forebears, snared inthe stedl. It
would be ajoy to fight with such awegpon, | thought. But | never would. | couldn’t risk it.

Seeing my stance, Audric stepped forward and accepted the gift from me, holding the blade as | did, on
the arms of his dobok. The cloth was protected by the conjures of mage masters, imperviousto acid,
resstant to fire. | nodded to the gift table, the table holding my offerings and, puzzled, Audric placed it
there.

One a atime, Cheran Jones gifted me with the wegpons that would have been mine long years ago, had



| not been cursed with my talent. There were alot of weapons. Audric accepted them for me, setting
them on an empty display cabinet, within view of the camera. When the wegpons had al been given,
each with its history, provenance, and name, Cheran produced asmall, flat box tied with string. Inside
was anew leather dobok, black, but with ateal sheen like the iridescence of peacock feathers, and with
ated leather belt that held all thetools of the trade of war. A belt like Audric's, full of throwing sars,
gmall knives, vidsfor sat water and salt and other, more esoteric things.

| sghed with delight and lifted the dobok out, holding it up againgt me. It would fit, | was pretty sure.
Beneath the uniform lay a pair of gloves and battle boots turned on their sides, the leather adark teal
glowing with recently gpplied energies of the masterswho speciaized in defensive warfare conjures. The
gloves and boots looked of asizeto fit metoo.

“I’m more than honored,” | said. “The gift of wegpons and battle clothes are needed and very welcome.”
Handing the dobok and its box to Audric, | sat back down and Audric stepped forward, accepting a
large satchd of proper clothing, digphanous and silky—come-hither clothes—all sawn with sonesand
gold thread. He dso accepted a gift of money, anice heavy sack of clinking gold coin to establish my
consulate. Cash money would have worked just aswell, but the ceremony of gold was proper, according
to the visa' swhisperings. Too bad the gold was officia, and not mine persondly.

L etters of state were presented in acoil tied with scarlet ribbon; others were sealed in envelopes,
reminding methat | would need alawyer with experiencein internationa law and in the relatively new
field of mage law. People | would have to contract with and pay. Therefore | needed experienced
banking and investment advice. Seragph stones. The teeth of alicensed mage were beginning to est away
at me—I| waslosing my identity and my life one bite at atime. | sank back, making mysdf smaller, the
reflex of arabbit caught in atrap.

But no one seemed to notice, not even the blasted camera, which was thankfully focused on the next gift,
afur cloak from the skin of asingle buffalo, which, Cheran assured me, had been caught in anicefloe
and died. It was a stlatement for the camerato prove that mages were not violent beings who would
daughter abeadt for itsfur.

| forced asmile onto my face, asif | were not aware that my life now belonged to others, that it had been
stolen from me and there was nothing | could do about it. | accepted the fur and Audric dipped it about
my shoulders. | fdt thetingle of wild magic and wanted to tossit asde until | could inspect it with
mage-senses. That might be construed as an insult to the New Orleans Enclave so | smply folded it from
me asif the room were too hot, and handed it to Eli.

Hisyoung face was intent and careful and he accepted the gift with something like reverence, clearly
wanting to do the job properly. | warmed at the sight and wanted to stroke his hair, which was plastered
to his head in the shape of his hat, the cowboy hat resting on the counter behind him. Eased for reasons|
didn’'t understand, | turned back to Cheran Jones.

There were more gifts, additional money to furnish a consulate and guest quarters, offers of trade for the
town, which had the town fathers grinning happily, the gift of a snow-d-mobile and the private train car
Cheran had arrived in, for when | needed to travel. Theloan of two legal and banking representatives,
which | accepted immediately. The offer of additiond attachés, which Cheran did not want me to accept.
Out of spite, | welcomed all the help | could get, though | knew it was amaoot point as no one could get
inor out of the town until the snow was cleared or melted. | just felt like yanking his chain.

When Cheran was done, he said a pretty speech, which | gathered was written by alawyer he detested.
His thoughts were coming clearer the longer hewas close, and | wished heartily for the real Apache Tear
to block them. He was a petty man, full of self-indulgent opinions, preudices, and judgments. And



occasiona sharp, focused images of the deaths of those around him, especialy Audric, Rupert, and me.
A homophobe who aso wanted his own power base. Warped by the talent that made him an n?1
had spoken rightly when | named his gifts. Cheran Jones was awalking desth machine,

When he was done giving me gifts, | presented the gifts he would take back to the new priestess of the
New Orleans Enclave, the necklace with the bit of Amethyst’ swhedls, severd fine, faceted onesthat
could be st into rings or necklace pendants, a small statue, and twelve necklaces, one for each dignitary
at the Enclave of my birth. Cheran received an arm cuff made of Rupert’s Mokume Gane, beaten layers
of different colors of gold. Cheran’s eyes widened at the magnificent gift. Rupert said nothing, though |
hadn't asked him for the piece. | could pay the shop back for the gifts with the sack of gold coins.
Goody. | was marginaly less broke. And the necessities of a public welcometo the visiting mage were
out of the way.

Thevisa, after offering adozen different ways| might approach the town fathers, fell curioudy slent when
| stood and knelt to them. | should have danced to the men before kneling, but there was no way | was
going to risk fdling flat on my faceon TV. | should have offered alengthy flowery speech. | should have
been dressed in see-through chiffon and gauze and looked like a sex machine. No way.

Face near thefloor, | said, “ Delegation from Mineral City, welcome to the sovereign territory of the
Battle Station Consulate. This poor emissary warrior comesin peaceto fight in your war against the
Dark. Will you accept gifts and offers of trade from this consulate and this neomage, Thorn St. Croix?’

“Wewill,” Shamus said, histone portentous. “We are honored by your presence.”

| stood, reached into a pocket of the battle cloak, and pulled out the bloodred silk scarf. | dso palmed a
fire-gtarting amulet, the one that | used to light my stove. Turning to Audric, | held out the scarf and jutted
my chin at the longsword with the pink quartz nugget in the hilt. Perplexed but agreegble, Audric took the
scarf and covered his pams before lifting the sword and offering it to me. Our skin was protected from
the hilt and blade.

Cheran’ s cheek quivered at the careful handling of the wegpon, and | smiled a him, dl teeth. Turning my
back to him, | looked pointedly at Rupert and then turned to the town fathers. Asif | were polishing a
prized possession, | wiped the entire longsword with the scarf, and thumbed on the fire-starter
incantation. The slk darkened and smoked. It burst into flame.

Everything seemed to happen at once. Moving with the speed of our kind, Cheran stepped back, his
head down, his hands moving to hiswaist. Audric muttered a single syllable that sounded like, “ Bird.”
Rupert stuck out afoot, negtly tripping Cheran, the smple ploy using the mage' s own speed againgt him.
Eli caught the smal mage and settled him to the floor, a semiautomatic gun under his chin. Rupert, moving
with the fluid speed that training with a haf-breed had provided him, rested a dagger just below Cheran’s
breastbone, angled to pierce the mage' s heart, effectively stopping any attempt the mage might have
made at escape. Audric dapped agag in Cheran’s mouth. | dropped the sword and burning scarf onto
the stove. L ucas dumped the contents of the teakettle over the small fire. Ciana picked up the mage' s hat
and set it on acounter. | pocketed the amulet. All that in an instant. 1t looked practiced, choreographed,
asif Cheran’ streachery had been expected.

“Place your hands on thefloor,” Rupert said, hisvoice conversationd, “over your head.” With another
nudge, he said, “Hands, one on top of the other, pams down.” It was an uncomfortable pose and Rupert
repositioned his blade, pressing the point on the back of Cheran’s upper hand, depressing it enough to
draw blood.

Hisface pae, Cheran took ashaky breath through his nose, knowing he was well and truly caught. But



not knowing why the scarf on the sword had erupted in fire. Histhoughts said quite clearly that the
poison he had used wasn’t supposed to do that.

“If you try to move,” Rupert continued, “I’ll push down on thisknife. Hard. If | think you might want to
move, or if you start a conjure when my mistrend pullsthe gag out, I'll push down. I'll stake you to the
floor. Nod if you understand.” Cheran nodded once. “ Even if you get away, you' |l sever tendons. It'll be
nasty. Y ou won't use your hands again for awhile, maybe along whileif the town fathers arrest you.
Understand?’

When the mage didn’t respond, Eli shoved hisboot tip into the mage' sside. “ Answer my buddy
champard here, or I'll think you need to be taught some manners, bucko.”

“I unnergtan’,” Cheran said through the gag.

Hisvoice was abit too cam for my comfort level so | bent over him and took off the fake Apache Tear,
letting him see me drop it on the counter. It landed with a soft tink and the mage' s eyeswidened. Clearly
he had been counting on my wearing the Tear congtantly, even when it would be smarter not to. Which
made me wonder if the charm in the real one was addictive. It would be aclever moveif so. Then |
wouldn’t want to teke it off. Ever.

“Surprise” | said softly as | placed my hand over hisforehead to better fed histhoughts. “What poisonis
onthesword?’ | said, louder.

All I got from his thoughts were words from amage nursery rhyme learned in the cradle. “Blood and kin
prevail. Blood and kin prevail.” The words hid histhoughts.

“Wadll, that’ sjust ducky,” | said. “Pull up hisshirt.”

While my champards exposed Cheran’sbdly, | pulled down the cuffs of my dobok and lifted the
poisoned weapon in protected hands. Reaching between my two protectors, | placed the booby-trapped
sword tip againgt hisskin. | applied pressure, ddliberately breaking his skin. Cheran turned white and

gasped.

“Takeout thegag,” | said. The gag was pulled from hismouth, and | said, “What poison and what
antidote?” When he didn’t answer fast enough, | pressed harder, dicing aquarter of an inch below the
skin, delivering agreater dose. His flesh quivered with shock. “What poison and what antidote?’ | asked

agan.

| could read his desire not to answer, and hisfear. In mage-sight, his attributes changed from the roseate
hue of well-cooked shrimp to apaler shade, beer yellow. Sickly. Helicked hislips. The camera zoomed
close. | waited patiently, knowing he would bresk. Dropping the sight and opening amind-skim, |
breathed in his scent, both the scent that humans and animal's can smell and the underlying scent of
mages.

A drange odor came from Cheran, swesat and fear and imminent death. | bent over the mage and smiled
wider, placing my foot on his abdomen. Making up hismind, histhoughts cleared. “It's called spider
blue,” he said, hisvoice vibrating beneath my boot sole, histhroat working. “1n my breast pocket. White
vid.”

Audric joined us on the floor, going through the mage' s clothes. | spotted the TV cameramaneuvering
for abetter angle as swesat broke out on Cheran’ sface and soaked his shirt. Audric laid six vias on the
floor, ones| remembered from the case of liquidsin Cheran’sroom. Poisons. Assassin.



“Please,” hesad. “ The antidote. The blue bottle. Two cc’s, delivered IV push.”

| hadn’t aclue what that meant, but Audric did, and found asmall syringe with aneedlieinthekiller's
cummerbund. Cheran was atraveling pharmacy. Audric drew up asmal amount in the needlieand
shoved the mage’ sdeeve up.

“Not yet,” | said. Cheran’seyes dipped to me, desperation lurking within. | said, “What other nasty
tricks are on the blades? On the other gifts?’

“None,” hesaid, quickly. “Nothing. | swear.” When | cocked my head to the Sde and waited, he
shouted, “| swear before the High Host.” Histhoughts were clear and certain. There was nothing el se.
Not today.

“How do | clean the sword of the contaminant?’ | asked.
“Sdt water.”

| stepped away and nodded to my champards. Rupert stuck the gag back in. Audric didn’t bother to
clean the mage s skin, smply inserted the needle and pressed the plunger. Cheran hissed, but histhoughts
were unambiguous. Wewereintime. HE d live. | wasn’t sure | wanted him dive, but | figured that killing
avisting dignitary on TV, even if he had tried to poison me, wasn't such agood idea.

| stepped back and sat in my chair, still holding the sword, the tip coated with mage-blood, the scent
familiar and crigp. The town fathers backed away fast, the sounds of their feet echoing in the tall-ceilinged
room. “I hopeyou'll forgiveme,” | said to Shamus Wadroup. “ Aninternd matter.”

“Sowe see,” Ebenezer said, eyeswide. “Isit safe to alow him the freedom of the Streets?’

“I think s0. Or it will be after my champards remove his weapons and poisons and leave him with only
those things he' s purchased in town.”

“It'[l bemy pleasure,” Audric said.

“Good,” | sad, without looking around. “For now, tie him up. Rope, not chain.” | lay the sword across
the stove, careful not to touch any cloth that would—or should—burst into flame.

| stepped behind my chair and lifted the silver bowl of salt water | had placed there, just in case | needed
it against a Darkness. It had another use now. | placed the bowl on the floor in front of the cameraand
the town fathers. Gingerly, | dipped in the sword' s sharp point. Nothing happened. No burst of dark
smoke, no spit of eectricity, but then thiswasn't a conjure. 1t was a poison. Audric handed methe
singed scarf to complete the cleansing and | wet it, squeezing the salt water out to rinse across the sword.

When | was finished with the symbolic act, | lifted my battle cloak and used it to raise the silvered blade.
Facing the town fathers, | angled my head for the camera, playing to it, using it to send amessage to the
New Orleans Enclave. They had sent an assassin. They wanted to play dirty.

“A battlewarrior hasfew giftsto offer, except the might of her arm and atoken of peace. This gift comes
from the Enclave of my hirth. It was meant to destroy me, and through my desth, would have harmed this
town. Therefore, it symbolizesalink between us.”

“The wegpon is cleansed and no longer adanger. Let it be hung in aplace of the town fathers' choosing.”
| transferred the sword, still in the cloak, just in case there were traces of the nasty poison on the sword,
to Shamus Waldroup’sarms. “ A symbol of the pact between us,” | said. And proof to Rupert that his
dream was not, could not be, fact. Rupert’ sface softened and he rolled Cheran facedown, placing his



foot on the mage' s back.

| bowed deeply to the delegation, indicating that | was finished with my part of the officia business.
Audric surreptitioudy moved the sllver bowl. Probably afraid I'd trip onit.

Shamus, the senior father, set the sword to the side, stepped forward, and bowed as low as his creaky
bones dlowed. Like me, he turned dightly so the cameracould see hisface. | didn’t know if hewas
playing to the audience, making political hay while he could, nurturing theimage of the town for the rest of
the world, or amixture of motivations.

He stood upright, hisbald, dark-skinned head catching the light just as Audric’ sdid. “ The town fathers of
Minera City welcome the neomage representative. We accept the gift of the sword and its symbol of
harmony between consulate and town. We come bearing gifts and offers of peaceful trade, aswell as
asking the neomage assistance againg this present Darkness.”

“Trade will be considered, of course,” | said, “but the defense of the town does indeed come first. Both
passes to the town are blocked by avalanche, tons of snow and ice obstruct the Toe River, thetrain
tracks, and all egressand entrance.” Asif hedidn’'t know al this, but it had to be said for the camera, for
the rest of theworld.

“Darkness attacked night before last, fighting with new strategy, unlike methods devil spawn have
historically used. They fought asif directed, asif led by amaster of warfare. Dragonets came, and
wreaked havoc. And at the end, a Dark tornado came out of the night and swept much away.”

| remembered the fed of the Dark wind, the terror, and the way my heart beat in triple time, fueled by
adrendine and exhaugtion. | let the memory show on my face. And | settled back in my chair for along,
boring rehashing. But Shamus surprised me. Cuitting through al the layers of protocol suggested by the
visa, hesaid, “The Minerd City emissaries know the consulate genera will offer her protection assheis
able. We depend on her generosity of spirit and the gifts of protection and warfare provided by God the
Victorious when he sent her to us.”

Okay. That was a shocker.

He stepped forward, holding out an old wooden box, the top upholstered in maroon velvet and centered
with afinia that looked like pure gold. “Minerd City offersthistoken of our favor and appreciation to
our town mage.”

The words and title warmed me and | stood with alighter heart, accepting the box. | raised my eyebrows
at him, and Shamus nodded, smiling and showing coffee brown teeth. Carefully, | lifted thelid. Inside,
lying on ared velvet bed shaped to hold it secure, was a cross made of gold. In its center was set a
faceted emerad the size of ahen’ s egg, the gem glowing with green light.

“It' ssaid that Benaiah Stanhope, the Mole Man, carried this cross into battle against the Darkness,”
Jasper said softly. “ That he carried it doft when he gave hislifeto bind the Dragon. It' ssaid that his
blood il linesthe crevicesin the setting of the stone. We offer it to you, knowing it should be carried
into battle again, in the grasp of the onewho will rebind the evil.”

| knew what an honor thiswas, to be offered the use of any of Mole Man' s possessions, and understood
that, like the sword | had given away, thiswasn't apersona present, but morein the nature of aloan, to
be returned when the need was over, or to be kept in perpetuity in the consulate. Opening my senses, |
breathed in, catching the scent of old blood, human and something e se. In mage-sight, the artifact glowed
with blue light, but specks of Darkness were there too, and that was something | would have to consider
later, when no camerawas present.



| looked up at Shamus. “Minerd City honorsme.” | closed the box and handed it to Audric, who placed
it on adisplay cabinet. Bending over thetable, | lifted the wrapped bundle containing my formal gift to the
town. It too was more like atribute, agift of state. And while it wasn't worth as much in monetary terms
asthe cross or the sword, it was valuable to me.

“| offer thissmall token to thetown fathers.” | setit in Shamus hands, supporting them when he was
surprised at theweight. “1 carved it from the quartz crystal of the nearby hills,” | said as| peeled back the
layers of soft cloth to reved asmal statue. It was a seraph with wings held high over his heed, tips
touching. He wore battle armor and carried a sword braced across his body. The figure was only inches
high, but it had taken me weeks of recuperation time after the last mgor battle beneath the Trine to carve
it. It was hand polished, but only in sections. The face and feet were clear aslead crystd, the stone
bending light. The wings were unpolished, giving them aruffled texture. The body was partidly smoothed,
gl fruzy, the matte finish of the shaped but unpolished, natura rock.

Shamus stared at the statuette in shock, snapping his mouth closed and swallowing before he could
speak. “ The consulate general of the Battle Station Consulate is far too generous. We are honored to
accept this gift on behdf of thetown.”

The camerafocused full screen on the carving for half aminute before Romonabacked dowly away,
taking in the fathers, the tied mage, me, and settling on Jasper asthe man moved close to Shamus.

Jasper touched the sergph with afinger asif expecting it to be cold, carved fromice. When it waswarm
to histouch, he sucked in a bresth and lifted his head. Closing hiseyes, he said, “ The gift isfitting. Béattle
Station Consulate was created by the High Host, licensed by the sergphim, and blessed by the visits of
sergphs at atime when they so seldom leave thelr Redmsof Light.” Hisvoice was low, deeper than his
usual tone, meditative and resonant, and afrozen wind seemed to blow across my flesh, raising it into
tight goose bumps at the tone.

“This place has been sanctified by the presence of two sigils, onein the consulate itself”—he opened his
eyes and gestured to the Sigil burned into the display case glass, his brown robe of office undulating with
the movement asif awind blew through the room—*and one in the street, that glowed when our mage
received help from Minor Flamesin the battle two nights ago.” Helifted his other arm and pointed out the
window to the street, leaving him with arms outstretched to either Sde.

My throat went dry, aching with tightness. A shiver raced over me at his expression. My entire body
tightened asif to ward off ablow, and | had to fight to keep from drawing my weapons. Audric and
Rupert stepped back. | wanted to sink into the chair, or run away and hide from the look in his black
eyes, fervent glory illuminating them with thelight of prophecy.

The ordinary, down-to-earth Jasper was no longer in the room. In this moment, he was truly an elder of
the kirk, dedicated to the service of God the Victorious. | had never seen the presence of true prophecy
before, had never seen holy ardor fal on a spokesman of the Almighty, but | knew that had happened to
my old friend Jasper. Asif uplifted by the hand of his God, his eyes glowed with divine zed, with the
presence of the Most High.

Beside him, Shamus and Elder Ebenezer dropped to their knees, moving with awe, their creaky bones
grinding in the sllence. Eli fell to hisknees aswell, and then bowed his faceto the floor in obeisance. | did
to my knees, and my champardsdl followed. Romonakndt aswdl, filming, still filming, and | wanted to
laugh, awitlesstitter aching in my throat. | heard her mutter into the mike, dmost below the sound of
human hearing, “ And every knee shdl bow.”

“Battle Station Consulate isanew thing,” Jasper said, no longer sounding quite human, but with the



richness of otherworldly passions, hisvoice alow rumble of sound. He raised hishands high, hisdeeves
faling away to revea awork shirt of faded brown cotton, but he might aswell have been wearing cloth
of gold, because hisflesh was glowing throughit, full of power.

Heraised hisface asif he could see through the second story and into the sky beyond. Closing his eyes
in ecdtasy, Jasper whispered, “ The children of men are gathered.” His voice rose and deepened, the
resonance vibrating into my bones. “The Dragon bresksfree. All the old things have passed away.”

Jasper dropped hisarms dowly to hissides. His head came down, bowing, eyes closed asif he dept.
And he did to the floor in abonel ess heap.

Chapter 14

T he children of men are gathered. That had been the prophecy. The words had gone out to the world,
Romona not waiting for my approva before she uploaded the entire diplomatic session on the cell phone.
God the Victorious had spoken, superseding my request to review and cut footage.

The children of men are gathered. Did it, could it, mean what | thought? What | hoped?

| had never been to visit Thaddeus Bartholomew, had never been to hisroom in the town’s one hotel, but
| seemed to be making a habit of dinking my way into men’s bedrooms. And to be the recipient of
predictions and prophecy. Predictions could be thwarted and bypassed. Prophecy could not. | pushed
away thethoughts. Later. | could deal with them later.

The kylen was adegp when | opened the door, hisbig body stretched out on the sagging mattress, a
down coverlet pulled over him. The blindswere closed, throwing the room into murky shadows, turning
the chair in the corner into a hulking monster, transposing the open armoire into a gateway from another
resm.

Gloved hands moving clumsily, | closed the door behind me, the laich snicking softly. | took my first
breath. Scents of caramel and vanilla, ahint of brown sugar, and benegth it all something peppery, like
ginger, filled my head, rich and heated. The scent of kylen, part mage, part sergph, and part human. The
smell of sex and need and desire.

Mage-heat did over me and into me, tightening my breasts and weakening my knees. Desire pooled in
my belly and breasts. | stared into the need, into mysdlf, considering.

The Most High had done some strange things in his creation, and mage-heat was up there among the
strangest. If the Most High had doneit. If mage-heat was more than an accident, and was planned by the
cregtor of the universe. If there was such acreator.

The thought was blasphemy, but the existence of the creator had been questioned by others, people alot
smarter than |. | had questioned it mysalf until today. But now | was beginning to have suspicions about
my own doubt. Did the One True God exist? Had he created the universe and al that wasinit? Did he
give aflying flip that we were here? Did he bother with our patry, petty lives? Had he redly created the
children of men—the mages, the kylen, the Stanhopes? And if so, what were we? The next evolutionary
sep of humankind?

It sounded so ludicrous, like areally bad Pre-Ap movie. Attack of the Killer Tomatoes. Invasion of the
Body Snatchers. Or worse. The films about superheroes, Superman, or the X-Men.

The children of men are gathered. The old things are passed away. Seraph stones. | drew on my amulets
to control my rising heat. If | wasright, then Lolo’ s quest for asoul had some merit. Maybe alot of merit.



If mages were indeed a branch of the children of men, those specia, anticipated beings prophesied about
for millennia, then God the Victorious owed us souls. Owed us the opportunity for immortaity just like
the humans had. Owed us....

Thadd' s breathing stuttered. Halted. Resumed at afaster rate.
Hewas awake.

Sowly heturned on the mattress, sheets swishing, and met my gaze across the room. “Y ou shouldn’t be
here,” he said, hisvoice adeepy growl.

“Yes, | should.” | think.

Herolled from the bed, his big body lithe and muscled in the haf-light. He was naked. Aroused. Reddish
hair, penny-bright, covered hislegs and arms, redder than the hair on his head, brighter than the scruff of
beard that covered hisjaw. Brighter till wasthe hair a hisgroin, hismanhood rising in the middle of his
body. | stared and licked my lips, hungry for him. Wanting to fedl histouch.

“Y ou should go,” he said as he crouched, awarrior’s stance. He was holding himsalf back, his control a
fragile silken rein, easily broken. Violence and passion were intertwined for mages and kylen, twin
desires, too often overlapping.

His handsrose, half reaching, half gesturing me away. His kylen ring was not on hisfinger—the ring that
had hidden the truth of his genetic heritage even from himsaf—the reason why our heat wasrising so fast.
| glanced to his side and saw the ring on the table. He had been fighting the change ever since he
discovered what hewas. | wondered why he had taken it off now, allowing the transformation into pure
kylen to proceed at the accelerated rate.

“Comehere,” he demanded.

My body softened, need pooling in me like magma, hot and melting. Breath shallow and fast, | kept my
place, feasting on the sight of hisbody.

Wings, feathered with the two-tone plumage of akylen youth, stretched up behind his shoulders and
aong thelength of him, to hisknees. He half spread them, the lighter-than-air bones lifting to the Sdes,
feathersrippling. Thewings had achieved ther full length, usdessfor flight, ornamental only, but with
cardina-crimson flight feathers, darkest at the tips, lightening to white down beneath the wings, speckling
white and red &t his shoulders.

Paeans of song darted through me, mage songs, about the wonders of mating with kylen, the unbearable
hest, the taste and smell and touch of them. Thefed of sergph-down tickling dong astomach...

| forced my gloved hand into my pocket and around the sergph stonethere. In asingle, fluid move, |
pulled it from my battle cloak and tossed it to him. “Catch,” | said.

Oningtinct, faster than any human could have, Thadd reached out and caught the stone. And the hest
flaring between us died. The need didn’t fade away. The instant he touched the stone with his bare hand,
it wassmply gone, asif ripped away, asif aspear point had been yanked out of flesh, leaving agaping,
empty wound. | closed my eyes hard againgt the loss and blinked away the tears that gathered.

“What—? What happened?’ Thadd asked, looking around the room. Slowly his shoulders relaxed,
wingsfolding tight againgt him, his bare feet long and lean on the floor. There was no doubt that his desire
was gone, wilted away, so0 to speak. Grief and rdlief blended within me.



“What isit?’ he asked, turning the stone over in his pam. Thadd was unconcerned at being naked in
front of me, dmost unaware of his state, of my regard, of the barren and aching space between us. |
wanted to cry, and struggled for the nonchal ance that seemed so very far away.

| fought to speak normally and pretty much succeeded, only alittle waver giving me away. “1t' sthe
sergph stone Zadkiel gaveme,” | said. “1 knew it had healed me, but | wasn't sure what else it could do.
Until now.”

“How doesit work? Are there more of them?’

“I don’'t know, except it requires the touch of skin to make it most effective. | woreit on my amulet
necklace in the battle and when you showed up | went into mage-heat. With it in my pocket, | felt
mage-hest. In your hand, nada. Nothing. No mage-heat at dl.” Which hurt like plagues and desth, but |
wasthrough whining.

“| was guessing it worked along the lines of battle dire and bloodlust. Both can reduce mage-hest to
varying degrees. | thought the Host found away, or was given away, to bring it under control, maybe by
stimulating the same chemicals that blank desire during near-desth warfare. But now, after experiencing
it—" | sopped mysdf and licked my lipsagain. They were full and swollen asif Thadd had kissed me.
The sting of loss spread through me and | pushed it away, chasing my thread of thought until | found it.
“The stoneworkstoo fast to be promoting achemical reaction. | think it's something else, aconjure,

rwm”

Thadd nodded and turned, picking up apair of jeans, diding into them, buttoning them on his hips, hiding
his form benegth the conformity of clothes. | tried to ignore the sadness that settled into me at the loss of
the vision of his naked body, like something Michelangelo would have carved, had he ever found such a
magnificent model. Moving the stone from hand to hand as he worked, Thadd pulled amodified shirt
over hiswings and hisarmswith an efficiency that proved he had been practicing, and buttoned it in
place.

“What do you think it means,” he asked, “that asergph gave thisto you?’

“*The children of men are gathered. The old things are passed away, ” | quoted. “I think it meansthat all
the humans aive now, the human remnant, and al the mages, and dl the kylen, are the children of men,
thefinal result, the ultimate genetic pool of the humanswho survived the Last War. | think the mages
werethe first to demonstrate the changes that are coming to all humans. | think the Stanhopes are another
phase of that change. If so, it meansthat the last days are drawing to aclose. Theend isnear.”

He quirked ahdf amile a me, not concealing agentle mockery. “That’ s pretty melodramatic.”

| told him about the consulate meeting that was playing over and over again on SNN, cresting a
worldwide sensation. | quoted the entire prophecy. And then | told him about Rupert’ svision of the old
church and the huge snail-like things that crawled up the walls. | told him about Rose, captured and
drugged and lying on an dtar in Rupert’ s dream. About how | was supposed to murder Rupert, but that |
had changed the tools available to fate, or to God the Victorious, to make the vision cometo pass. | told
him about the dreams | had been having, dreams that mirrored Rupert’ sin so many ways.

As| taked, hisamusement fell away, leaving him introspective, reflecting. He turned the sone again, his
eyes searching mine. “We can change predictions,” Thadd said, repesting my own thoughts, “but we
can’t change prophecy. Was | there? In Rupert’s dream?’

“| think 0. You. Lucas. Eli.”



“And the thingsthat looked like you?’

“I think they were his dream-interpretation of the succubuslarvae.” | took adeep breath, wondering if he
would laugh a me. | plunged on. “I think the mages and the kylen weren’t an accident, that we were
planned for and expected by someone. Maybe by the Most High.”

The small smile spread. He was amused at me and not trying to hideit.

“I think that we' re necessary to ending the war between the Light and the Dark that’ s been raging for so
long. For eons.”

He shook his head a my whimsy.

| smiled back and shrugged, tucking my handsinto my cloak pockets. “I know how it sounds. But ook
at the evidence. Battle Station Consulate was established and licensed by the High Host, not by an
existing enclave. That’ sthe way Enclaves were origindly created. We have two mages, one kylen, two
sgils, aFlame-blessed blade, three foretellings, a seraph stone that stops mage-heat, a mountain with a
hellhole and three peaks, and new forms of Darkness. A succubus queen has laid eggs that then were
moved to a safe place, and that place became part of a predictive dream that showed my sister, battle,
and seraphsin akilling hest. We have a Dark tornado and a Dragon, which may be the samething. |
could list more, but—"

“I get the picture. So what do you want with me?’ he asked, till amused. Big tough man humoring the
little woman. 1t made mewant to sock him. So | did, verbaly.

“| want you to go public.”
Hisface hardened. “No.”

| looked pointedly at hiswings. “Y ou can’t hide it anymore. | want you to meet me at dusk on the street
in the center of the Sigil, and swear to become my champard. That puts you under the protection of Battle
Station Consulate. Under my protection. And under the protection of the High Host.”

| watched asthelogic of the argument made ahome for itself in hismind. Hisface changed dowly, the
stubborn cast fading, deliberation and something like respect growing. And his amusement was back,
broader and wider. He chuckled and ran a hand through histoo-long red hair, leaving it in stiff pesks.
“Y ou came up with thisal by yoursef?’

“I think | did. I’m not redly sure how much I’'m figuring out and how much God the Victoriousisfeeding
rre"

“If heexigts. And if he speaks to mages, againgt al the theology of the kirk about the Most High speaking
to soullessbeings”

| didn’'t agree with the disclaimer, | smply watched him.
“If I’'m under your protection,” he said, “then I’ m technically under the protection of the High Host.”

“Provided we do it formally, with al the ceremony required. Then they can't take you away to aRedm
of Light without asking my permission. If they want you, it becomesacaich-22. They can't take you
unless| agree. And if | want to fight it, this battle station could technically be described as a Realm of
Light.”

“Minerd City?" hesad, laughing. “A relm?’



| wasn't insulted. He had apoint. But my concernswere elsewhere. | jutted my chin a the hugering lying
on hisbedside table. “Why did you take off the ring?’

Thadd' sfacefdl, dl amusement draining away. He looked down, busying himself buttoning his shirt, not
mesting my eyes. “1 couldn’t stand the pain anymore,” he said after amoment. “I haven't dept in three
weeks. Pain medsweren't touching it.”

One hand reached back to stroke his feathers, fingers diding through the down. As he moved, his scent
expanded and filled the room, stronger, more demanding. Just the sméll of him wasintoxicating. “I
decided to let it take me at atime of my choosing.

“I think I'm athird-generation kylen,” he said, extending hiswings. They were sSix feet on aside, looking
ludicroudy smal in comparison to asergph’ s twenty-three-foot wingspan. “Hightless. And besides’—he
folded hiswings and shrugged as sergphs shrug, wing-wrist bones touching together behind
him—"though we have no ideawhat | can do, maybe if thetrangition is complete, I'll have something to
offer when the Darkness returns. Something you can use.”

| understood that he meant some power, some talent for manipulating creetion energies. He meant that he
would be willing to share his gift, whatever it was, in conjuresthat | would control. Sergph power was
very different from mage power, and mages couldn’'t wield it. But if he gave me control over it, helped
meto utilizeit, things might be different.

It was an offer of unprecedented generosity. Kylen were notorioudy tightfisted when it cameto their gifts,
apower that could be much greater than any single mage possessed. In the case of akylen who had not
transformed in the womb, but had been under the constraint of arestrictive conjure hiswholelife, power
of any kind was questionable. It might mean Thadd possessed avolatile wild magic, unstable, powerful
enough to wipe Minera City off the map. It might mean he possessed nothing. Or any amount in
between. But it was more than I’ d had available to fight the Dragon amoment ago.

Prompted by the visa, | lowered my head in abow and said, “ This mage ishonored at the offer of your
might.” | raised my head and searched his eyes, in which amusement till lurked. But now it wasthe
devil-may-care mirth of the soldier who faced insurmountable battle. “ So, you' Il meet me? Just before
sunset?’ | asked.

“Why not,” he said, laughing the words. “I gottadie someday. But since | may bleed out al over the
streets of this misbegotten town in the next few hours, there’ sonething | want.” He tossed the seraph
stone to the mattress, stepped to me, and opened my battle cloak. In asingle motion, hedid onearm
around my walg, gripped my neck in firm fingers, and jerked me close. His mouth found mine. Heet
flared between us.

| breethed into his mouth, the taste-smdll-fedl of him waking my mage-senses. | closed my eyes, knowing
thiswas stupid, but needing him, wanting this so very much.

Behind my lids, | saw hisauraflare brighter than any human'’s, brighter than any mage' s, shocking and
intense, an image like cinnamon on my tongue, the synesthesia of kylen-mage melding so intense that |
couldn’t separate Sight from taste and smell. With histransformation so nearly complete, the
mind-bending merge was concentrated into all the colors of the rainbow, al the scents of acandy store, a
bakery, dl the textures of heated velvet.

| arched into him, pressing along hislength, rising onto my toes as helifted me closer. | wasdimly aware
when my cloak fdl to the floor with a swish of sound and | relaxed into the mattress beneath me, sheets
cool and scented of him. Thadd settled between my legs and pressed against the center of me, needing
me asmuch as | wanted him.



Mage-rut roared, awild whitewater river of desire, my body preparing for him, belly quivering, breasts
so tight they ached to be touched. Pain and pleasure.

A dobok isn’'t conducive to mating, hard to get into when standing, impossible to get out of whilelying on
my back, my legs wrapped around Thadd’ swai<t. | pulled at my own clothes, mindlessfingersat the
fastenings. His hand found itsway through an opening and stroked along my side. | hissed and clawed at
him, raking his skin until my fingers touched the down at his back, benesth hiswing. | pulledina
shuddering bresth and stilled. Sowly | eased my handsinto the cavities beneath hiswings.

Heated, hotter by several degrees than my own body temperature, the nevus, the massed and coiled
blood vessdsthat fed seraph wingsin flight, pulsed againgt my hands. His down, softer than the finest fur,
rubbed againgt my pams, warm and dluring. | heard mysdf groan as hiswingslifted and fell around me,
the movement creating aprism of light intheair.

His hand found my breast, stroking it into atight point. Need raked its claws through meand | pulled at
hisjeans, whispering, “More. Now. Now!”

Thadd laughed, alow thrum of sound against me, his breath rapid as he worked the hooks, buttons, and
Velcro straps of the dobok. | tore at hisjeans, the buttonhol es, the blasted buttonhol es, too tight.

A polite knocking sounded.

Thadd grunted. The knock came again, louder.

“Thadd?’ 1t was Lucas.

“Son of asergph,” Thadd grated, swearing.

“You areason of asergph,” | said, giggling senselesdly. “Which meansyou just swore by yourself.”

Thadd chuckled with me, raising hisweight off, to brace on hislocked arms, handsto either side of my
face. “That' s your husband at my door,” he said. “My cousin. And histiming either sucksor is as lucky
asthe plague survivors. Either way, | hate hisguts.”

“Ex-husband,” | said as he shifted to the | eft, scrabbling in the sheets, spotting the stone above my
shoulder, nested in apool of pillows. | redized what he intended and said, “No!”

“Yes. Thismay hurt.” Thadd picked up the seraph stone.

It did. Heat whipped from me. | cramped brutally, ssomach muscles contracting, ovariesin aspasm as
the hormona impulse to ovulate stopped in an ingtant. | rolled from beneath him, curling into aball,
holding mysdlf tight. “ Tears of Taharid,” | whispered, knowing it was foolish to curse so closeto the
Trine, but not able to stop mysdlf.

Thadd rotated in the sheets, pulling the top one to the floor as he stood. He bent over and supported
himsalf on hisknees, bresthing dowly, histhigh muscles rippling beneeth the denim fabric, hiswings
haf-spread, plumage quivering.

The knocking came again, thistime banging. Lucas had heard me. “Thorn! Open up!”

“Did you lock the door when you came in?” Thadd asked, hisvoice rough. He looked a me. “How’d
you getinanyway?”

| sat up and rearranged my clothes, pulling the dobok in place. Thadd had moved everything around,



finding my breast through arent in the padded cloth. “I stole akey at the front desk. And no. He can get
inany timehe—"

The door dammed open, Lucas standing in the opening, hisface twisted in righteous anger. Hetook in
the tableau, me on the bed, fully clothed, even my boots till on. Y e, the bed was rumpled, sheetson the
floor, and my hair was snarled in what the kind might cal disarray, the way hair looked after ariotous
romping. Thadd was standing, his shirt open, jeans partially unbuttoned, feet bare, hiswings haf-spread.
Sweet Hail Mary. Hiswings were spread.

Behind Lucas, Eli appeared. His mouth opened in shock and he said, “Holy crap. HE sakylen.”

We looked like something out of a decadent television series, one of the Pre-Ap showsthey caled
sogps. Three men, only one of them fully human, and the woman they al clamed they wanted. Well, sort
of.

Had L ucasfollowed me? How guilty and stupid would | fed if | asked? Better to ignoreit. If | hadn’t
been in so much pain from the interrupted heet, | might have laughed. Asit was, | groaned in misery and
pushed to my feet. | hadn’t felt thisbad since the fight on the Trine.

| looked from Lucas and Eli to Thadd, to the stone in his hand, and chose my battles by picking the
smallest and easiest—and the one that made me the most angry. The mage stone. “ That wasjust pure
mean,” | said.

“It'snot likel’m enjoying it ether,” Thadd said, hisvoice tense with pain. “ Between the stone and your
men friends, | may not survivethis” Still holding himsdif rigid, he backed up as Lucasand Eli crowded in.
“Butif I livethrough it, you can beat me up.”

“Countonit,” | said.

| stalked out of the old hotel into the late afternoon light and turned uphill, trudging toward Upper Streset,
gtill adjusting the dobok, which had gotten turned on the bias against my skin. My lipswere bruised, my
cloak was|oose over my shoulders and dragging on one side, and my hair was haf up in aqueue, half
straggling down my back. My thoughts and fedings were just as snarled and tangled.

| was unable to separate the individua strands of thwarted desire, irritation with the three men till arguing
in Thadd' s hotel room, logical interpretation of consulate protocol and diplomatic law, prophecy and
predictions, and blasphemy. My life was a shambles. | wanted three men and could have no sort of
norma lifewith any of them. If | chose Thadd, I d havelitter after litter of fourth-generation kylen who
would probably be taken from me the day they were born and raised in Realms of Light. I'd stay in heat
year-round, which would fed great, but turn meinto a sex and baby-making machine.

With Eli, I'd dance alot and have kinky sex, making haf-breed babies, the physicaly anomaous, serile,
second unforeseen, like Audric. Bred for battle, perpetualy unhappy, and probably ticked off at mefor
birthing them. I’ d have alitter every time a sergph came near.

And if | chose Lucas, he' d cheat on me before the year was out, bresking my heart again. A smal voice
whispered to methat | couldn’t get my heart broken if | didn’t care for him. | ignored it. What did |
know?

| had asudden vision of Thadd tossing the seraph stone onto the mattress. Within easy reach. Then he
tossed me up besideit. “ Stones and blood,” | hissed below my breath. The son of a seraph had
experimented on me. He had set up the hest, tested it with afull-body clinch, and then used the stone to



make sure rut could be shut off at dmost any stage. It had been atest. A game.
| wouldn't just beat him up. I’d kick him so hard he' d be singing soprano for ayear.

| stomped onto Upper Street and passed Wa droup' s Furniture Store, seeing my ridiculousreflectionin
the big windows. Smoothing my hair, | dowed, adjusted my cloak, and forced my stepsinto anormal
walking pattern as| reined in the anger. In the window, beyond my image, was adesk and chair carved
in rococo, an ornate Pre-Ap style.

Even through my pique, | liked the st. If | survived the next week, | would need to furnish the Battle
Station Consulate /Redlm of Light. The thought of something so mundane and normal as decorating
brought tearsto my eyes. | had lost the opportunity for anything in my lifeto be normd. Of my quiet,
introspective life, working stone, making jewery, having friends who depended on meto get out of bed
each day and show up for work in astore, there wasllittle left. Next to nothing, in fact. Nothing except
the half-baked plan | had devised to keegp us dive.

| stopped and moved closer to the window, splaying my hand open on the glass, not redlly seeing the rest
of thefurniture in the showroom. No matter what happened with my plan, it would result in suffering. My
breath fogged the window and froze, creeting a glazed circle, spreading with each exhae.

It was getting colder. The puffs of white breath were denser. Snow was coming. A lot of it.

| turned to the street, pulling my cloak tight around me, and surveyed the place | had called homefor a
decade. It bore only margina resemblance to the Minera City of my memory, burned, damaged, its
populace decreased by war and Darkness. There were few people out and about. Only one
snow-el-mobile churning aong the street. Two horses and riders moved at afast clip. Busnesseswere
closed. Blood splashed the dirty snow. The sigil benesth the ice glowed softly in my mage-sight. A cloud
of smoke raced between the buildings, carrying the scent of burned wood and the residual, rank smell of
cremated spawn. Above the town, heavy clouds gathered on the western mountains, presaging a
blizzard.

A cold breeze was coming off the Trine, its three pesks wreathed in mist and cloud, white caps on the
summits visble occasionally through thinning gaps. To mage-sght, the | eft peak appeared ydlow, shot
through with black, the air itsdf hazy with Dark energies.

Oh, yeah. All | had left wasthe plan. The wind caught my loose hair and plucked it from the braid,
blowing strands across my face. | twisted them dl back into the queuein irritation. What amess. What a
horrid mess. People were going to die. People | loved. And it was going to be my faullt.

Chapter 15
Stop. Stop right there.”

Lucas. Drat. | heaved adeep breath, trying to cleanse away sudden nervousirritation, and turned to him.
| would rather face down a dozen devil spawn than my ex when he was ticked off. Lucaswas rounding
the corner onto Upper Street, moving in ajerky, hurried motion that signified anger, ruffled feathers—No
wait, that would be Thadd. | grinned and relaxed a bit, waiting for him.

“I don't think it’sfunny,” he said long before he reached me.

The words rang down the street and | raised my brows at histone. He was jealous. My lipswidened as|
watched my ex-husband approach. He was beautiful, black-haired, blue-eyed, limber and dender, with
the musculature of the tested and well-practiced runner.



My heart turned over in my chest. Sergph stones. | il loved the chest.
“What were you doing in hisroom?’ he demanded.
“I''m pretty sureit was an experiment,” | said.

Confused at what seemed an improbable answer, Lucas stopped, blowing puffy clouds of breath like
mine. The clouds met between us and merged. | stepped back, not liking the symbolism. | might love
him, but I’ d never go back to him.

“What kind of experiment?’

“To seeif mage-heat could be stopped by the amulet Zadkiel gave me.”
“So0?You had to kisshim?’

| let the smile grow. “Yeah. | did. And it worked. Mage-hest died.”

“Mesaning that you...” He stopped whatever he was about to say and shoved his handsinto the pockets
of hisjacket. It wasthe frustrated action of alittle boy, and | was certain he had no idea he looked so
adorable. The amileleft my face at the thought. L ucas Stanhope was not—not—adorable. Hewas a
chest and a heartbresker.

“Meaning you didn’'t have sex with him?’" he said, half question, half declaration.
“l didn't.”

When | said nothing further, he moved up beside me and we resumed walking toward the store. And the
consulate. Criminy. The consulate. Can | make my life any more complicated? A slence built between us
broken only by the wind whistling through the town and higher in the mountains and by the crunch of our
boots.

L ucas started to speak once and bit down on the words. | waited. “Where do | tand?’ he asked at last.
“Withyou?’

“What do you mean?’

“Y ou put mein the position of consort in the consulate. That announced to the world that we have a
relationship, that we share a child. But afterward you left and went to another man. Where does that
leave me? Consort or not?’

| watched my boot toes as they emerged beneath the cloak with each step. Left, right, left. | might die
tonight. Or he might. The whole town might. | owed him honesty at the least. Kindness a the best. “|
loveyou, Lucas. | think I’ ve loved you since thefirst timel saw you.”

When hetouched my arm | shook him off, fighting the bitterness that welled up in me, tightening my
throat, making words difficult to speak. “But | can't trust you. Because you can't help but look at any
and every femaeyou pass. Y ou can't help but come on to them, flirt with them, and make sure they fall
inlovewith you.” | heard the long-repressed hodtility in my voice but was incapable of controlling it, and
| held up my palm when hetried to interrupt. “It’ syour nature, Lucas. Y ou’ d seduce and degp with my
twin if shewerearound.”

“Y ou keep bringing up the past,” he said. “I'm different now. | redly am.”

| looked at him, sadnesswelling up like water between the rocks of old anger. “I was pretty busy at the



consulate mesting. A little overwhelmed. But | had a moment to notice you noticing Romona Benson.”

Lucas had the graceto flush. But at least he didn’t deny it. “Isthat why you went and * experimented’
with my cousin? Who haswings, for crying out loud. Wings.” When | didn’t answer, Lucas put out a
hand again, touching only my cloak, turning meto him. He looked bewildered and, at the sght, | wanted
to givein, wanted to bring him back and comfort him. | crossed my armsingtead, knowing it wasa
protective gesture, knowing he would know that.

“I remember how you looked in hisbedroom, in hisbed. Y ou looked al touded and beautiful, the way
you looked with me, when wewere married. And | could havekilled him.” He held out his hands, flexing
them into fists, and afearful wonder touched hisvoice. “I wanted to kill him. My own cousin. With
freeking wings”

My resentment eased, leaving my heart just abit lighter in spite of al the danger and uncertainty in my life,
“Yeah, well. That' swhat the experiment wasfor, | guess, to seeif kylen and mages can bein the same
place without causing mage-hest. It worked.”

We stopped at the entrance to Thorn's Gemsand | looked sidelong at him. In mage-sight, L ucas glowed
with anonhuman energy pattern, abright blue aura. Beneath his skin, blood coursed in veins and arteries,
blood that throbbed and flowed in arich, roya blue configuration. Totaly not human. | said, “He sgoing
to be my champard. Thadd is.”

Lucas mouth turned down hard. “I’ ve been reading about the duties of champards. They include sex.”
“Sometimes,” | agreed gently, “for some mages.”
“And you' re going to make him your champard?’

“At dusk. Inthedgil inthe street. But I’ m not making him mine for mating. I’ m making him achampard
s0 he can be part of the plan | worked out. So | can protect him.”

“And me? Us?’

| opened the door to the shop and stepped inside. The heat within blasted my face after the cold of the
street, and | sopped in the doorway, my back to him. “Y ou divorced me, Lucas. Thereisno us” |
closed the door, closing him out of my life, dlosing himinto the cold.

Standing in my tattered dobok, | stood with my back against the kitchen counter and ate a huge bowl of
oatmesl, needing the carbs and the sugar. | usually hoarded the sugar, doling it out in drips and drabs, but
thistime | had put as much as| wanted on the hot cered. If | died tonight, why leave a perfectly good
Sweset unesten?

Spooning in the oatmedl, | stared at my |oft, the one placein the world that was mine. | had bought and
paid for the building. | had decorated the gpartment to my tastes and mine only, surrounding mysdlf with
the greens and taupes and teals | liked best. | loved this place. | never wanted to leaveit. But for weeks,
it had seemed asif | might haveto leaveit a any moment. | was always saying goodbyeto my life.

Full, | st the dishesin the sink, unwashed. Stripping, leaving my clothesin apile on theloft floor, | filled
the silver bowl with charged stones and dumped them onto the bed, dropped down, curled around them,
and pulled the comforter over me. | fell into a dreamless deep. When | woke, it was after four, adull
afternoon light glowing softly through the windows, predicting the scorm brewing. | wasrefreshedina
way | hadn’t beeninalongtime.



| rose and took a hot shower to loosen muscles that had stiffened in deep, and added severa drops of
eucdyptusail toarag | draped over therail. The medicinal scent in the warm wet atmosphere cleared
my head, and | ingpected my body in the writhing steam. The soles of my feet were paler and thicker
now, not the bright shade of thin, healing skin. My caves and shinswere hedled over, my knuckles and
the backs of my hands were the bright white of scar tissue. My throat was one solid scar. Other scars
crisscrossed my body. Ugly. My side, however, was worse—a black ring with ahot, red, central
depression. It looked infected, though it didn’t hurt. In mage-sight it was even darker, swirling asickly
mustard yellow.

| stretched in the steam, eyes closed, head down, water pouring over me. The shower door opened. |
whipped into battle mode and struck out fast, flowing into the claw—fingers curled and tiff. | aborted
the savage-chi move, just as Audric caught my wrist in hisbig paw. “ Audric?’

| tried to cover mysdlf, grabbing the towel from the door and holding it over me. “Get out!” | said, my
voice sharp in the confined space.

“No. Turn around.”
“Y ou're not welcome in my bathroom, champard,” | said, retreating into formdlity.

“Y ou are my mistrend. Y ou face battle tonight. Y ou are not up to your usual strength or speed. Y ou need
amassage to loosen your muscles. Turn around.”

| stared at him, feeling the towel molding itsalf to my body as the shower wet it through. | backed into the
gall corner, tileicy on my spine as he entered and closed the door, trapping me.

Audric was abig man, nearly seven feet tall, with skin the brown of his African ancestors, abald head,
and steady eyes. In one hand he held a bottle of ail, in the other was aloofah and a cloth. Clothed, the
half-breed wasintimidating. With atowel wrapped and tied around hiswai s, the fabric just aswet as
mine, his hairless, naked chest streaming and his feet bare, he was even more daunting.

“I'm not redlly comfortable with this” | said ftiffly, knowing that, if | had stayed in Enclave, such
massages, and even casud nudity, would have been part of my daily life. My champards would have
lived with me, sharing every detail of my day. But | had grown up in Minerd City, with its stern kirk and
unyielding eders, its repressed sexuality and its unremitting cold. Naked skin was seen only on hands and
facesand, very rarely, on arms and shins. Never in my shower except for Lucas. My face burned from
more than the hot water.

Audric, slanding patiently, being blasted by water, raised his brows in amusement. | was a spot of comic
relief to everyonetoday, it seemed, and it stiffened my spine against the cold tile. “1 am your champard.
A mule” he said, enunciating the insulting term. “While | could bresk every bonein your body, | can’t
rape you. It' snot physicaly possible.”

| couldn’t stop the glance at his midsection. “ Y ou could try,” | said. And blushed adeeper shade when
Audric’ slaugh rumbled through the hissing shower. “Meaning the broken bone part,” | clarified,
mortified.

“Turnaround.” So far as| knew, Audric hadn’t seen the wound on my side. And he' d never seen me
naked. Well, except for the times he and Rupert had cared for me after my injuries. Which had taken
days. Weeks. Okay. | was being stupid. And | hated that.

Audric held out the cloth in hishand. It was apair of my undies. “Y ou may put these on if it makesyou
fed better.”



Y ou could have told methat first, | thought. | took the soaked panties and made alittle “turn around”
motion with my finger. Audric laughed harder and turned around. | pulled them on and held the towd to
my front again, as| faced the shower stall wall and leaned into it. “Okay,” | said. And when | heard the
grudging tone, | added, more politely, “I’ m ready. Thank you.”

Audric said nothing, but his big hands descended onto my shoulders, fingers and hedls of hishands
pressing into the tight flesh. My blush melted away like soft wax. | groaned, sounds of physical blissthat
resembled sexud pleasure. Sounds that would have had Lucas charging in with battle-lust in his eyes.
After amoment, | mumbled, “Y ou can shower with me anytime.”

“Moveyour hair,” Audric said, till with the timbre of laughter in hiswords, and | gathered the long mass
to onesde, giving into therdief of the massage. So much for the stern kirk elders. Pleasure—one point;
rulesand regs—zilch.

When the hot water part was over, Audric dried me off asif | were achild and carried me to the bed,
where he finished my rubdown, his hands efficiently working my muscles, stretching my jointsand
tendons, and prying up under my shoulder blades. As heworked, he talked and | mumbled responses
and therare question. | learned alot of things, some important, some not, but one that had been troubling
me was resolved. Audric had never heard of amage who could blend askim and mage-sight into one
scan. Until me. Lucky me.

When hewas done, it was five, and night was fdling fast. Fedling redlly good, better than | could
remember, maybe ever, | plaited my hair into abattle braid and let Audric help dress me, strapping and
binding me into the new dobok and fastening the teal belt across my chest. | hadn’t noticed it earlier, but
the belt was tooled and dyed with tiny scarlet leavesthe color of my hair. The color of Razid’ swings.

“I'vefilled dl the vias on the bottom of the belt with holy water,” Audric said, tapping thefour a my hip,
“and al the ones on the top with sdt. The throwing knivesin the middle are positioned to be drawn with
ether hand, hiltsturned for easy withdrawa. Drinking water isin your clogk, lower down, near the hem.”

He spun me as he talked, rechecking the position of each blade, some of them my old ones, somethe
new ones gifted me by Cheran. “But it won't be like drawing weapons from your old dobok. The straps
are new and gtiff. | would prefer you had afew weeksto get used to fighting in it, but your old oneis
ruined. It needed to be replaced the first time you went below ground. Same with the new blades, but
they’ re sharper and keener and better balanced than the old ones. | think you'll find them more than
acceptable after afew passes.

“That’ sthe good news. The bad newsisthat the military is delayed. They’ re putting down an incursion
on the outskirts of Atlanta. A couple million spawn massed at sundown yesterday and attacked. They got
through the mage-shield that protected the town.”

If I had been building any confidence at all, those words knocked it out of me. My plan had depended on
the army and the EIH showing up to kill spawn by the thousands. Audric patted my shoulder awkwardly.
With the exception of the massage, he was better at killing things than offering comfort.

“Where' s Cheran?’ | asked, as Audric knelt and held out socksfor my feet. | let him dide them on and
then inserted my feet into the boots he steadied, stepping forward to force them on aswe taked.

“He'sinthecity jal, hisvisa, anulets, and papers piled up on the desk nearby but out of reach. He' stied
up with antimage shackles|left by Durbarge and the Administration of the ArchSeraph Investigators. The
witch-catcher effectively sopped him from using his conjures, and the manacles are holding him tight.”

A witch-catcher was a mask with rods that inserted into the mouth to stop a mage from speaking a



conjure. They were said to be quite uncomfortable. Guilt flared at the thought of the mage s discomfort,
but then—he had tried to kill me.

“Metal rods?’ | asked.

“Replaced with wood,” Audric said, asif I'd insulted him. Which | had, by not relying on my champard
to do al that was necessary for my protection. But the pique didn’t last. He grinned. “ He' s getting
splinters”

| laughed with him and after amoment, he added, “ Eli found the shackles and offered them to us.”
| absorbed that. “Eli did? Not the town fathers?’

“Eli,” Audric repeated. “If it should be proved that the man who would swear fedty to you isan assey,
undercover for the AAS, I will kill him.”

“Yeah. Well. Let’stry not to kill any of our friends until after we bind the Dragon, okay?’

“Step down, harder,” he directed, eyes on my boots. “And, yes, | will endeavor to obey my mistrend’s
commands.” There was amused sarcasm in hiswords.

The new boots molded to my feet, supporting my ankles and instep, but leaving enough toe room to
splay for balance and for fighting. | loved them ingtantly, and turned my anklesto see them better.

“Stop,” Audric said, applying his strength to hold my feet in place so he could strap the new bootstightly.
He was taking serioudy the duties of achampard.

| put my fingertips on his shoulder, which was even with my own though he was kneding. “Audric?’
When helooked up | said, “Y ou don't redlly haveto do this, you know.”

His eyes softened, and when he spoke, it was with al the formality of hiskind. “For aslong asthe seraph
who bound mewill dlow, I amyoursto cal, inwind and hail, in ssorm and lightning, in injury and hedling,
inthislife, for aslong asyou will haveme,” hesaid.

Tearsmisted my eyes. | had never heard the swearing of fedty phrased like that beforeand | wasn't
wearing my visato prompt me how to respond. So | dropped to my kneesin front of him, looked up,
and said smply, “1 accept your pledge and your faith, and will hold them both in honor and love and
friendship for aslong as| live, or until the seraph cdls you to battle dire or you ask for freedom from
sarvitude”

Audric bent and placed hisforehead against mine, our faces so close | couldn’t quite focus on him.
“Thank you,” hesaid. “I will hold you in the highest regard, and | will serve you and train you to the best
of my ability. | will dressyou for battle, and should you die by the sword, | will dressyou for burid with
al honor. All thet, | svear.”

He cuffed my shoulder, lightening the moment. “But if you get yoursdf killed, al betsare off. I'll kick you
to the moon and back and beat you black and blue.”

| nodded, moving my head againg his. “If | get mysdlf killed | promise not to complain &t the trestment.
Ill deserveit.”

“Indeed you will,” he said, easing back to rest on hishedls. “I forbid you to die.”

“I will endeavor to comply with that command,” | said, as stilted as any haf-breed.



“Good. | have the things you had me collect from the Trine.”

| was blank amoment, but he pulled a canvas satchel over and opened it, reminding methat | had sent
him on an errand. Inside were stones that |ooked like black opasto my human sight, but when | viewed
them with mage-sight, knowing what to expect, | saw Dark and Light in one conjure. They were amulets
origindly built by Forcas and meant to work like a bomb.

Holy Amethyst, the Migtress, the cherub who owned the whedlsthat had claimed me, whedls | had
bound, had somehow gotten a quantity after she crashed on Earth, and altered them for her own needs.
The conjure had protected her wheels when she was captured by Forcas. Thin blue wirdike strands of
her conjure overlaid and enwrapped the Dark amulet-bombs, changing them to suit her needs.

They had been left on the Trine. And now they were mine.

Audric closed them up and stood, hanging the satchel over his shoulder. “Hurry. | understand you have a
kylen to meet in the street and it' samost dusk.”

My champards had been gossiping about me. That was good. | think. | stood and let Audric finish
decking me out for war. While he dressed me, | told him my plan. | had thefeding hedidn’t like it, but
other than offering afew additions, he didn’t demand any changes. He was letting me have my head. That
should have made me happy, for my teacher to be so agreeable. Instead it scared the dickens out of me
that he didn’t restructure my battle strategy.

| inspected mysdlf in the mirrors of the armoires. Of the new blades, one wasin the spine shesth at the
back of my head, shielding my neck. Otherswere in loops and secured in my bdlt, in the cuffs of my new
boots, and strapped to my thighs. The new blades were powerful and redly spiffy looking, but | settled
the old swords at each hip, the walking-stick longsword and the Flame-blessed tanto. | wanted the
comfort of familiar bladesjust now, nicked and scarred asthey were. | dropped my amulets over my
head and stuck Barak’ sfeather into my belt, as Audric disappeared into the |oft acrosstheway. Asalast
addition, | stuck Mole Man' s crossinto my belt, and secured it with loops so it wouldn’t come loose.

Satisfied, | made severa phone cdls and, moments later, went down the stairsto face the night. Ringing
inmy earswas Audric’ s promise. Should you die by the sword, | will dressyou for buria. Maybe not the
best thought to take with me into what might be the beginning of the last battle of the Last War.

Standing in the dtreet, in the center of the Sigil |eft by the seraph Cheriour, the Angd of Punishmernt, |
watched as Romona Benson raced up from the hotel, cameraon her shoulder, her blond hair flying.
From across the street, Shamus and his brother emerged from the bakery, tying their kirk robes. From
farther down the street Jasper and Polly appeared, pulling on their cloaks. Around me, parents and
children dowed, sensing something. They were on their way to the shop to spend the night under the
safety of the shield, more than two hundred people thistime. And they all dowed to acrawl and cameto
ahalt. I had chosen the moment for the most witnesses possible.

Eli stepped from thejail, dragging Cheran. The mage was white-faced with shock and wore no coat, only
his shirtdeeves. Even from adistance, | saw him shiver. The witch-catcher was secured around his head
and into his mouth, the ultimate degrading of a captive mage. The Cul peppers raced from aside street,
father and son skidding to halt at the sight of Eli and Cheran.

Lucas and Cianawalked from the other direction, holding hands, Ciana so excited she was dancing and
skipping. Rupert and Audric stepped up behind me, Audric taking the place of senior champard. Eli and
his prisoner cameto the right, and L ucas and Cianawent to my |eft.



Thetown fathersringed me asif they knew where to stand, and maybe they did. Audric was
surreptitioudy pointing, directing everyone where he wanted them. Romona stood dead center, camera
focused on me in my blood-stained, dashed, and worn battle cloak, folded back like seraph wingsto
revea mein the new dobok, wegpons bristling. My hair wasn't completely dry, and my head was cold.
Dumb. But there hadn’t been time to finish everything. | gppeared to the camera as human, skin blanked,
as| had worn it for so many yearsto hide who and what | was. Except for the clothes and my small
gature, | looked like aregular human.

When the entire crew of town fatherswasin place, | looked at Ciana and said softly, “Okay. Now.” We
had spoken on the phone, and thelittle girl had assured me that she could make the sigil glow, like she
did the other night, but without bleeding. In keeping with her claim, she reached insde her coat. In
mage-sight, | saw her touch the seraph pin she wore. She closed her eyes asif praying. Seconds passed.
Nothing happened. | had hoped to use my stepdaughter to cdl the seraphs without my having to call
magein dire. Without my having to fight. Hopefully without anyone having to die.

Seraph stones. I'd have to go to plan B.

Chapter 16

B dow my fedt, | fdt afaint trembling in the ground. Dragon. Fear quivered through me. Crack the stone
of ages, the beast was early. The children...

| widened my stance, pulling two blades, stepping forward, feding Audric and Rupert do the same at my
Sdes. Battle-lugt, haf fear, haf fury, flashed through me, and my mage-vision came on, my human
glamour falling away. The vibration was metronomic, too regular to be an earthquake. The sigil around us
began to glow, abarely perceptible sweep of energy.

The crowd sighed, and | redlized the vision we made, the earth quaking, the sigil brightening, my
mage-attributes flashing as| drew swords, my skin glowing with the terrible power of amagein battle.
The Hame-blessed blade was shining with holy energy. My champards stood to each sidein battle
stance. As an opening gambit, it was way morethan | had planned. | had intended to ease into this thing.
The best-laid plans of mice...

| allowed the glow of my skin to fade abit and held my arms out to the sides, blades pointing to the
heavens. What else could | do? | had drawn them, after dll.

| addressed the camera. “People of Minerd City, children of men, remnant of the apocaypse,” | said,
drawing on the visato imbue my words with power, making them ring up and down the Street. “Tonight,
we believe that battle direwill be fought in the name of the Most High, in the name of God the
Victorious,” | said, reminding the people watching that the Most High had won once dready.

“Battle Station Consulate was established by the seragphs themsalves, accepted by a delegation of the
town fathers, and introduced to the world today via SNN. This battle station and this town have aready
been challenged and attacked by Darkness. Have already been bloodied, lost young and old to evil, and
battled minions not seen since the start of the Last War. This station stands between the earth and the
risng Dark. And we stand without the help of the United States military, who bettle € sewhere. We stand
done.

“Y et, the seraphs themsalves provided the gifts and protection and the beings and weapons we need to
fight and bind the evil that has been loosed on the earth. Tonight, | will discharge the second”—and
maybe my lagt, but | didn’t say that,—*of my officid dutiesand acts. Tonight, | will name my champards,
accept public fedty from them, and carry out judgment on one who attacked mein my consulate, in full



view of the watching world. And show the world proof of sergphic approva.”

My plan had aready been changed by the vibration in the earth, and now it felt full of holes, patched
together by glue and baing wire, but it wasdl | had. | took acalming breath. | had been taking alot of
thoselately, and they weren’'t working well at all.

| sheathed my swords. “Audric Cooper, second unforeseen, dead-miner, warrior, protector, teacher and
friend, master of savage-chi and savage-blade, bound servant of the sergph Razidl, assigned to me by
that seraph to assst inthefight againgt the Dark,” | said, naming him in hisfull identity. It wasaway to
both claim him and to protect him, offering the half-breed the shelter not just of mysdlf, but of the Battle
Station Consulate, and through that naming, setting in motion the half-baked plan | had come up with
when | lay against Rupert’ sback after his prediction. “I name you my first and senior champard.”

Audric sheathed hiswespons and stepped around me. He drew back his battle cloak and kndlt in the
snow. A large snowflake fdl, landing on my cheek with afaint ping of discomfort. Another touched down
on Audric' sdark-skinned head. Othersfollowed, faling dowly, drifting down on the till air, wide, flat
discs of lacy white. To my back, the sun rested on top of the western mountains. Clouds thinned for a
moment, throwing the world into golden tints of light.

Bathed in that light, the snowflakes caught the sunbeams, faling like coins of golden lace. My own body
was thrown into momentary silhouette. Before the light faded, | said, “ Rupert Stanhope, more than
human, progeny of Mole Man, seer of visons, swordsman, metal worker, wise in the ways of the earth
and of men, fighter against the words of man and the dings and arrows of the Dark, companion of my
youth, | name you second champard.”

Rupert sheathed his wegpon and knelt bedside Audric.

“Eli Walker, aptly named, as you walk between two worlds, the world of the Earth Invasion Heretics and
the world of the Administration of the ArchSeraph.” The crowd murmured at the claim which outed the
spy. “Tracker, miner, dancer, one who brings me laughter, | name you my third champard. Come. Knedl.
Bring your prisoner.”

Eli dragged Cheran with him, both men dight, ddlicate, but Eli with the greater human muscle mass, the
mage' s powers effectively constrained. Eli tripped the mage to the snow and knelt on top of him. Cheran
grunted and thrashed hisfeet, boots grinding into theice, trying to get away, until Eli casudly cuffed him.

“Lucas Stanhope, former husband,” | said, enunciating theword “former,” “progeny of Mole Man,
feaster on manna, sought by the Dark for the perfection of your blood, father of the child of my heart, |
name you fourth champard.”

Lucas|eft Cianaat my side and stood beside Eli. His eyes begged, asking meto relent and name him
more. His back to the camera, hislips shaped the word, questioning, “Consort?’ | shook my head no.
Lucas glanced at Eli and then down to the street, not knedling, asif making adecision. Seconds dragged
by measured as heartbeats. Slowly, he dropped to hisknees. A pent breath escaped, hurting my chest. |
took inthefrigid air and went on.

“Ciana Stanhope, child of my heart, progeny of Mole Man, braver than the fiercest warrior, seeker of
truth, speaker to sergphs, caler of Flames, holder of the seraph wings,” | said, giving away al her secrets
in the hope of keeping her safe should | dietonight. If the world knew what she was, thenthe AAS
would have a hard time making her just disappear. “1 name you my fifth champard. Asyou are too young
to accept, | ask Lucas Stanhope. Will you alow your daughter to accept my protection and favor?’

“In the name of her mother, Marla Stanhope, and in the name of the Mole Man, | will,” Lucassaid. He



gestured Cianaand sheraced to his side, knedling on the frozen, iced street.

She was wearing the bloodstone cat | had carved for her, on asilver chain around her neck, and she
grinned, showing me her teeth. She had lost another tooth, leaving awide black hole. In case | missed it,
she pointed at the hole and mouthed, “I lost atooth.”

| nodded and winked and felt my heart lift at the excitement in her eyes. For Cianathiswas the height of
fun. For meit wasterrifying. Now came the dangerous part, the part not listed in the library of
information or history stored in the interactive visa. Thiswasthe part | was making up. Thiswasthe part
that could bring down on me the ferocity and might of the High Host.

| gripped the visa, drawing on the gift of volume it offered, and raised my voice. “ Thaddeus
Bartholomew, Hand of the Law, investigator for the Carolina State Police, progeny of Mole Man, friend,
kylen...” The crowd gasped; Romonanearly dropped her camera. “I name you my sixth champard and
emissary from the Realm of Light to the Battle Station Consulate.”

Thadd, standing a the edge of the sigil, threw off the cloak he wore. Hiswingslifted, feathers trembling.
Sowly he spread them, the wingspan catching golden snowflakes, the light of dusk riming hisbright red
plumage in gold. The crowd stepped back from him as he walked forward, crossing over the edge of the
ggil inthe sreet.

He came toward me, eyeslocked on mine, fear and trust in them, waiting for the ruling of the High Host.
They could appear and carry him off. Or they might, just might, offer their gpprova. In too many waysto
count, | had stepped beyond the limits of my powers as consulate generd. In others, well, there had
never been aconsulate generd of a battle station who was aso an omegamage. | was blazing new
ground. Lucky me.

The light dimmed as clouds once again draped the sun. A pal of gray, dl the darker for the faling snow,
seitled on us. Still holding my eyes, Thadd folded hiswings and went to hisknees, the wingtips feathering
out around him. He tucked something into a pocket on the leg of my dobok and folded the flap back
down to keep itinsde. The action was furtive, and he looked up a me and raised his eyebrows. |
nodded and he shifted hisweight back on his knees.

He was wearing the suit and overcoat | had first seen him in, now dashed open aong the back for the
wings. Thadd would need a new wardrobe. As my champard, I’ d have to outfit him. Theirrelevant
thought was the usdless kind of thing that flits through one' s head at inappropriate times, like now, when
we were poised on the knife edge of death and life and seraphic judgment. It pulled asmile at my lips.

The sgil seemed to glow brighter for amoment, but perhaps that was just my eyes adapting to the faling
night. When nothing el se happened, | took the breath | had feared to draw and addressed the
champards, speaking words of my own choosing, words based on Audric’sto me earlier, rather than the
more proper, official wordsthe visa had suggested.

“Y ou who would be champards, | offer you my protection, such as abattle sation in the midst of awar
with Darkness can proffer: safe haven, heding after battle, and ahome where you will be vaued and
loved.” | lifted the necklace of amulets from my neck and held the visahigh.

“I anyoursto cdl, inwind and hail, in storm and lightning, in injury and heding, in thislife, for aslong as
you will have me. | will meet your needs, dress your wounds, and when you die at the end of along and
gloriouslife, I will dressyou for battle and send you to the Most High for his blessng and reward. Will
you have me?’

“Wewill,” they answered, the words not quite in unison, unrehearsed and unprepared.



Audric stood and said, “1 amyoursto cal.”

The others stood and repeated after him, and it was clear that Audric had coached them at least a bit.
Tears gathered in my eyes asafeding closeto joy welled up and overflowed in me. | held Audric' sgaze
with my own, letting him see my reaction, this gratitude and happiness, and some unnamesable emotion, as
intense as ecdtasy.

“Inwind and hail, in storm and lightning,” he said, and the others repeated the refrain. “Ininjury and
hedling, in thislife’—the wordsin the uneven litany echoed up and down the street—"for aslong asyou
will haveme.” The champards repeated the find line, their voices faling into acommon cadence at the
last few words.

“Amen,” avoice chimed from the sde. | recognized Jasper.

Unexpectedly, the crowd joined in, asif merging with the ceremony, repegting, “Amen.” The word was
full and deep, echoing off the buildings. The two syllables seemed to gather up and hang onthe air, to fdll
and settle on the earth as dowly as the snowflakes. Jasper’ s eyes widened. Clearly he hadn't expected
the liturgical response. It made the town more than witnesses; it made them participants.

The sigil around us brightened perceptibly. | took it as an omen and would have been satisfied, had not
the lynx taken that moment to roar its warning across the mountains. Not good.

With mage-sight, | found Shamusin the crowd and said, “ Get the children and anyone e se who wants
protection into the shop.” On my last word, the sun fell behind the western mountain, darkening the
whole city, and long shadows draped across the ground.

A sound like whispers built as deet joined the snowflakes. My skin seemed to burn from the snowmelt,
something | hadn't felt in years, though only alittle had fallen on me. Thelynx cried again, adeep
growl-scream that held warning, danger. “Hurry!” | shouted.

Shamus raised hisvoice, rushing the noncombatants into Thorn’s Gems. | saw him lift atoddler and toss
her to Jasper, who placed her ingde. Pally, Jasper’ swife, sood in the shop, and she shoved the girl
across the room to an elderly woman. There was a sudden rush for the door and children were pushed,
shoved, and dragged inside by their parents and grandparents.

One woman, her belly big with child, her facelost in shadow, called out to me, fear in her voice, “Isit
tonight? Are they coming tonight?’

“I think s0,” | said, asthe certainty of attack clamped down on my bones. “Yes.”

“I'll pray for you,” she shouted, and she ducked insde Thorn’ s Gems with the throng. The lights of the
shop brightened; heads were bobbing everywhere. The dress shop next door waslit aswell, and it
looked asif the whole town werein one place, familiesjostling for position, for abit of floor space, the
elderly shdltering the young while parents rushed about.

Faster than | thought possible, the street was empty, but it looked like standing room only in the shops. |
heard something fall and crash, and a chorus of “ Oh no” sfollowed. Thiswas going to be an expensve
night for my partnersand me. If we survived.

| looked around. Warriorsraced along the stret, lighting bonfires of scavenged wood. Other fires
burned in old fifty-five-gallon drums. Armed men and women gppeared, sanding in smdl groups, legs

braced, weapons ready.
Audric said to the new champards, “Prepare for war.” Asmost of the champards raced away, he said to



Eli, “You hold themage.” | shivered at histone.

Lucas paused at my side and placed his hand on Ciana’ s head, like ablessing or a benediction. “ See her
safe,” he mouthed to me. And he doveinto the night.

There wasn't much more to do but wait. Except ded with Ciana.

| touched her on the head and when she turned to me, there were tearsin her eyes. “I want to stay with
you,” shesaid. “1 want to beareal champard.”

| knelt a her feet and took her in my arms. Her bones were fragile and delicate as a butterfly pressed to
my chest, her heart beating fast, her life and my weapons so close. | eased her away and wiped her tears.
“I need you to be just what you are right now. Not afighter, but the one who holds the seraph wing pin. |
need you to help protect the townspeople in the shop.” | placed the marble oval that activated the shield
in her hand and closed her fingersaround it. “1 know you can make thiswork.”

She sobbed once and threw her arms around my neck. | cradled her close and rocked her, fighting my
owntears. If | failed tonight, Cianamight die. We dl might. And sdlfishly, | hoped that if Cianadied, I'd
dready have bled my lifeinto the snow, because | didn’t think | could live knowing | had failed her.

| sniffed and hugged her tightly. “Did | ever tdl you how much | loveyou?” | asked, rocking her. “You
arethe child of my heart. And I love you with al my heart and mind and might. And if | had asoul, I'd
loveyou with that.”

“I loveyou too.” | heard thetearsin her voice, thick with pain. Her armstightened so that my bresth was
stopped, and | nuzzled her hair, turning so | could breathe, drawing in her scent. To remember.

When | redized she wasn’t going to let go, | reached around and pulled her arms from my neck. “Go

ingde,” | whispered. “ Seeif you can activate the shield. Go on.” | pushed her toward L ucas, who had
regppeared. He hugged her and whispered into her ear. With afina touch, he sent her on, leaving his

outstretched arm empty. Knedling in the street, the ice freezing my knees, | watched as Cianawalked

into Thorn’s Gems and regppeared in the display window.

She stared into the night and splayed open one hand on the glass like a benediction, her long Stanhope
fingers oddly shaped. Her mouth moved, soundlessin the distance, and energiesrose in the foundation,
lifting through the wallsto the roof. The loft blazed with power, glowing with an energy pattern that
looked like oily scales and dripping water. The shield wasin place.

| took afrozen bresth, inhaling air so cold it hurt my lungs, fedling raw on my scarred throat. The
two-story shop and the building beside it weren't invincible, but they were now danged hard to damage.
Satisfied, | rose from my knees and studied my champards as they began to return, armed to the teeth.
They were checking wegpons, looking toward the Trine, the three peaks|lost in the night, sharing aword
or two, but mostly they were silent. They were ready, or as ready as one can ever beto face death.

Eli was still waiting, and when my eyes met his, he stood and picked up Cheran. With awrench of his
shoulders, he dumped the mage at my feet. Cheran’ s face was white with frostbite where his cheek had
rested againg theice, and his eyeswere dit, anger and humiliation spitting from them. Hewasin
shirtdeeves, shivering, wriststied with rope at the smal of his back, the witch-catcher strapped around
his head, rods inserted in his mouth, holding hislips apart, his tongue depressed. Unable to keep his
mouth closed, spittle had dried and frozen on hisface. His ankles were snugged together with legther
straps over his boots.

| inspected him with mage-sight, seeing the energy patterns like lacework over hisbody. “ Take off his



boots,” | instructed.

At the words, Cheran bucked up and Rupert promptly sat on his back. The small mage whuffed out a
breath a the weight.

“I dways get the nasty jobs,” Eli complained to no onein particular. Giving the mage a halfhearted kick,
he bent down, saying, “Hopeyou ain’t got smelly feet, bro.” Eli grabbed aboot and pulled, asthe mage
kicked and fought, both of them grunting for breath. A moment later Eli said, “He' sgot hisankles
locked.” With awicked grin, he added, “Want meto cut 'em off?’

“Yes” Audric sad.

Cheran made astrangled noise and relaxed his ankles. Quickly, Eli did the boots off. Conversationaly,
he said, “1 meant the boots, not your feet, bro. But whatever works.”

Cheran struggled again, mumbling what sounded like “uck 000,” and Eli chuckled. “Now, now. Watch
your mouth. We got kirk elders nearby. Wouldn't want to get branded, and scar up that pretty face.
Hey, senior champard,” he said to Audric, holding up the boots, “1 redly like these. Mother, may |7’

“Spoilsof war,” Audric said.

Eli wasn't much larger than the mage, and as he pulled off his own boots, replacing them with the nearly
priceless mage-boots, | kndlt in the snow and peeled down Cheran’ sright sock. Againgt hisskin wasa
circlet of gold and copper, the wires braided and wrapped and shaped to fit hisleg without chafing. It fit
him so perfectly there were no marks, no blisters. Mage-work had goneinto both the creation of the
conjureand fitting it to hislimb.

“Mammamia. That looksnasty,” Eli said of the twisted wire.

“Itis” | sad. “Very nasty.” Cheran bucked and writhed. Rupert rode the struggleslike riding an
untrained horse. | worried about his back, but smelled no fresh blood on the air and hoped the healing
stones | had bound there were working. When Cheran wore himsdlf out, | rested aknee on his caf and
ingpected the amulet.

There were many kinds of conjures, from the smple ones | usualy employed—incantations to heat
bathwater or to spark the flame on my gas stove—to complex conjures that moved storms over places
of drought or shielded entire cities. Thisamulet contained a complex conjure. It glowed with peculiar
energies, and as| sudied it, | decided my first impression was right. This thing had dangerous mojo.

Careful not to touch thewires, | nudged Cheran’ sfoot over. The talisman was imbued with curious
patterns, in colors | associated with Darkness, though it smelled of mage energies, not brimstone.
Because | had made the marble egg, | recognized the amulet was arelay, aswitch to draw on stored
power. It was alink to aformidable energy sink, more potent than the energy sink that powered the
shield over theloft and shop. The sink activated by thistalisman had to be ten times bigger, and because
Cheran was ameta mage, it had to be stored in metal, tons of metal dedicated to one conjure. Meta
was rare and growing more scarce. | had no ideawhere sufficient unclaimed metal could be found, but
wherever it was, it was primed for activation.

The talisman controlled way too much power to carry around safely, proving that Cheran had great
control. Without it, he could go blooey, avery messy way to die indeed, scattering bits and pieces of
himself as he took out half the town. Or half of the state where the sink was.

| wondered why he needed so much power, and doubted that the entire neomage council that licensed



and sent him knew about it. If not, thiswas proof of something sinister in the ranks of the Enclave council.
A shadow council? 1 should tread carefully here. Should but wouldn’t.

| pulled the Hame-blessed blade and held it over the cail of metd. Softly, addressing the blue plasma
minor seraphic being who had inhabited my tanto, | said, “1 am omegamage, yet | do not demand or
command. | merely ask and seek.” The blade hummed against my hand, warm even through my glove.
The vibration was dmost like a purr, rhythmic and soothing.

“I am astone mage, unable to accessameta conjure, yet | need the strength in thismetal amulet.” At the
words, Cheran screamed awordless cry, spittle landing on the snow and freezing ingtantly. Rupert
dammed hisfigt againgt the back of the mage' s head, knocking himinto theice. Hefdl sllent, only his
breething giving away that hewas ill dive.

“Isit possible for aHameto follow and comprehend the incantation and the mathematics of amage
conjure?’ | asked the blade. It grew warmer in my pam, asif excited. | took that asayes. “Will you
interpret this conjure, show meitsworkings, and giveit over to me?’

The purring grew louder, the heat against my hand hotter. A sizzle, like Satic eectricity, tickled my pam,
asensation closeto pain. In mage-sight, the blade grew bright, asmall, thin sun, and | turned my eyesto
the side to protect them, seeing only with peripheral vison. The blade pulled down toward Cheran's
ankleand | allowed the point to drop.

It hovered over the amulet. The braided wire absorbed the presence of the Flame, warming. The anklet
began to glow, quickly heating red hot, burning Cheran’ s flesh. The mage began to scream. | dmost
pulled the blade away when | realized what was happening. But | didn’t know if that would be worse. |
had avison of Cheran’ sfoot severed from hisleg. | stedled mysdlf against the sound of his screams.
Agang what | wasdoing.

With mage-sght, | watched the action of the Flame asit revealed the incantation buried in the wires,
seeing it asit expanded and divulged itself. Neomages—and it had to be a group working together, as no
single mage could fashion so complex and deadly an incantation—had created awegpon of mass
destruction, abomb drawing on the creation energy of luxons. Not an atom bomb. Something far more
deadly. Something for which | had no name.

Cheran was screaming in cadenced bursts with each breath, strangled grunts. The stench of scorched
mage-flesh and the hot smell of meta rose on the air. In mage-sight, | followed the incantation, feding my
way through the math by ingtinct, teasing apart the differing strands of equations, but | was unableto hold
them dl in my mind. Settling mysdlf to St on theicy sreet, | opened amind-skim aswell, blending the
two scans.

Nausearose like a cresting wave, a sour taste in the back of my throat. Holding the sword in one hand, |
put the other on the street for balance. When the queasiness decreased enough for meto befairly certain
| wouldn’t toss my cookies, | looked again at the amulet.

Therelay and trigger were woven together in the anklet. They were built into the amulet, twisted wire
forming two knots, one on either side of hisankle. They both sang with potentia, dual notes of
devagtation. | blocked out both the destructive notes and Cheran’ s screams and followed the leading of
the Hame.

Meta magery was aconjuring so far from stone magery that | could bardly follow it. But both used hest,
intense, unimaginable heat, to store and generate power. Both used luxons. With the prompting of the
Flame, | followed the pathway of light particles through the incantation. South. To the place where the
energy snk was stored.



“Wall, kiss Habbid’ s pearly toes,” | said, so surprised | uttered the small swear.
“What?" severd voices asked.

“It' sunderground. It’s stone and metal combined.” | leaned in and let my eyes trace the smooth lines of
power that did from the anklet, ssamlessy south, far south, beneath the ground. Toward aniron ore
deposit deep in the earth. “Rupert. Y ou saw his papers. Did histrain stop in Birmingham?’ | asked.

“For severa days,” Rupert said, hisvoice sounding far away.

Birmingham. Y eah. The sink wasin an undiscovered iron ore deposit near Birmingham. | studied the
conjure as the stench of burned flesh grew. | spotted the hand of four mages, two meta mages. one stone
mage, and one earth mage. And | would bet my pants that the earth mage was Elan, the acting priestess
of New Orleans Enclave.

“Thorn?’ Rupert caled, hisvoice dill sounding far away. “ Unless you want him permanently maimed, you
might better stop.”

“Sure. Okay,” | said, surprised when my lipsdidn’'t seem to be working. I smacked them once and they
felt numb. Shiverswracked my body. | opened my eyesto find it wasfull night. Tears of Taharid, how
long had | been working?

Blinking, | pulled back to see the mage’ s ankle. Shock sparked its way through me. Cheran had stopped
screaming, passed out from the pain of the glowing amulet. Feathers and Fire, what had | done? My
mouth went dry. The wires had burned into Cheran’ s tendons and bones, leaving blackened flesh around
the amulet and raw, bleeding flesh above and below. | leaned in closer and someone provided a
flashlight. In its beam Cheran’ stoes were dill pink, so | hadn’t severed the circulation. Y et.

| lifted ahedling amulet from my necklace and snapped the string that held it in place. Working on
ingtinct, | placed the amulet on the mage' s exposed and blackened anklebone and touched it with thetip
of the mage-gted point. Ingtantly the Flame blazed again, and new skin sprang out from the edges of the
mage' s hedthy flesh. The bone snapped as charred areas fdll away to litter the snow. Fresh bonefilled in
and rounded out, and Cheran’s muscles quaked and seized at the rearrangement of calcium and protein
molecules. He groaned, coming awake, his voice sounding scratchy and strained. And till the hedling
continued as tendons swelled and stretched into place and skin seemed to crawl out of the blistered
edgesand sedl it up.

“Angd snot,” Eli said. “Would you look at that.”

| managed asmile a hiswords. Minor Flames had healed humans after the battle against spawn. That
had seemed nearly miraculous, but this was even more so. Healing in fast-forward. And the Flame wasn't
drained by it. | was till using the blended scan and watched the Flame pull energy through the anklet
from theiron ore deposit asit hedled, usng whatever power source was most handy. And it did so
without triggering the bomb, though | hadn’t told it to.

And theredlly cool part? | understood how to do that now too. Both how to use the energies without
triggering the bomb and how to trigger it at will. Using the Flame-blessed stedl blade, | knew how to steal
the power from ameta mage' sincantation. And if | could stedl the power, | could also redirect it.

| shesthed the tanto and found the clasp that held the amulet on Cheran’ s ankle. With cold-clumsy
fingers, | unlatched thewire and lifted it away. The metd was gill hot, but no longer dangeroudly so, and
| dipped the wire around my left wrist benesth the glove. It clicked softly and shaped itself to my wrist
bones.



Now that’sarealy cool amulet.

| had made impromptu plansfor the coming battle. Not delicate, intricate Srategy, but smpletactics
aong thelines of “Kill the Darkness any way we can.” Now | might—maybe—have away to makeit al
work. If I didn’t blow up the town and haf the sate of Alabamaaong the way. Carefully, | eased back
from Cheran.

Deep night had falen while | worked, and the large flakes of snow had disappeared, leaving only deet
and smdler, irregular flakesthat stung asthey landed. My hair was wet beneath my cloak hood, which
someone had belatedly pulled up. My primes were both warm, activated to protect me from the melt, but
they had done nothing for my hands and feet, which were aching with cold. My muscles had stiffened
where | had been sitting for so long.

Onthewind, | smelled brimstone. Sulfur. Rot. Darkness was coming.

Chapter 17

| made it to my feet and stretched, hearing the creak of bones. | needed a hot soaking bath, though |
wasn't going to get one anytime soon. Closing off the scan, but leaving mage-sight open, | looked up and
down the street, checking the town’s preparations. Sleet peppered down with asteady shush, settling
into ruts and crevicesin theice, making footing treacherous. The temperature wasfaling. It wasadark
night, with aheavy overcast. Not the best fighting conditions. Okay. The worst fighting conditions. But |
was pretty sure there were ways to use the cold and thefaling icein battle. If | couldn’t find them,
Audric could.

My champards were gathered close, bright energy patternsin the night. Thiswas the time when | was
supposed to say something significant, something important, some rabble-rousing pep talk. And | had no
ideawhat to say. Not asingle one. | stared at the men, bracing my thumbsin my belt, the battle cloak
pushed back. | cleared my throat.

One by onethey dl looked up and came to something like attention. It was amost funny. | waslessthan
fivefeet tall and maybe ninety pounds dripping wet. What in heck was | supposed to say to them, this
bunch of brawny, battle-hardened men, armed to the teeth and waiting on meto lead them. Thiswas
Supid. Stupid!

| opened my mouth and words fell out. “Let’ skick some butt.” Seraph stones. Can | be any more
idiotic?

But the guys laughed and seemed to relax, so maybeit wasn't so bad. Audric shook his head with a
“What am | going to do with you?’ look, anot-quite smile quirking hisfull lips.

| shrugged back. “Take Cheran back to thejail. Take off the witch-catcher and make sure he's awake,
Tie him up but loose enough s0 he can get freeif hetries hard. Theiron bars should provide enough
metd to protect him from attack.”

| had expected Eli to take the mage and was surprised to see Gloria Stein and her husband knedl beside
him. Together, they hoisted Cheran and carried him into the night.

Around us, the dgil brightened, lighting the street, and a downdraft of air spiraled about, smelling of
cinnamon and vanilla, fresh-baked bread, mint, and pepper. It was améange of scentsthat set my knees
to quivering, and | looked up, into the falling ice. Above the town, seraphs descended and hovered,
wings beating dowly. There were Sx of them, just asin my dream, just asin Rupert’ svison, and they
drifted high above the street, bright in the blended scan. Though | tensed, expecting to be thrown into



mindless mage-hedt, it didn’t bloom. Maybe when fear and worry reached hurricane levels, they were
subgtitutes for battle-lust. Or maybe the purple snake and its venom had something to do withiit. I'd had
alot of contact with the whesdls.

Crimson Razidl, purple and lavender Zadkid, and teal-plumed Cheriour hovered with three strangers, dl
winged warriors with raven black wings and black armor, and carrying blackened-steel swords sheathed
a their waists. Six. Not acommon seraphic number. They usualy appeared in twos, threes, or in groups
of saven. Six was not agoodly portent, but then | was seeing evil omensin everything just now.

“Givethekylentous,” one of the interchangeable three called, hisvoice like bells across the night sky.

Okay, thistimethe evil portent was accurate. They had come to cause trouble. My muscles quivered
with panic and my breeth camefast.

“Heisours,” another dark-winged seraph said, higher tones peding.

Thethree seraphs| knew said nothing, their faces unyieding, giving little away, but it was clear they
weren't hereto help me. On the wind, the stench of sulfur and brimstone grew, the scents of evil blowing
off the Trine. | was running out of time.

| forced down the fear and gripped the visafor advice. Formality in al things, it said. Well, duh. Big help
there. But maybe...Before | could chicken out, | shouted, “ Battle Station Consulate, the only battle
station sanctioned by the High Host of the Seraphim, welcomesitsfirst sergphic visitors. My champards,
those under my protection, welcome you aswell.”

“No kylen may live among the mages,” the first night-winged seraph said, answering my claim, hisvoice
ringing like brass gongs, indescribably beautiful.

“Why not?’ | challenged, forcing my voice to settle into the tones of debate. “Why may no kylen live
among humans or mages? We are dl the children of men.”

“Mages and kylen are forbidden to cohabit due to their licentious and dissolute pursuits and the numbers
of kylen that are born,” the same sergph said. | named him Raven One. “ The earth will no longer support
the numbers of beings who once raped the planet. Y ou may not breed indiscriminately. It isforbidden.”

Therewasalot in that speech, from sinfulness to overpopulation to the hedlth of the earth, which had
been damaged by humans, devastated dmost to the point of destruction. Hence the seraphs annihilating
nearly six billion peoplein the plagues of the gpocaypse, and plunging the earth into war. And theice
age. The judgment of the Most High. Followed by the attacks of Darkness and planetwide war. Saving
the earth from us? Or taking it from us?

| took adeep breath and chanced what | believed, what | hoped, speaking asformally as| could.
“Mage-hest no longer runswild among us.” Liar, liar, pantson fire. “ Sinfulnessis controlled by the stone
gifted to me by Zadkiel.” Partid truth. “There will be no immord rutting between the kylen and this
mage.” Full truth. | hope. “ Therewill be no population growth. Therewill be no danger to the earth.”

| added what | had once garnered from Raziel’ s obtuse comments in that place of otherness where
spiritud warfare takes place. “ There will be only the joining in battle against the Dark, asthe Most High
intended, mind to mind, purposeto purpose.” Assuming that mages wereintended at dl. How many lies
and haf lies can amage tell before seraphskill her off?

The smélls drifting down from the sergphs changed, growing sharper, less sweset. Their scents altered
with their emotions, and | had hoped for something abit more postive, like lots of chocolate and



caramel. Instead, | thought of wood smoke, candle smoke, the reek of heated copper, and the salt spray
of ocean waves. The new combination of odors dowed the building of mage-heat and that part was
good, aslong asit didn’t also mean | was about to die.

| looked at Zadkiel and fdll into the most formal speech pattern | could manage. “Y ou blessed me with
the stone, O mighty warrior. Y ou gave me the power to override the heat that would rage between
sergph or kylen and mage. Will you not provide more of the stones? Will you not offer that protection to
the sergphs with you, that you might al join usin the fight against the evil that comes?’

“The Mogt High testsyou, little mage,” Raven One said.
“The children of men are gathered,” Raven Three said, echoing Jasper’ s prophecy.

Crap. Frudration filled melike araging fire. Formality be damned. “And who are you?’ | shouted back,
pulling the Hame-blessed blade. It Szzled brightly and sang a note of welcome to the sky. The note
vibrated my hand and up my arm into my heart. “Who are you who comesto the Battle Station
Consulate without proper greetings? Without proper protocol ?’

“Y ou draw aweapon againg us?’ Raven One demanded. “We are messengers from the Most High.”
“We are his peacemakers. Thelong arm of his holy will,” Raven Two said.

“We bring death and destruction to the human world,” the third Raven said.

“And did the Most High tell you to let humans bleed and dietoday?’ | shouted.

“Thereisyet no blood,” Raven One said. “No magein dire.”

“No danger,” Raven Two said.

“Wewatch,” Zadkid said. Asone, their wings beat and they climbed higher in the sky.

| whirled and found Audric inthe night. “They sent six,” | hissed. “Six sergphs. Why sx? Not three or
Seven or some propitious number.”

Eli answered for him. “Because our winged wonder here makes seven. They intended to make up thelr
number with one of us and you threw amonkey wrench into their plans.”

“Eyes sharp. We got company,” Audric said. My champards spread out around me, leaving enough
room for bladesto swing fredly.

From the dleyway on the north side of town, spawn appeared, their stench and chittering carried on the
wind, wiping away the smells of holiness and sex. Mage-hest curled up and died. The wind shrieked,
piercing cold, itsfrozen claws throwing back my cloak like Thadd' swings.

| pulled the longsword from its walking-stick sheath, the bloodstone prime amulet that comprised its
pomme hot in my pam. Thetanto blazed again, as bright asit had in welcome of the sergphs, but now
with anote that rang of war, deep and coarse and full of menace, agrowl! of warning that stirred my
blood. The spawn moved in, walking in avkward rows.

“Thislooksbad,” Lucas said.

Hewasright. Spawn didn’t walk; they swarmed. They raced in like mindless beaststo feast. They ate
their own injured while they were still screaming. They were clawed and fanged monsters who hedled
from dmost any wound aslong astheir friendsdidn’t eat them first.



They didn’'t comein disciplined rows. They didn’t march. They didn’t follow orders. They just didn’t.
Not ever. Y &, these were clearly under the control of someone—something.

Rows of demon spawn scampered dowly adong the street, keeping pace with one another, reddish
bodies black in the night, eyesthe glowing red of Darkness to my mage-vison. In the midst of their ranks
walked Dark haf-breeds and humans. At the back of the troop strode a Dark mage, his skin pearly
bright, but banded, a pattern of snakeskin in mage-sight. | was glad | was wearing the Apache Tear; |
didn’t want to know the mind of this one, not for amoment.

Along the street, many of the humans had created barricades and fortifications | hadn’t noticed, with my
atention on champards, Cheran, and the seraphs. The blockades offered protection, but boxed the
humansin. Voicestense and shrill, they passed information along the street and through handheld radios.
Other humans stood in small groups, loose and rangy, tattered clothesvisible evenin the night. The EIH.
And the newfangled big-ass gun was in the middle of the street, pointing west. There was anew gun
pointing the other way, abigger gun with alonger barrdl. It was mounted on an old automobile chassis
and had awhite tank on one side. It looked like a propane tank, which was really weird.

“They're carrying guns,” Audric said, sending the champards out around me. Heads ducked, bodies
crouched, making smaller targets. Spawn were too stupid to fire guns, but their humans and mages coul d.
“I count Six rifles” he said, softer.

Spawn scuttled, moving in jerky, disorderly rows, assuming positions at both ends of the street and at
every intersection. They stayed well back of the fortified positions of the humans, and farther awvay from
the EIH. And they didn’t attack. Spawn squirmed and shuffled foot to foot, their three-clawed feet
clacking on the ice, reddish bodies twitching. Once they found what looked like prearranged positions,
they stopped, they waited.

Overhead, thewind was till moving; in mage-sight, | saw it curl, forming atwisting, Snuous snake that
ran down the length of Upper Street. It wasn’'t much in terms of atornado, but there was no doubt about
its shape. As| watched, itstail dropped toward the earth. In arid desert places it would have been adirt
devil; hereit wasasnow devil. The swirling cone began to pick up speed, gathering faling snow and
spewing areek of sulfur and rot.

The Dragon was here. Sweet mother of God. We were in trouble. Gunsto cut us down at long range,
spawn to attack in close. Until now, they hadn’t brought gunsinto the town to attack, though | had seen
them use modern weaponry in the past.

Inaningtinct as old asthe cave, | raised both swords. Every sphincter in my body tightened as thousands
of scarlet eyesfocused on me. The wind began to howl. | saw the champards adjust weapons, putting
some away and checking others. Eli turned agauge on his handheld flamethrower and dung it around to
ride his back. With both hands, he drew handguns and checked the ammo. After holstering them, he
pulled arifle around and sighted aong the barrdl. 1 heard him mumbling, something that sounded like,
“Cometo mama, you big bad ugly.”

Audric put awvay hiswakizashi and swung two katanas, the longswords whispering asthey cut the air.
Rupert tested the heft of his bastard sword, both hands on the hilt for strength. He looked & Audric and
the men held the glance along moment. A goodbyein their eyes. Which gave methewillies.

Thadd lifted hiswings, the feathers ruffling in the wind. His eyes were on the sergph ring on athong about
his neck. It glowed with afaint blue light and the etched and shaped seraph wings seemed to move asiif
flying, but that was surely just my imagination. He hefted a cutlass and an old Pre-Ap army knife. | hadn’t
seen him fight with blades, but he handled them asif he knew them well. Two gunswere holstered & his



wad.

Lucasturned to me. “Take care of Ciana. And remember that | love you.” Without waiting for areply, he
ratcheted a shotgun and strode in front of me, ahuman shield.

Tears sprang to my eyesand | couldn’t force words through my tight throat. Guns. No seragphic help.
Thiswas bad. Thiswas very bad. | wiped my face, the tears freezing on my cheeks and cracking away. |
had to do something. | could not let them die. | would not. | looked into the sky, seeing afaint blush
through the clouds, six spots of pale light—the seraphs, standing watch, far enough away that their own
heat wouldn’t spike. Cowards. | drew a breath and forced panic down.

The seraphswouldn’t help. Not yet, and maybe not ever, no matter what happened. It wouldn't be the
firgt time that holy messengers watched and did nothing as humans died. But maybe...maybe the
Watcherswould help. Or maybe | could force oneto.

| sheathed the swords and pulled off aglove. | didn’t have timeto draw acircle of protection or pour a
string. But inapinch | figured the sergph sigil in the street might work. If it didn't blow me up fird.
Quickly telling Audric what | planned, | fingered the necklace and located the carved, carndian scarab
amulet with numb fingers, my flesh fedling colder than it had any right to, short of ablizzard. Audric
shouted ingtructions to the men and the champards raced to the far side of the glowing Sgil. | placed a
thumb on the conjure stored in the scarab, ready to open an inverted shield of protection. A mage cage
to hold a seraph prisoner.

Power hummed through my boots as | stood and drew Barak’ s feather. Its deep green iridescence
caught the night and threw it back like adark rainbow, the downy pointsruffling in the risng wind.
Improvising conjures wasn't the smartest thing in the world, but | was between the hard place of that
stupidity and ten thousand or so rocks with teeth and claws. And a battle plan. And acommander ill in
hiding. | prepared mysdf for a sudden flush of mage-hest. Taking refugein verse, | shouted to the night,
over the roar of the tornado that was poised overhead.

“A feather for flight and aslver sword, exchanged in battle dire. Gift for gift and lifefor life, blood for
blood and freedom freely given. | call Barak, Barak, once the winged warrior Baragyd. | call you by
your true name. Baragyd, come!”

For along moment, nothing happened, and then | was thrown hard, hitting the ground and skidding into a
snarl of my cloak. Mage-fast, | flung the cloak open and swiveled to one knee, the feather in one hand,
tanto in the other.

Barak stood before me, wings out, half-spread, hisflight feathers held taut and predatory, hissilver hair in
along braid down hisback, and his green leaf Sgil on achain around his neck, resting on his breast. He
was dressed in pitted and scorched emerald stedl battle armor, his shield dented and scarred. But the
slver shortsword | had given him was bright, its stedl blade now nearly four feet in length and glowing like
seraph sted, the wicked-sharp edges bright. It wasn't the gift asit had been, and yet it was the same, hilt
tipped with garnets | had mounted.

Barak held the sword backhanded, turned away from me. | started to smile in welcome but he flipped
the sword and cut at me. Seraph fast. Faster than | could parry. | leaped back, the blade tip passing
through the down of the gifted flight festher. Barak screamed in agony and wrenched back, the sword
blackened along the edge where it passed through the feether.

| thumbed on theinverted shidd. The dgil flashed like lightning, powering the dome of protection over us.
Electricity shocked through me, the release of energy battering. With the extraenergy of thesgil inthe
street to draw from, the dome was visible even to human vision, appearing as overlapping feathers,



glittering with energy. It had once been purple festhered, visible only in mage-sight, the congtruct the
color of the amethy<t in the storeroom. Now, powered by the sigil, it wastheted of Cheriour’ s plumage.
| had drawn on seraph energies. Wasthisthe first step on the road to damnation for an omegamage? |
pushed aside the thought.

Overhead, the snow-devil tornado weakened, swirled once, and fell apart. Outside the shield, the spawn
swarmed, breaking ranks, and fighting free of the control that held them. My champards screamed with
battle glee and attacked. Gunfire erupted, dmost obscuring the dull thunk of swords biting into flesh.

| regained my balance and met Barak’ s eyes. Aquaringswith adlit black pupil stared at me from across
the shield. Not Barak’ ssilver eyes, not Barak who gazed back. And the battle outside had changed
totally when | imprisoned it—whatever it was—in here. Cold dithered up my spine. The Fallen Watcher
had been possessed by aMajor Darkness, the commander of the spawn. The Dragon? Crap. The
Dragon. And | had it trapped in the shield with me.

| was toast. Nothing was going according to plan.

| attacked, pulling the longsword & the same instant, moving into the lion resting, rising, and rampant, the
Watcher’ sflight feather waving beside thelong blade in distraction. | saw what it did to the Watcher’s
sword—a seraph gift fredy given, damaging amage gift, fredly given.

Barak—the Dragon—didn’t dare parry or block the feather with the sword. The Dark in Barak danced
back, drawing a shortsword of demon-iron, the steel black and icy, lethd if it cut me deeply. Asa
possessed Watcher, | figured the Beast could use demon-iron, mage-stedl, and seraph-stedl, could call
on Dark energies and use the Light. It wasthe perfect fighting combo. | was so toast. Barak found its
footing after its unanticipated trangportation. A wing shot out and brushed by me as| jumped back.
Thank heavenstherewasn't room in the shied for it to fly.

Beyond the ted dome, my champards fought mindless spawn. Blood splattered, Szzling against the
shidd. All my amulets blazed with light, and | moved into the crab, the flight feather and longsword
swiping againgt Barak’ s thighs, cutting and burning as | backed the beast againgt the dome wall. It was
bleeding. My swords flashed, mesting the blade of demon-iron, clanging odd notes when the holy Flame
blade met the cold iron. A strange scent wisped from Barak’ s wounds, thin dissipating clouds that caught
the reflection of the shield overhead and glowed with aqualight. The stench of burned meat and the smell
of Barak’ s blood—spring flowers overlaid with some other, new scent—filled the shield, dissipating
through the air-permeable dome.

Bloodlust rose and | beat the Watcher back, considering the odds. It wasn't possible to kill aWatcher,
animmorta being. | was unlikely to win one-on-one against aDragon. If | lowered the shield, | would
freeit to destroy thetown. Yep. No options at all. | wasgonnadie.

Dragon-Barak went on the attack, blocking my tanto with the demon-iron blade and cutting at me with
seraph-stedl. In moments | was bleeding from anick on my collarbone and a surface wound on my arm.
He struck so fast, so hard, | was winded instantly, my armstiring. But twice, asthe silvered blade passed
through the feather, Barak grunted and his—its—stedl darkened. In mage-sight, Dark and Light crackled
through the blade; it was growing brittle. Had the beast known that would happen? Did it know that
Barak had fredly given me one of hisfeathers? From the fury onitsface, | didn’t think so.

The same battle between differing e ements was taking place insde Barak as the Watcher fought against
his attacker, his possessor, the fight visible with mage-sight, though the Watcher was only asmall blue
spark fighting against ablack, orange, and teal tsunami of possession.

Unbidden, my battle cry cameto my lips. “ Jehovah sabaoth!” And scripture followed, asif placed in my



mind by the One True God, the words cadenced with the fight. “ And David put his hand in his bag, and
took thence astone, and dang it, and smote the Philistinein hisforehead,” | shouted, the rhythms of
battle settling into me, “that the stone sunk into his forehead; and hefell upon hisfaceto the earth.” With
each accented syllable, the blade cut Barak, spilling blood.

The Dragon roared, the bell-like sound of the Watcher’ s voice now like broken brass and thunder. |
shortened the verse and again set asword cut to each prominent syllable. “ And David took astone, and
dang it, and smote the Phil-is-tine. Smote the Phil-is-tine. Smote him.”

Barak’ sresponses dowed at the holy words and my blades |egped under higlits guard, hitting true on
thighs, across historso. Blood fell in runnels as the Dragon and its host bled from a dozen deep cuts, the
prayer and scripture adding spiritual power to my blade and Barak’ sinternd fight. The scent of seraph
blood and Darkness grew on the air as| cut and chanted, smelling like the stench of hot solder and
overheated copper and the chemicasthat Rupert used to pickle worked metal. Outside, blood splattered
onto the shidd, szzling.

| had divided my attention and Barak thrust at me, his blade dicing by my face as| whipped to the side.
The beast in Barak roared and thrust again. Curling my body, | rolled to the Side, coming to my feet in
the opening move of the cat, for the moment beating back a blade that moved so much faster than I.
Light from the Flame flashed on my wrist. | remembered that | had the trigger of abig ol’ bomb strapped
around me.

Sergph stones. A bomb that big might kill this sucker. It would kill metoo, and destroy the entire town,
but it might work. | liked having options, even alagt-ditch one. But, instead of destroying thetown in an
attempt to kill the Dragon, | could try to dispossessit from Barak. Then | could ask Barak if he wanted
to help mekill the beast that had possessed him. Like he'd jump on that. A witlesstitter tickled in the
back of my throat.

Dancing through the swordplay, | dredged up from memory an exorcism incantation mages could use. All
| wanted to do was cast out aMagor Power, if it could be done without calling on the name of the Most
High. Yeah. Easy. | had no ideaiif the power Mutuol had set aside for exorcism would work on a Dark
this powerful, but | didn’t have much in theway of options at the moment.

He cut at me, moving so fast | didn’'t see the path of the demon-iron blade. | dove hard to the Side,
feding something stretch and strain in my knee as my balance shifted improperly. The beast whirled his
blade and cut downward, through my cloak, shearing through the leather and piercing my thigh. It had
dtered itsfighting technique to minimize dependence on the Silver blade. A second cut went through the
toe of my new right boot asif it was made of buitter.

“Mutuol,” | shouted, “ cleanse this Watcher, by the power of the Most High. Transform him and bind the
Darkness”

Barak’ s eyes blazed silver for amoment and he went to one knee. Instantly, he said, “ Free me from this
hell.” Hiseyesglinted red but he sucked in abreath, straining to force down the beast within. “End this,”
he whispered.

It was apleafor hisown death. No ambivalence. | whirled, extending the Flame-blessed blade, cutting
the Watcher’ sthroat with abackhand cut. | followed it up forehand, dragging the feather through the
Watcher’ storn flesh, calling on Mutuol. Blood pulsed out in atorrent. Barak gurgled, locking eyeswith
mine. Doing as he wished meant acting without preparation, flying by the seat of my pants. Tears of
Taharid, would | never learn?

A cloud, an aquamist sparkling with black motes, pulsed from the wound with the Watcher’ s seraph



blood. Aqua? But there was't time to consider that. Blood, fredly given in sacrifice, is powerful, even
over Mgor Darkness.

The feather was part of Barak’ s power and gave methe right to draw on the Watcher’ s personal energy.
Usng it in afight againgt him was dirty pool. But the Watcher raised his head, tendonsin his cut neck
visblein the gushing blood, arms and wings outspread, feathered tips nearly touching the shield to either
side. He dropped hisweaponsto theice.

“Hurry,” he whispered, spitting blood with theword. “I cannot hold it back.” As he spoke, his neck
began to reknit asif sawn with agualight, aseam of energy, making him whole.

Why aqua threads, not black? Something was wrong. With asilent prayer for forgiveness, one | knew
would never be heard, | said doud, “Mutuol. Seraph of the Most High God, cleanse this Watcher.
Transform him. Bind the Darkness by the power of the Most High.”

With the words, and alast ook for absolution, | stepped back and set my feet for the scissors. Inthe
gpace of aheartbedt, | lifted the blades and spread my armswide. Time dowed. Solidified. Inasingle
move, | stepped forward on the ball of my right foot, focused on Barak’ s offered neck. And brought the
swordstogether in akilling V of sted.

Both blades caught the tedl light of the shield. And cut into the hedling flesh of the Watcher’ sneck. Pain
shot up my arms, numbing, paralyzing. But the swords flew true. The blades thunk ed into Barak’ s spine
and lodged there, hung in the cervical bones. Blood fountained over me, crimson overlaid with black
lightning. Barak’ seyes till seded to mine, he smiled, asingle word formed on hislips. “ Daria”

In mage-sight, Barak’ s energy patterns changed, growing denser, thicker, brighter, asif mage energies
flowed over hisown, agolden shimmer tinged with ruby. | wavered an ingtant and Barak lifted ahand,
caressing theaura. “Daria,” he mouthed again. “My love.”

Sergph stones. What am | doing? Who am | killing? Lolo? But it was too |ate to change course now.
With another grunt, | forced the tanto over, severing Barak’ s spinejust above his shoulders. His head
toppled. Blood erupted from the stump, gushing, spattering up to the shield, where it hissed. The green
flight feather swished through the spraying blood. Barak crumpled toward the stained snow. | danced
back, wiping blood from my eyes.

Barak had just bet hisremaining time before the find judgment, that hisblood, given in willing sacrifice,
had power over evil. Even over aMgor Darkness.

Time snapped into fast-forward. All | could think was, now what?

Aquamist gushed out with Barak’ sblood, swirling together across the snow, draining him, bringing him
closeto the state that left seraphs empty until the fina judgment. The golden and ruby aura of mage
energies reshaped into an arrowhead of power. And it pierced the aquamigt, driving into the spreading
pool of Barak’ s blood.

A flash of heat drove me back. The blood boiled. Fire and Light smmered. The aquafog covered the
corpse of the Watcher, which twitched in a horrible spasm. The mage energies of aconjure | had never
heard of, never dreamed of, spread out and formed spikes, like the roof of acavern, stalactites
sharpened into daggers. It dropped onto the mist. Whereiit touched, the aquafog withdrew, jerking
away asif inpain.

Barak’ s eyes opened and found mine. Shock shot through me. Hislips formed sllent commands. “ Sigil.
Takeit. Touchittome.”



Lying in hisown blood was the green lesf circlet that Barak had worn on achain around his neck. | had
to get redly closeto the twitching body and the battling energiesto do it. Ah, man. Stepping through the
gore, | speared Barak’ s Sgil with the Flame-blessed tanto.

The blade sizzled asit came into contact with the Watcher’ sblood. | flipped the sigil onitschain from
around the stump of Barak’ s neck, up into the air, and caught it. The green leaves were shaped in aring,
curling asif fresh picked, the veins of the leaveslit with inner fire, glittering asif stars danced through
them. Thesgil wasdive. | wasamost sure of it.

| held the bloody sigil in the fingers of my right hand, but | hesitated. | understood what Barak wanted,
but | had no ideawhat thiswould do.

Againg the outside edge of the shield, not touching the overlgpping energy patterns, a purple mist winked
into existence and formed a cail, acoil that wasfull of eyes, millions of eyes, dl saring at mewith love,
the whed sin their snake form. It began to grow, pulling energy from its source. The snake had once
pulled itsdlf through a charmed circle. Horror filled me. Surdly it wouldn't. .. 1ts tongue darted out and
tasted the shield. Light exploded at it and the snake withdrew in along snuous dither. Good. Be smart.
Keep away, | thought at it.

| said, “And David put hishand in his bag, and took thence astone, and dang it, and smote the Philistine
in hisforehead, that the stone sunk into hisforehead; and hefel upon hisfaceto the earth.” Bending, |
touched the prime stone of my walking stick and the sigil to Barak’ sforehead. A shock of power
dammed up my arm and into my heart, which stuttered painfully. The light left Barak’ seyesin arush,
leaving them empty. His pupils flashed once with red light. The Sigil grew warm. The leaves curled,
browning.

The golden and ruby aura coal esced and formed avagudly human shape, female. Shelooked at me.
Lolo.... Shesmiled a me and tearsfilled my eyes. “No,” | said. “Please.” She extended aruby hand and
placed it onthesgil.

Barak’ sbody burgt into flame. | sorang back, dipping in the Watcher’ s blood, wrenching my leg. | went

down, right into the agua cloud, which had grown while my attention was diverted. Outside, the snake of
whed-migt raised its head, hood flaring, fangs white and glistening. The fire cremating Barak’ s body rose
up, blistering hot, absorbing Lolo’ s shapeinto itsalf. Smokeless flames so bright they roasted my skin.

| pulled my cloak over my face for protection and tried to stand. Aqua smog swirled up my thighsto my
wag, filling the dome of the shield in ashalow pool. My feet wouldn’t move. Through acrack inthe
protective leather, | saw the purple serpent dither high just beyond the dome, a huge amethyst snake with
deep-as-night eyes, dl filled with alarm. ltstongue tasted the air and it reared back, its hood flaring wide,
fangs unhinging, white asthe sun.

The cloud trapped in the dome with me undulated, shadowy agqua where Barak burned, diaphanous
around me. It rose as | struggled to stand. Where the black-light motes touched me, they brightened, like
small explosions. | went numb below the waist as the mist covered my chest. Sergph stones. It strying to
possess me! My heart dammed in my chest. | tried to reach for the amulet to deactivate the shield. My

amswere heavy, fingers clumsy.

| glimpsed the snake asiit reared back, preparing to strike. Which would make the shield and me go
blooey. No matter what happened, | was so toast. The mist covered my head.

| went cold. And | fdl into the cloud of Darkness.



Chapter 18

| woke staring into the cloud-cast night sky, my face scorched. | lifted a hand to see the tanto, the blade
bright with power. | forced open my fingers, which were frozen into atight grip around the hilt, and laid
the shortsword on my chest. | pulled off aglove and touched my face. My eyebrows were burned off.
Again. But | wasdive, and doneinside my own body. Which surprised me. | rolled to my side and
looked around me.

The shidld was gone, and with it the serpent and the agua cloud. Dragon? An agua Darkness? | wasn't
surewhat it had been. | sat up, pulling the battle glove back on to protect my hand from theicy cold. In
mage-sight | could seethat the battle was il taking place, the human combatants in tight groups
surrounded by spawn. The numbers didn’t favor the humans.

Eli, wearing night-vision goggles, backed toward me, facing the street so he could see both east and
west. | could see his mouth move and knew he was speaking.

My earswere ringing with the effect of the explosion and my hands and feet felt tingly. Maybe the result
of being tossed on my backside and banging my head multipletimes dready today. | jerked on Eli’s
pants leg and he looked down at me. | touched my ear and shook my head. His mouth moved again and
| was pretty sure he said, “ Only you, woman.” He was still talking as he walked around me, guns drawn,
guarding me until | could get mysdlf together.

Certain that | wasn't inimminent peril, | crawled to my knees and took stock of my surroundings. The
flight feather was gone. Near me was a charred spot, the ice melted away, the asphalt beneath blistered
and scorched. Centered in the spot was a pile of ash and blackened bones. Angel bones. The truth
behind the curse words.

At the heart of the pile was a curved thing like ataon. | brushed away angel ashesto reved the amulet
spur. The wounded place on my side gave atwinge of pain. Though the amulet no longer looked as it
had, | knew it was the spur of my binding. It had been remade.

| lifted the spur and angled it to the light of anearby window. In human sight it had once looked like horn,
but now it was darker, dmost black, its surface like the crackled finish of very old furniture. In
mage-sght, it had once glowed with unheathy pallor, but now it sparkled with black-light motes of
power. My fingers, dill fedling thick and numb, tingled where | touched it.

| knew better than to keep it. It would only fal into the hands of Darkness once again. But | had no idea
how to destroy it. The spur had survived being smashed to smithereens by Audric. Had survived the
near-deeth flames of a seraph-being asit was drained. Had survived the explosion that resulted from the
convergence of the power of acherub’swhedls, the energy of a shield that was driven and supported by
asergph’sdgil, and the mist of a—aDarkness?

An agua Darkness. Y eah. Which bothered me. | poked the bones. Near death. Sure looks like dead to
me. The spur sparkled brighter for amoment before dulling down again. Proximity to the bones? | didn’t
know. Why was there always so much | didn’t freaking know?

| sniffed the air. Whilein the dome, | hadn’t smelled the scent of spawn, of brimstone and sulfur and acid
that burned my nasal passages. | had smelled the spring flowers of Barak’ s scent, overlaid
with...something. Something clean-smelling and subtle that | couldn’t place now. Mixed sergph scent, no
reek of the Dark. And | was mightily confused.

| tucked the spur into my dobok, under the waistband where the cloth folded over severa timesto create



asecure, hidden pouch. As an afterthought, | gathered up the bones and wrapped them into my cloak. It
had stopped snowing and deeting, but a cold wind was blowing, and the air scudded pagt, carrying the
reek of spawn and burning things and the clean smell of promised snow. Lots of snow. Blizzard coming.

| stood, looking around. Where do you hide the bones of afallen Watcher seraph who had looked for
absolution? They would be a powerful talisman. Bones any mage would be tempted to conjure with,
though it was strictly proscribed. Bones that would give a Dark Mage untold power. And | had alot of
them. Two femurs complete with hip plates. Parts of both humeri. His skull, which looked at me through
huge blackened orbits, and grinned asif a a great joke. And there was one nevus bone, the mass of
bone where wing and shoulder met to create an underarm. | gathered up the charred bits | couldn’t
identify.

Not having anything better, | stepped away from Cheriour’ s Sigil and dumped al but one of the bones
under aporch, where |’ d once had aterrific make-out session with akylen. Over them, | opened atiny
shidd. If the Darkness saw them, it could eventudly get them, but removing the shield might sting.

If the Dragon had been the agua mist that had inhabited Barak, had the color been aglamour? That
sounded possible. Not very likdly, but possible. And—what now?

Eli tapped me on the shoulder. Thistimewhen he spoke | could hear most of it. “If you' re finished trying
to blow up the entire town and yoursdlf with it, how about you tell me what we' re doing next?’

Whilel thought, | dung the battle cloak back around me and checked my amulets. They hadn’t suffered
much in the short fight with Barak. In fact they looked fully charged, which made me wonder what | had
drawn on. Thewheds? The Trine? Cheriour’ ssgil?

“Thorn?’

“I'mthinking,” | said. | walked dong the edges of the ggil, il glowing faintly through the snow. Eli
followed. When | was across from Thorn's Gems | looked up and into Ciana s eyes. She was il
standing as | had last seen her, hand splayed open on the glass. Her face was intent, eyeswide. Shewas
scared. For me. | had afedling that she knew what | was planning. Ciana nodded dowly.

| sghed. Angel bones. A curse. And aweapon of great power. Barak had sacrificed himsdlf, had been
drained unto near degth to give methis. | rotated the femur, studying it. The head of the femur looked like
aclub. I swung the long bone for balance and heft. | stared at the street, up and down, and at the Sigil.
On ahunch, | unsheathed the tanto and spoketo it. “O Flame,” | said formally, addressing amember of
the High Hogt, “can you cal others of your ilk?’

“Ilk?” Eli said. “Ilk? Crap, woman. We got spawn bearing down on us. Just ask it what you want.”

The Flame on the blade hummed againgt my hand, asizzling, ringing tone oddly like laughter. If bells
could be rung by lightning, they might sound like this.

Two Flames appeared in the air, hovering over the blade, trailing twin blue plasmatailsthat burned my
retinas. | closed my eyes and reopened them, looking far to the side. Making sure my feet were properly
placed and | was perfectly balanced, | opened a mind-skim and blended the two senses. Nausearosein
afrightening wave, tasting of burned metal. | swallowed hard, forcing it back down, not looking at the
otherness that beckoned just out of reach. “Once, | cared for two Flames when they were injured by
Forcas” | sad. “ Areyou those two?’

They dipped and swirled. “I’m taking that asayes. Y our brothers, the seraphs, watch overhead. They
will not asss in abattle against a Dragon. Will you? Will other Hames?’



The FHlames zipped away, straight up into the cloud cover. And they vanished. A long moment went by.
Then another. | dropped the skim and the sight, and nearly fell. A hand caught me, steadying me on my
feet.

“I'd takethat asano,” Eli said, breething hard, night-vision goggles hanging around his neck. At hisfeet
lay five crispy spawn, their scorched meat stink heavy on the air. He had killed them with his
flamethrower while | wasted time parlaying with members of the High Host.

Still thinking, | beheaded the spawn, finishing them off so they wouldn't heal and rejoin the baitle. Down
the street, near the old Central Baptist Church/town hall, Audric and Rupert stood back-to-back, fighting
adragonet flying overhead. Further on, the Elders Wa droup were knedling, praying adoud, quoting from
Psdms. The Steinswerefiring into aline of spawn, chanting in Hebrew, while only feet away, other
spawn broke free of the battle lines and swarmed inside one of the barricades. | heard screams and
knew that what they ate was il dive. Bodies lay unmoving on the street, well chewed.

| didn’t know what to do. | was fresh out of ideas and I—From overhead came the telltale whump,
whump, whump sound of a helicopter. Eli let out ascreech of triumph. “The Specia Forcesare herel” he
shouted into his mouthpiece.

The Steinsraised their figtsinto the air. Ragged cheers went up, echoing through the town. Three EIH
soldiersraced toward us, their makeshift shoes diding on theice. They carried torches. “ Set upthe LZ at
the intersection of Upper and Crystal Streets,” Eli said. | looked at him blankly. “Landing zone,” he
explaned.

“Ah,” | said, looking up into the clouds. The Flames didn't return. The Host wouldn't help. Fine. So be
it. The Specia Forces could and would fight spawn. But when the Dragon returned, I’d be on my own.
And it would be back. Assoon asit got itself together.

Even asthe thought formed, a purple snake dithered around the corner of the shop. In mage-sight, it was
nearly twenty feet long and at least two feet in circumference a itswidest point. Eli whirled with his
flamethrower, but | caught the dancer’ sarm. “ She' swith me.”

“That thing'sashe?”’
“I think 0.”
Eli jerked hisarm free. “It caused the explosion in the street. | saw it bite the shield.”

“Yeeh. | think it—she—did it to save my life. To get rid of acloud of Darkness that was trying to kill
me.” Possess me? |’ d rather be dead.

“If you say s0. WEe're getting our asses beat. What say we go give ahand?’
“Yougo,” | sad. “I’'mgoingto cal the Dragon into the circle again.”

Eli ran ahand through his hair, chuckling softly. “Crap.” | wondered what he d done with hishat. He
looked up and down the street and then overhead, where a helicopter transport was dropping through
the clouds. *Y ou got a death wish, woman? Or are you just plain nuts?’

“All appearancesto the contrary, no.”

Eli dung his odd-shaped weapon to his back and grabbed me around the waist with hisfree arm. His
mouth landed on mine, lips cold and hard, hisarm firm on my back. For aningtant | stiffened, resisting,
but | could fed him laughing into my mouth. Laughing. | ft my lipscurl into ared smileagaing his. The



tanto blazed up bright as | wrapped my arms about him and kissed him with abandon.

The cross of Mole Man, secured in my belt, blazed between us, the energies nipping my flesh through my
clothes. Eli jumped back, laughing doud, as the Szzle caught him too.

“That happened once before, in another battle,” he said, meeting my eyes, “ crosses gathering power.
Funny how that happens when we' re together, huh? Maybe we should talk about that sometime. Over
teaand crumpets. Or better yet, beer and pretzels.”

“Condder it adate” | sad.

“Remember the saddle. Don't spoil my plans and get yoursdlf killed.” Eli whirled and raced to thefar Sde
of theggil.

The snake glided to my feet and coiled itsdlf into a snake-heap, raisng its head up even with mine, its
tongue tagting the air, its eyes o dark they were black inthe night. “Y our mistresswill beroyaly ticked
off if shefigures out what you' redoing,” | warned.

“Yoursss,” the snake hissed, spreading its hood, cobralike. “Bound to you.”

“Fine. | need dl thehelp | canget.” A bright light burned the night in front of me. Reflexively, | ducked
my head and stepped to the Side. Then | redlized. Flames. The Flames were back. Severd of them,
dancing in the air, acomplicated Cdtic knot of motion. Tears washed my eyes, and my breath Suttered
with laughter.

The snake tsked an admonishment. It whipped out its tongue and touched one of the Flames, humming.
They al hummed back &t it, aminor-key chorus that made me think of violinstuning up. | counted seven
Flames. Eight heavenly hel pers counting the snake. The Host as awhole wasn't agreeable to helping me.
But these members of the Host were. Seven Flames and a conscious, self-aware fragment of acherub’s
whedls. While sx seraphsin judgment watched from overhead. Habbid’ s pearly, scabrous, stinking
toes...!

Was | fomenting rebellion in the heavens? Was | about to be killed for overstepping the amorphous
boundaries of an omega mage? The thoughts started an itch between my shoulder blades. | wasn't
commanding anything or anyone, only asking. Could the watching seraphstd| the difference? Wasthere
adifferencefor an omega mage?

Two Flames zipped up to hover at my shoulders. My two, for red, or only my hopeful interpretation of a
flight maneuver?1 figured | would never know. | took a deep bregth. | was about to summon a Dragon.
Andfight it. Alone. Locked in an inverted shield of protection so it couldn’t get out. Ducky. And dumber
than dirt. Well, at least | wouldn't die done.

| took another calming breath. Again, | found the carved carndlian scarab and touched it, getting readly.
In the other hand, | took up the cross. The gold crosswith Mole Man’sblood init. And the Dragon’s. A
cold wind shot down the street, whipping my hair from its braid.

In mage-sight, the cross s blood glowed with hostile shades, the pure blue of Mole Man' s sacrifice and
the orange glow of Darkness. Not aqua. Was the aqua cloud Azazel ? Was Azazel the Dragon? Was|
making a big mistake? Oh, yeah. | was pretty sure | was.

| put my finger on adried spatter of blood and said, “Come. Darkness, | command you. Dragon, |
demand of you. Come.”

The tanto blazed brightly. Overhead, the clouds grew lighter. | could amost fed the seraphs descending.



Drawing their swordsto skewer me. And then kill the whole town.

| gathered my focus and stared at the crusted blood on the gold cross. “Come!” | shouted into the
growing wind. My battle cloak blew out around me like black wings. It was so cold my teeth ached. |
took a chance and shouted, “Azazel, come! Come! Leader of the battle, come.”

Nothing happened. | looked up and back into Ciana s eyes. She was crying. My heart wrenched and |
started toward her, knowing she needed my comfort.

A blinding light shattered the night. Something hard dammed me across the chest with theforce of a
bomb going off. Breathless, my whole body contracting, | landed on theicy street and skidded into the
depression left by Barak’ s passing. My battle glove—covered knuckles and the cross skittered on the
asphalt. | forced abreath, the pain wrenching through my ribsand lungs. | thumbed on the conjure stored
in the scarab. The inverted shield snapped into place. | caught my balance. Drew my wegpons.

| looked up into the eyes of the most stunning seraph | had ever seen. Helifted hiswings, their plumage
the shades of therising sun, peach and fuchsiaand the color of ripe melons. Persmmon flight feathers,
deepening to dmost black at the tips, fluttered, while beneath his arm the nevus was a ddlicate agua. His
eyeswere adeeper tint, the color of rich amazonite, but full of opainefire. Hisflesh wasreddish, likea
Native American’'s, contrasting with seagreen hair, worn loose and flowing, falling over his shoulders.

Leader of the battle, I'd said. Crap. I'd called the wrong side. I'd called a seraph.

| stepped back. The tanto buzzed hard, the scars that covered my entire hand blazing so bright they
pierced through the seams of the battle glove. A warning. Yeah, | got it. | wasin trouble. Thiswasn’'t the
Dragon, wasn't Azazel in hisbig bad ugly self, but agrest seraph. A Prince of Light. Bigger and more
powerful than Zadkidl. | had used my omega mage gift by accident. Seraph stones. They’ d kill me. And a
death at seraphic hands would be far worse than anything | could imagine.

Asif it had heard my thought, the snake surged in front of me, coiling and lifting its head, hissing. Itshood
was open, chest high to me, undulating, the motion mesmeric. | stepped around the snake, toward the
sergph, and the snake dithered protectively in front of me.

Unlike winged warriors, the sergph wore flowing clothesinstead of armor, his under-tunic white,
over-robe agua, arms bare. He wore asilver chain about his neck threaded through an oval metd sigil.
He carried no sword, his beautiful hands and long ddlicate fingers empty.

| took asniff, pulling in the air and the ambient energiesin amind-skim. It smelled of charcod and the
earth. A reborn earth, moist and newly turned, planted for spring. There was no mage-hesat; my
bloodstream was too full of endorphins and adrendine.

“Littlemage,” the seraph said, hisvoice like aharp and bells and the soughing of the wind. “Omega
mage. Y ou have cdled one of the Host. What do you wish of me?’

“I expected aDragon,” | blurted out. And | felt mysdlf flush.

He smiled, hisface gentle. “Evil? Horns and scales? A forked tail? A Darkness with burned, leathery
wings and cloven hooves? A Lord of the Dark as humans have so foolishly depicted?” Hissmile
widened, reveding blunt teeth that looked dmost human. His eyeswerefull of laughter and compassion.

Foolishly?

The seraph’s smile grew more gentle, if that were possible. “Y ou have heard of meintheoldtales.” |
shook my head and he said, “Where wast thou when | laid the foundations of the earth...When the



morning stars sang together, and al the sons of God shouted for joy?”

| couldn’t place the scriptura reference, but | knew the passage. | breathed the words, “Morning Star.”
The snake hissed, wrapping itself about my right leg and up to my waist, holding mein place, batting my
shoulder withits head.

Scripture was mostly mute on the Stars of the Morning. There weren’t many, and they had stood to the
sdes of thethrone of God the Victorious, Snging during crestion.

The visawhispered explanation. Two Stars of the Morning did battle in the heavens. One wasthe victor
and was set upon athrone. One was defeated and cast out. The defeated took many of the stars of
heaven with him.

| kept my eyes on the sergph in front of me as my visadredged up bits and pieces from the Revelation of
John and apocryphal works. And the grest dragon was cast out, that old serpent, called the Devil, and
Satan...hewas cast out into the earth, and hisangels...with him...Woeto the inhabiters of the
earth...for the devil is come down unto you, having great wrath, because he...hath but ashort time...

| had called one of the primary combatants of the war in the heavens. Seraph stones.

Chapter 19

A sif he could hear the voice of the visa, the seraph’ s eyes bore down, raking me from head to boot tips.
Black motesflashed in hisirises, and every pore on my body tightened. The seraph said, “It has been
said among men: History iswritten by the victor. As above, so below. Asbelow, so above. They area
reflection of one another.”

Tearsof Taharial. Isthisavictor or one of the losers? And which one would be more dangerous? The
seraph’ s eyes flashed again, dark with amusement. Hearing my thoughts? | drew on the visa. What | got
back was, Caution. Big help there. The snake tasted the air beside my face, its forked tongue quivering.
Its body tightened painfully on my thigh and my wais.

The seraph’ swings lifted dightly, flight feathersruffling asif finding abreeze. Outside, afierce wind was
blowing, catching up snow that struck the Sdes of the dome of shielding and sizzled. A broken branch hit
with athud and aspit of energy. Where had the wind come from? No timefor digtraction. Thevisa
prompted, thistime forcefully, and | said, “In the beginning, God created the heaven and the earth.”

| could have sworn | saw something glisten at hislip but he smiled again. “I have power over dl the
earth,” the sergph said, opening hisfists, showing me his pams, the universal gesture of peace that even
the seraphs utilized. Hiswings settled with a snap. “Without me, nothing was made that was made.
Nothing.”

Something odd about his phrasing made my heart race. Flight or fight. It wasn't a perfect quote but it was
closeto the King James words, “ All things were made by him; and without him was not any thing made
that was made.”

The visawhispered to me, Close but no potatoes, which made a hystericd titter quiver in the back of my
throat.

“Y ou have nothing to fear from me, little mage,” the seraph said. “I have long worked to bring the
prophecy to pass.”

“Prophecy?’ The one hanging over my door? A Rose by any Other Name will still draw Blood? That



prophecy? Or the one Jasper had uttered—"The children of men are gathered. The dragon breaks free.
All the old things have passed away.” No, not anew prophecy. The seraph’ swords indicated that this
one had been around awhile.

So, maybe it was the one in my dreams about a certain mage, one the sergphs foretold. “A mage, one of
theforetold ones.... Sheisnear.” Foretold mages. No such thing. Except in my dreams.

Lucky me. Lots of foretellings, no explanations. The snake spread its hood, its mouth open to reved a
black tongue and white fangs that snapped down from the roof of its mouth, the action so much like the
daywaker’ sthat it shot asingular spark of fear through me.

“The prophecy among the Host,” the seraph said, “that amage, a child of man, the result of sergphic
purpose, would someday be born.” Hetilted his head, his hair moving like aspray of aguasilk over his
shoulder, resting on hiswing. “History iswritten by the victors,” he repested, holding out hishand in
entreaty. “ Join with me.”

| stared at the hand, skimming hard. It didn’t smell like the Dark. Thiswas amember of the Host.
Beautiful, lovely, his hands shaped to create. Shaped to pray. To help. Not a Dragon. Hadn't Eli
guestioned me about why the big bad uglies appeared as they did? Hadn’t he suggested that an
incantation or curse might have deprived them of their beauty?

The snake was warning me. Opening both senses together, | blended the skim and the sight into the new
sense | asyet had no namefor. Vertigo rocked me. Nausearose again in the back of my throat, sour and
acidic. | braced my knees, trying desperately not to fal or throw up. | breathed him in, the wonderful
scent of sergph.

“Join,” hesaid, hisvoice amournful bell. “Together we will retake what was mine and was |ost. Together
wewill rule. The Mogt High will never share histhrone with another. Even the Bright and Morning Star
gtsto hissde. | offer you the throneitsdlf, to rule with me. Beside me. Together wewill hedl the earth
and restore the heavens. We will make right what was ruined by war and hatred and sdlfishness.”

As he spoke | parsed the fragrance into its disparate components. | caught first his own unique seraph

scent—charcoa and spring earth—and recognized them as the odors | had detected beneath Barak’s

own sweet flower aroma. But benegth his sergph scent were fragments of others, like pepper and mint,
like honey and chocolate, like sweets and sex and spring flowers.

“I will freethe mages,” he said, “that they no longer livein gilded cages, free them to rule the earth; over
the humans who fear them, who have killed them. And | will give them the soulsthey crave, that they may
atainimmortaity.”

Souls. To banish forever the fear and permanence of death. To have what humans had. But what had |
seen when Barak died? Lolo's soul? The Flames spun around me, seven Flames, plasmatrails bluing the
light. They weren't attacking, asthey had any Darknessthat came near. They were hanging back. This
wasn't aglamour. Thiswas a sergph.

In the blended scan, the seraph’ sface was utterly beautiful, glowing with the light of heaven, energieslike
ahao around him, an auraof holiness. On the silver chain around his neck, hissigil glowed with the
sunset colors of burned persmmon, shrimp, and fuchsa. Motes of black-light sparkled throughiit, like the
light of amillion black holesin space.

| stepped toward the seraph. The Star of the Morning. The angd. | took another breath, hearing my
heart beat, a dow resonance as the otherness took me up. My mind continued to isolate the odors. Mint,
pepper, honey, chocolate, spring flowers.



The scentsin the blended scan werelike...Zadkid. Razid. Barak. Y es. Barak smelled of spring flowers.
| blinked, stopped, and looked down. My glove rested on the ice at my feet. My hand was bare, scars
whiter than burning linen, pam outstretched. In it wasthe primering | wore on my chest. A bit of black
chain mail dangled fromit. | had pulled the prime free.

Overhead, light broke through the clouds, ahalf dozen seraphsintoning, “Omegamage!” Their voices
were dowed, talling like the bells of war. “ Destroy her!”

Smells. Razid and Zadkiel and Barak. All sergphswho had been a war in the Trinewith me. All who
had given their blood in beattle againgt evil. Fear and the beginning of comprehension spidered up my
spine. The hair on the back of my neck rose. The wheds/'snake reared back, bulking in height, tightening
onmy leg and waist, stealing my breath.

With a snap, the seraph snapped free the oval ring around his neck and extended it toward me. It was
metalic, pulsng with lavdike energies, asgil of great power. “ Join with me,” he said, the tone gentle but
withahint of ged init. “Weshdl rule”

| understood. | had gotten what | asked for when | called it to me. Thering was the link made of Mole
Man'sblood. Thelink that freed the Dragon, Azazdl. He could take it off, but he couldn’'t get rid of it.
Unless someone e se helped. Accepted its curse? And the Dragon had me, the only living omegamage,
inashidd of protection. Offering my prime amulet to him.

| drew on the otherness; time dowed to the consistency of honey. The light overhead expanded to
noonday brightness. Huge brass bells were ringing, tones angry. The Flames buzzed around me, adow
circlet of lightning. Ozone lifted the hair al over my body in apainful eectric charge. Nausearosein a
wave. My handsfdt tingly and numb.

Mage-fadt, | pocketed my prime. | pulled the cross from itsloop, the cross stained with Mole Man's
blood. And the blood of the beast that Benaiah Stanhope had chained with his sacrifice. The beast that
was Leviathan, Azazel, and looked nothing like a Dragon, but surely was one. My hands blurred with
speed even as Azazd reacted, fingers closing on the link. Faster than | could see, | speared the end of
the gold cross through the link the Dragon held.

Asif coupled to my mind, moving in tandem with my hand, the snake struck. Sergph fast. It buried its
fangsin the back of my rebuilt left hand, driving deep into my bones. And through the crossand link, into
the hand of the True Fallen seraph benegth it.

Overhead, the light exploded.

| never logt consciousness. | never closed my eyes. | never turned off the blended scan and its enhanced
awareness. Asif | stcood outside mysdlf, | saw my body as| flew above an empty plain, aams and legs
pinwhedling. | heard my heart beat, assuring me | wasin the place of time-no-time, place-no-place.

Asinmy last vison of myself, when | sood on the deck of Holy Amethyst’ swhedls, | wore scarlet
armor over black chain mail and silk, and bloodred boots. | carried ashield on my arm and asword in
each hand. Here, both glittered with the light of Flames.

| was represented as a battle mage. A battle knight. In my belt | carried along bone, the femur of Barak.
Inthisredity, it glowed with peculiar light. If arain cloud could glow, it would look like the femur. In my
left hand with the hilt of thetanto | carried the cross-speared Dragon’ s sigil. The gold cross sparkled with
Light and Dark, the blood of the combatantsin Mole Man’s sacrifice. The Sigil was cold and astrange
aguamig wasrisng fromit.



Blinking, | moved my feet under meto land. In that instant, | was back on Earth, faling into atangle
toward the snow. The seraph lifted his head, opened his mouth. He bellowed with fury, raising wings and
amstoward the ted shield. And he changed. His skin blazed with aqualight, asif hisvery atoms
softened, separated, and caught fire. He exploded into afine mist and. ..transmogrified. A true
transmogyification. A reshaping of atoms and luxonsinto adifferent form.

That which is Fallen cannot transmogrify, the visawhispered. If adevice could experience shock, I'd
have said the visawas stunned. The sergph was no longer the winged beauty, but rather, was becoming
something ese.

In the Earth redlity | dammed into the snow. Again. Breath was knocked out of me. My head impacted
theice. | lost consciousness. My vision of Earth vanished.

In the otherness, | landed hard, skidded aong the ground on thigh and foot, diding into the flow of the
river of time. Rocks and boulders protruded above the river’ s surface and one of the rocks had three
humps, like the Trine. Raziel had named them “rocksin theriver of timefor me.” Whatever that meant. |
was in the same place as before, but it was subtly different. | turned, my battle boots shushing through the
river-lava, the heat growing uncomfortable but not burning me.

Off in the distance were sma | humps | took to be mountains. In the other direction were skyscrapers,
like the skyline of New Y ork City, back when humans had lived there, before it wasaRedm of Light.
Seraph stones. | was near aRealm of Light. Again.

The city drifted closer, buildingsrising up out of the plain, windows shining with Light. A strange buzzing,
like the sound of eectricity in old wiring, or the sound of amillion bees, filled the air. | spotted the grid of
streets above me, streets | had seen below me while standing in Amethyst’ swhedls. Redlities stacked like
coins, one atop the other? Off to one side was the remembered bright spot, like the sun but more diffuse,
and with asquare, flashing, sapphire light benegth it. The sky was getting closer, falling toward me.

| heard myself groan. Back in the redlity of Earth | was about to wake up. | had afedling that was gonna
hurt. Bad.

The lava-water boiled, ageyser of light that fountained up and rained down, creating ashining mist. Inthe
center of it, abulge rose from theriver straight above the surface. Blood and plagues. ..

At first my eyes couldn’t grasp astructure, seeing cord and green bands, swirls, and diamond
configurations. My hacklesrose and | tightened my grip on the talismans. The bulge became abody.
Armslifted out to the Sides, giving it form. Webbed fingers separated, revealing long razored talons. Its
back to me, the beast stood on muscular legs, skin banded green. No. It was aqua. The seraph, the
Dragon, had followed meinto the here-not-herein away that | hadn’t seen before.

When the Fallen were kicked out of heaven, they lost the ability to transmogrify and were denied access
to theriver of time. They had been stranded on Earth, bound by time as humans were. When Forcas
fought the Light on Earth, it had been visible here, reflected in the otherness. But the Dragon had found a
way to accesstheriver itsdlf. And in acompletely different form. | had afedling thiswas very, very bad.
Hands sweating, | regripped the swords.

The Dragon shook itself free of golden droplets, flinging them away like adog caught intherain. A crest
snapped open, running from the base of its spine up over thetop of its head. An aquatail rose above the
river, muscular and smooth-skinned. Around its neck, the Dragon wore achain, the silver burning into its
neck and crest, blackened flesh hanging in tatters.

The slver chain was broken, but il in place. Mole Man’ s chain. Broken by thelink | held skewered



through with the cross.

The beast turned toward me, a Dragon with a sergphic face, the utterly beautiful face. And aqua eyes.
Not the red Dragon of the Reveation, but another. An agua Dragon, stunning and awful and beautiful to
look upon.

Azazd, the visawhispered.
“Yeah. | figured that out awhile ago,” | said, backing out of theriver, dong the shore.

The beast whipped its head and golden light ripped out, a shining sun of energies. | blinked and the
Dragon was gone. Standing in the water was Azazel, the sergph. He could transmogrify. He could access
theriver of time. That might mean he could aso return to heaven.

Azazel saw thelink and the cross. He threw back his head and roared again. Fangs and sharp, barbed
teeth caught the light of the city overhead. The shape of his head changed, aliquid movement throwing off
sparks of energy beforeit solidified again into the beautiful mien. On Earth, my body took ablow or was
thrown. Pain spiked through me.

The aguamigt given off by the link in my hand steamed thicker. The chain glowed red and hisflesh
around it smoked, the smdll of charred, rotting mest scenting the air for an instant.

It had taken all of usto makethe link that broke the chain binding Azazel. He had broken it, but he
hadn’t gotten the chain off. No matter what it looked like, the Dragon, this falen sergph, wasn't
completely free. It was till bound by something. My heart best. It had been along timesince | heard it.
Either time was dowing down here or | was dying there. If | died in oneredlity | would diein the other. |
had no soul, so for me, dead was dead.

| raced from theriver, choosing alevel place to make my stand. The flight feather was burned to ash. |

had no idea how my amulets would react to being activated here, if they would work at al, or explode
and kill me, or have some other reaction. | hooked the link to my necklace. It clinked againgt the prime
and the visa, throwing black-light sparks. | tucked the crossinside my hauberk, the metal warm.

| held the swords, the cross, and Barak’ s femur. The back of my hand was still punctured, the purple
mist of energy was flowing into me through the puncture marks, energies from the wheds. The energy
was a potent wegpon, if | could use it without letting Amethyst know | was siphoning it. Or, maybe, now,
it no longer mattered if she knew.

Seven globes of light blazed up through the river and whirled around my head. A purple snake dithered
out behind them and coiled into awrithing mass. It opened its mouth in a parody of asmile and tasted the
ar. The purplemist flowing into my hand came from its mouth.

Azazd in pure seraphic form waded from the river, golden drops splattering. Y et, when | blinked, | saw
it asthe beast, and it hissed, its tongue stabbing out fast as ablade. Its right hand hung to the side,
useless, skin blackened, fingers curled in protectively. Blood dripped from two puncture sites, and
reddish stregks ran up itsarm asif infected.

The vision shuttered closed and Azaze the seraph stood before me, hisface gentle, hiswings spread,
flight featherslifting and settling. The shadow of hiswings stretched out on the ground and spread to
cover my feet. | ressted the urge to step back, into the light.

“Givemethelink,” hesaid, hisvoicelike slver bdls and the sound of distant violins. “Giveit tome, and |
will spareyour sigter.”



The words were a cold spear driven into my heart.

“Fear nat, little mage. Sheis safe. My queen guards her. But the succubus hungers. She will not wait long
to feast on mage-flesh.” He smiled compassionatdly. Spreading hiswings, Azazdl shook golden water
from his plumage. The vison of him flickered on—fegtherlessleather wingsflourished, thetint of cooked
shrimp. They would make agreat coat and boots. At the thought | grinned, showing teeth. Bloodlust
sammered benegth my skin, making meitchy. “Liar. Father of lies”

“Not I. But | am the father of many things. War, which you love. Riotous sex that humans, in their
foolishness, cal sn.” When | didn’t respond, he said, “I will offer you agift in good faith, to show my
generogity.” He gestured with hisuninjured arm.

Theworld tilted, vertigo hitting me with the force of an avadlanche. Retching, | sumbled and caught mysdlf
on the body of the purple snake, my hands on its scaled skin. Where | touched, the scales separated and
eyeslooked up a me.

“Thorn?’
| had an image of the night sky. Lashes blinked over thevision.
Hope and shock cleared my head. | knew thismind. “Rose,” | breathed.

A foul smdl filled my head with my next breath, but it was Rose' s sensation, Rose' s bresth, Rose' slungs
that expanded her chest. The smell was stagnant water and dead lilies. And the stench of spawn. A face
bent over her. The succubus queen, teeth razor sharp. Rose cried out. The vison dimmed. She was

gone.

| caught aglimpse of my earthly sdlf, dressed in dobok and cloak. And then the knightly me returned,
overlaying the earthly. What had just happened?

“Roseissafe. She has dways been safe. If | rule the heavens, shewill be sefe forever.”

Temptation. Ruling the world had no apped for me. But getting Rose back...

Over my heed, the Flames dowed again, appearing as long, overlapping trails of light. They dropped
down, humming inaminor key. “ Ssssacrifissse,” they buzzed.

“Yeah,” | said, hope dying and grief resting heavy on my heart. “Gotcha.” Azazel offered meaway to
save Rose, but the others | loved would die. Tears stung my eyes, my decision made long before this
day. Moving dowly, so Azazd would follow the misdirection and wouldn't realize what | was doing, |
wiped my eyeswith my glowing left hand, tanto bright. The longsword making me clumsy, | released two
anticonjure amulets and thumbed them on with awhispered word. | tossed them at the Dragon.

Faster than they could fly through the air, | flipped the tanto and sheathed the longsword. Took up
Barak’ sfemur bone. And | attacked.

Chapter 20

D rawing on the energiesthat filled me through the puncture marks, | raced at Azazel. The anticonjures
hit him, both striking his chest midcenter. They exploded, throwing the seraph back, hard. He landed
deep intheriver of time. Golden water gushed up around him.

He vanished underwater. | stopped, Staring at the river, my boot toesin the lapping stream. | wasn't wet.
Theriver wasn't redly composed of water. | knew that, but it was disconcerting. It' sweird, the things



you think about when you' ve just refused to make a dedl with the devil. When you' ve just killed your
twin. Sorrow welled up in me. | shoved my grief deep insde, holding on only to therage.

Misery asolid knot in my chest, | watched for Azazel. Time passed. My heart beat in the dow pacel
associated with the passage of time on Earth. Had the anticonjures thrown Azazel back to Earth? My
arms drooped, weapon points faling toward the ground.

The snake did closer, hissing. When | glanced down, my hand and the bone caught my attention. The
stream of purple energy that filled me with power was stronger, heavier, but it had divided, asmdl part
flowing dong my gauntleted fingersto encircle Barak’ sfemur.

The snake licked the bone, its tongue aflash of movement. “I honor my Mistressss' s promissse,” the
snake hissed. “1 will not allow her to ssssin.”

| remembered the words the purple wheel s had spoken to me, mind to mind, when | was on the deck. “I
will honor the promises of my Midtress,” the words had whispered into my mind. “Her promises and her
obligations. | will not let her sin by forgetting you. By forgetting her Watcher.” Holy Amethyst owed
favorsto more than just me, and wasn't of amind to fulfill them. The lavender mist seeped into the
surface of the bone and vanished. Did she owe promisesto Barak?

The Dragon burst from the surface. | raced a hdf dozen steps back from theriver in shock and lifted my
blades. Throwing water in ahuge spray, the beast leaped at an angle into the sky, lesthern wings
unfurling, to fly. The angle of flight brought it directly over me, one arm curled protectively againgt its
chest, talonsclosed in pain.

Time did one of those strange shifts, where it seemsto dow, and where every eyeblink takeslong
moments, and every sensation isintense and crisp.

| flipped the blade, bent my legs, and jumped with al my might, straight up, shouting from the book of
Judges, “And he found anew jawbone of an ass...and dew athousand men therewith!”

Asl| leaped, the Dragon swerved, bringing its healthy arm down. Razor talons reached for me. | scored a
long cut acrossthetop of its healthy forearm and brought the femur down, my aim filled with the growing
fury of Rosg' sloss. Barak’ s sacrificia leg bone impacted the beast’ s wounded right hand with asolid
thwack. Tearsthick in my throat, | shouted, quoting Samson, “With the jawbone of an ass...havel
dan...”

The Dragon howled and tucked its wings, tumbling awvay from me, itsright hand tight againgt its chest.
The claws of its good hand scraped dong my cuirassas| twisted inthe air.

| landed with ajar, rolling, hearing a second and third splash. | caught mysalf against aboulder and
rocked to my feet.

Out of theriver flew Raziel and Zadkid, their scentsfilling the air with honey, chocolate, mint, and
pepper. Golden river water rained down from their bodies and wings, their plumage catching thelight ina
dazzling rainbow burst. They shouted battle cries, notes of true sound, gongs of challengein alanguage |
couldn’t understand.

Razid’ sruby irissswere dight with the joy of battle. He checked hisflight, crimson wingstwisting and
pulling in to stal his momentum. With two massive sweeps, he hovered, thewind of hisflight buffeting
me. “You did not join him?’

“No,” | said, the question abarbed pain, rage for my twin filling me. “Why?’ | shouted. “Why doesit



meatter?’

He shook hishead asif | were acuriosity. According to traditional wisdom, seraphs are curious about
nothing, yet | had seen them surprised, puzzled, and even inquisitive. Bastards.

Raziel held out his hand to me; he spotted the snake. His face underwent a series of changes, too fad,

too complex for meto follow, ending with shock. The snake uncoiled from its mound, dithered up my leg
and around my waist asif protecting me. Or claiming me. Or maybe it was hungry and had decided | was
dinner. It spat at Razidl.

The seraph swept hiswings down hard and returned to the chase. “ There will be areckoning,” he
shouted back. “I have chosen you.”

“Mine,” the snake hissed. “My mage.”

Ducky. | wasapoint of contention between a sergph and the whedl's belonging to another seraph’s mate,
acherub who hated me. The snake undulated and fell away from my body. It looked up, recoiling fast.

| started to pivot and was hit. Hard. My body dung forward, then was caught around the waist, limbs
jackknifing. | was pulled underwater. A current buffeted me. A large fist clamped down on my waist
when | struggled. | looked up into the eyes of the Dragon, goat-ditted agqua eyes, in afestherless snake
face. It opened its mouth and hissed a me, fangsflashing.

Shock made meinhae, and my lungsfilled with the golden river water. | gagged, darmed at thefluid in
my lungs more than the touch of the Dragon. But | didn’t drown. | coughed and again inhaled.

| twisted around to find Razid and Zadkiel swimming—flying?—after me, wings pushing them through
the water at great speed. They were gaining. The Dragon looked back.

| tightened my fist on Barak’ sfemur and lifted it high. Once again | brought the bone down hard on the
beast’ s wounded hand. With the tanto, | stabbed underhanded into its chest. No finesse, no delicacy of
form, just ahard thrust with the Flame-blessed blade. It struck the Dragon’ s Sde, burning, scorching,
cauterizing even asit diced deep. | shoved it in, the thin crossguard bumping againgt the beadt, its blood
pulsing out to cover my gauntlet and spew up my armor, coating me with crimson and the smell of
seraph.

The Dragon crushed meto its body, squeezing the bregath of river water from my lungs. A rib cracked,
the pain like astab into my chest. | was surethat | wasinjured herein theriver of the othernessand on
Earth aswell. Nauseafilled my mouth, ataste of bile. | twisted the tanto and forced it up at asharp angle,
cutting the beast in aswath of destruction. Azazel roared with pain, the sound like broken bells rung
under the ocean, long ped's of off-key notes.

My sense of vertigo worsened. The Dragon’s skin was hotter than a human’s or mage's, smooth on its
sdes, but formed into scales like areptile’ sover itsjoints, tiny scalesthat caught the pellucid light of the
river. Wrenching the tanto out of the beast’ sside, | shoved the femur bone into the wound, shouting
underwater, “With the jawbone of an ass...havel dain...”

The Dragon howled and shook me, my spine cracking and joints bowing in directions nature never
intended. | caught mysdlf on the chin with my own knee and white lights whirled through my vision. The
nauseawas back, but felt different now. Concussion, maybe. | took another bresth of the river water. |
heard my heart beat on Earth. | exhaled, feeling sick, wanting to throw up. | shoved the bonein deeper.

We broke out of the river of time, flying through the black of night, clouds overhead, not the strange sky



of the otherness, but the winter temps of home. The world spun and my stomach emptied in aviolent
rush, water gushing from my mouth. | coughed hard, cleansing my lungs. Seraph stones. | was no longer
in the otherness. | had made aphysica trangtion from aspiritud place. | had flown through theriver of
time, clutched in thefist of a Dragon.

Looking down, | affirmed that we werein the Appaachian Mountains. Tiny lights and fires glinted below,
showing me the shape of Minerd City, the Toe River gorge ablack stripe through the middle and the
black form of the Trine to the north. My battle cloak flapped around my calves, my dobok was black
leather. My clothes and hair were dry. My boots were the new boots gifted me by the Enclave of my
birth, but the dice in the boot toe was gone, the leasther smooth. My rib was still broken, the femur bone
was gtill buried in the Dragon’s Side, and its blood poured over my hand, dicking the leather of my
gloves. How weird isthat?

Azazd folded hiswings and dropped dizzyingly fast toward Upper Street, to touch down with an
ungainly lurch. The shop was il protected by the shield, but Cianawas no longer centered in the
darkened display window. New snow lay heavy on the earth. Smoke, rancid and thick, filled frozen air. |
glimpsed shops down the street, windows blackened, walls crumbled, brick smoke-stained. Bodieswere
snow-crusted humps. The big-ass gun was a blasted hulk.

Shock tightened my chest, sending aspira of pain through me. | had flown through theriver of time. How
long had | been away?

Above usin the night sky, flying in close formation, were three sergphs, their bodies bright with the
energies of the High Host. Their wings, hair, and armor were black, and they carried glittering black
swords. Ravens. | didn’t know if they were hereto kill me, help me, or study me. | had never heard of
Ravens, or whatever they wereredly called, but they looked liked winged warriors—troops, not princes
or battle leaders. They dtered their angle, diving for us, pulling swords. | was about to become collaterd
damage.

The Dragon legped again into the sky. | was ready for the shift thistime and braced myself for increased
g's. But Azazd crushed down on me and | heard more of my ribs break. My breath was a painful catch
and | was ableto inhae only inaquick, shalow draft. It could have crushed me dead—mages have
brittle bones—but it didn’t kill me. It wanted me for something. Which scared mesilly.

| shoved the femur deep in the Dragon’sside, rleasing it to pull my longsword. At such close quartersit
was handy only for daughter work. | did the point into the wound beside the femur and shoved the blade
in. | heard the beast grunt with pain, its breath stuttering. | pulled the sword out hafway and altered the
angle, stabbing deep, grazing the femur bonein passing. A sizzle of eectric energy quivered up my arm.
The Dragon gasped and dove.

| sawed into it again and again. Blood spattered over me.

| caught ahint of succubus and spawn. The bones of a half-destroyed building resolved out of the night,
its outer walls standing, roof gone, fire shooting up in places within, and smoke curling in lazy stregks. A
shidd sparkled over it, ashied unlike any | had ever seen, the energies a cascade of agua and black-light
motes, like Azazd’ seyes. The beast said aword in alanguage | didn’t understand, like the ringing of
bells, shivering the air. The shield snapped off, revealing adesecrated church. Orange and sickly yellow
energies emanated fromit, risng on the air in spirds, reaching for us. Layered conjureswere contained in
thewdls.

| recognized the building, though it was vastly changed. The Central Baptist Church, Minerd City’ stown
hall, had been destroyed. Stones and blood. What had happened to the town? How long had Azazel



kept me away from thefight?

Fear warred with pain and anger ingde me. Fury won out, numbing the pain for amoment. “How long
did you keep me away, you bastard?’ With the blade, | ripped deep into the Dragon, twirling the sword
and cutting, cutting, cutting, speeking scripture in spiritud warfare, not able to shout for the painin my
chest, my words rasping, “With the jawbone of an ass...have | dain...With the jawbone of an ass havel
dan.” | felt the sword nick something inside, the dengity of an organ dowing the blade.

Azazel roared. Blood covered me and | withdrew the longsword to dash it from my face, the motion
grinding broken ribs. Its blood didn’t stink or burn. The blood of Darkness was dways foul and acidic.
Doubt filled me, but it was way too late to rethink my choices. | redoubled my attack onitsside. “With
the jawbone of an asshavel dain.”

The conjures snapped off below us. With aswoop and ashift of itswingsthat jarred my bones and
nearly pulled my shouldersfrom their sockets, Azazel braked and dropped through the rafters of the
church. lt—he—Ilanded with a thump that made us both hiss. | had afeding itslandings were usudly alot
more graceful. | had hurt it. Good. Because it had hurt me. Blackness hovered in my vision as | took
smdl breeths, agony tripping through me.

| smelled succubus. Still held in the beast’ s grip, | looked around at the walls, vastly changed. Days had
passed. Surdly days. The wallswere glowing with strange, spiky energy peatterns, the colorsjaundiced
and sickly. Silvery trailswound up and over everything, coating walls and floor and piles of rubbish with a
shimmery substance. Snall tails. Huge, immense mamasnail trails, afoot wide.

Crawling through the dime were things, four feet long and bulbous. | had never seen them before but |
knew what they were. The smell donetold me. Succubus larvae. Lots of them. | regripped the bloodied
weapons, ready for another attack, but the white-bodied pupae with strange, jointed bodies and blunt,
black snouts didn’t attack.

The Dragon threw me. | crashed againgt awall, cracking my elbow, grinding my ribs. | lost my blade.
The femur bone cracked the wall beside me, thrown by the beast. | dithered through gunk collected at
the base of the wall. 1t was along moment before the haze of pain thinned and | was able to bregthe.

| looked around, trying to orient myself. | was at the front entry of the destroyed church; with mage-sight,
the sanctuary was aive with Darkness, larvae everywhere, but no Azazel.

Fear crawled around in my chest on itslittle spider legs, afeding | was coming to hate. Above me, the
shields snapped back in place, overlapping bubbles of power. The awful smells vanished. Poof. |
remembered the overlapping conjures | had seen from the air, looking down on the church. Redlity had
changed while | wasin theriver of time. | had been gonelonger than | thought. How long? And where
was the beast?

In mage-sight, | spotted the glowing energies of the tanto and retrieved the blade, wiping dippery gunk
off it and off my hands, gooing up the edge of my cloak. Having the blade made me fed immeasurably
better. | sheathed the tanto and gripped my side gently, supporting the loose and grinding ribs.

“Thorn?

A digtinct mind opened to me, clinging, thoughts that smelled of rosesin spring and the sdt smell of the
sea. “Rose?’ | whispered, holding my side.

“Help. Helpme!” she caled, her menta voice aweak echo full of static and dark energies, asif shewere
far away. Her mind wasawd| of panic, fear like astorm blowing throughiit, lightning spiking. | couldn’t



place her direction. | ripped at my amulets and held the Apache Tear away from me. | found the
remembered mind. Close by. Very close. “Thorn!”

Shewasdive. “Rosel” | screamed, the sound croaking as agony speared me.

| turned, searching for her. Though | couldn’t smdll it, | spotted the succubus queen. It was sitting ona
pile of rock and brick, staring down at me, protected from me, separated from me by black motes of
energy inasmall circle of power, hiding behind ashield. The queen was once again in its human form, not
Gramma, but the form of Jane Hilton, Lucas lady love, blond and green-eyed, so utterly beautiful
she—no, it—should have been a seraph. It stared a me, hunger inits eyes, its hands on a body supine
besdeit.

“Thorn...” My thoughts were sucked beneath awave of Rose’ s pain. Unthinking, | dropped the Tear.
Rose' s mind closed to me.

Blood coated the queen’ s perfect jaw. Mage-blood. Rose' s blood. Jane licked its lips and bowed its
heed, itstongue flicking. It was drinking her blood.

Rage roared up. | pulled athrowing blade and stabbed the shield. Black sparksflew, but it waslike
hitting adiamond. My blade did off. | couldn’'t get in. | couldn’t get to Rose. | sobbed, my broken ribs
grinding. Throwing back my head, | screamed in rage, the shattered edges of my ribs stabbing together in
torment, the agony dicing. Pain brought me back and dropped me bresathlessto my kneesin the dime.
Some till-sane part of me found and pressed the Apache Tear against my neck. Calm settled on me, and
| took two shadlow breaths, fumbling with the amuletsin my necklace, searching for awegpon to get me
through the shidd.

| shoved an anticonjure amulet againgt the shield-wall, holding it againgt the energies. The scorched smell
of burned leather rose from my gloves. The scent cleared the last of Rose' s panic from me. Resting in the
icy dime, | pressed the Tear close as shame threaded through me.

Rose' s head rotated to me and her eyes met mine. Horror and panic were mirrored there, and her body
quivered in minute waves of terror. Tears flowed through the grime on my twin’sface. “Thorn,” she
mouthed at me, her words silenced behind the shield that was more than protection, stopping air flow and
sound aswell. | wasacoward, but | couldn’t put away the Apache Tear again. | couldn’t bear Rose's
fear indde me. The succubus had her mouth at my twin’s neck, sucking. And there was nothing | could
doto stopit.

Hames blinked into sight over me, dropping over my heed, spinning in afiery circle, sedling my night
vison. They hissed words as they raced around me, plasmatrailsin the night. “Omegamaggge,” they
sad. “Foretold one. Omega maggge.”

| crawled to my feet and stepped away from them, focusing on Rose. “If I'm so grest amage, then why
can't | conjure me some help?’ | whispered, my feet dick on the snall trails.

A brilliant light snapped into space overhead, bathing the church in adazzling radiance. The concussve
movement of air fromitsarriva dammed againgt the shield and should have thrown me to my knees, but
the Dark energies protected me. Therewas only onething | knew that displaced that much air on arrival.
A whedls. No way had there been time for it to answer my plea. Someone € se had brought it here. Not
good.

TheHames swirled in aclimbing spird, toward the whedls overhead. A shaft of light pierced the shield
above me and the Flames swept through. The lights went out, the world going black, though there was no
massive boom. | waited a begt, but the Hlames didn’t return.



Fedling unaccountably betrayed, | drew the kris and the tanto, holding them ready. Stepping inacircle, |
placed my feet carefully inthe dime, trying to isolate various noises: my footsteps, rustling, asoughing that
might be adistant wind. To compensate for my ruined night vision, | opened both mage-sight and a
mind-skim. When | caught my balance and the resulting nausea settled, | looked around. The church
glowed weirdly in the blended scan.

Out of the night, avoice groaned, saying, “ Crap. That hurts.”

| closed my eyesasjoy blossomed in me. | inhded to call him and pain thrust deep, broken ribs stedling
my breath, but | didn’t care. | wasn’t alone. Eli wasjust beyond apile of rubble.

Chapter 21

L ouder, Eli shouted, “What? No ‘Beam me up, Scotty’ ? Just drop meten feet into adime pit and teke
off? What' s the matter with you, you big ugly feathered fiend! Y ou trying to kill us?’

“That’ sacherub, you young pup,” another voice said, creaky and strained. “We just got picked up and
dumped in the church. Shut your yapper or it’ll blow usto eectrons.”

For amoment, | couldn’t place the voice, but | remembered Ernest Waldroup, the senior elder from
Atlanta

“Tearsof Taharid, that hurts,” Thadd swore. 1 broke afreaking wing.”
“What isthis, old homeweek?’ Rupert asked. “ Audric?’
“Here. What happened?’

“Petience, brothers,” Shamus said. “When we rushed inside the Sigil to take Thorn from the seraph, the
whedls descended. And they took us up.”

“Like Elijah,” Jasper said, awein hisvoice. “‘ Behold, there appeared a chariot of fire, and horses of
fire’” hesaid, quoting from the second book of Kings, “‘ and parted them both asunder; and Elijah went
up by awhirlwind into heaven.’”

“Wedidn't go very far for thisto be heaven,” Rupert said.

“And if thisis heaven, we got to talk to the cleaning crew,” Eli said. “Room fresheners, alittle dusting,
and agood vacuuming would do wonders.”

| couldn’t help my amile. | think if | were dying, Eli could make me smile. Cometo think of it...l set the
death thoughts aside. “How many of you arethere?’ | asked, my voice scratchy.

“Thorn?’ Eli asked.
“Yeah”

“Hot damn,” he said, fervently. “Where are you? Y ou sound like crgp. Areyou hurt?” Limping, holding
my side, | rounded the rubble and saw them in the scan, their bodies bright in the night, smoldering
energiesthat had texture and smdll. Joy danced at the edges of the scan, a synesthesiasimilar to
mage-heat that | hadn’t noticed before.

Eli and Lucas stood near Thadd, who held onewing closeto his body, the other haf-furled. Thetwo
Wadroup brothers, Jasper, Rupert, and Audric werein aloose circle, weapons drawn. Five of my six



champards, three elders of the kirk. They al looked worn to the bone, faces smeared with grime, body
odorsrank. They were best. | could smell exhaustion on them, and old blood, and the reek of death.

| stopped as another spear of agony stabbed me. | touched my side where the spur had pierced. The
worst of the broken ribs were just above it, and the pain of the two wounds seemed to mingle and
consolidate, becoming more than the sum of thetwo. | wasredlly hurt.

“Thorn? What' swrong?’ There wasworry in Eli’ svoice, and it warmed me.

| pulled off ahedling amulet and two pain-reieving ones, thumbing them on and diding them into adobok
pocket over the wounds. “ Broken ribs.”

“HOVV Ioad ”

“Later,” | interrupted. “Did you smell areek when you landed? Something awful?’ Eli nodded. “That
smdl issuccubus larvae, and the queenis here.”

| saw their auras spark with sharp colors, and heard the stedd-on-sted scritch of more blades being
drawn. Afraid they would kill one another by accident, | pulled three illumination amulets, thumbed them
on, and tossed them in acircle around the men. | should have done it sooner, but | was wasn't thinking
clearly. And the Flames had burned out my human vision, which was only now returning. Thelevel of
painin my chest subsided marginally asthe amulets went to work, and | managed asingle bregath. |
handed another heding amulet to Thadd, who held it against hiswing as Audric fashioned a crude splint.

“That' swhat thosethingsare on thewalls,” | continued. “ There are overlapping conjures here. | have no
ideahow many or what kind. But aslong asthe smell is contained, and no sergphsland, we should be
okay.” A tickle sarted in the back of my throat, adangerous cough that would hurt. | breathed shallowly,
hoping to stifleit. “How long was| gone?’ | asked.

“Too damnlong,” Eli said, touching my shoulder asif to reassure himsdf | wasdive.

“Forty-eight hours,” Audric said over his shoulder, reporting as he bound Thadd' swing. “The sergphs
watched as the town was attacked. We defended ourselves, but we lost many. The Specia Forces were
decimated in the first twelve hours, asif the spawn knew the greatest threat and targeted them specidly.
But the children and dderly are dtill safe behind your shield.”

L ucas stepped close, smelling of blood, crusted and old, but his sweat was sweet with the scent of
manna. He reached out and touched my face, stroking my scars, wordless. | felt hisrdlief. He had
thought | was dead. | touched a crusted place on hishand. He shrugged my concern away.

Thadd sat down on apile of rubble, rocking, holding hiswing. One hand turned the sergph ring he wore
on achain around his neck. His plumage was caked with dried blood. It was't his. A human had died in
hisarms.

Tothesde, | saw ashift of movement in the scan. Cheran was glamoured and hiding. | was surprised, as
he was supposed to beinjail. | didn’'t believein luck or coincidence anymore; ergo, severd things.
someone important wanted him free, hisliberator didn’t have to be one of the guys on my side, and
Cheran wanted to remain hidden. He didn’t know about the blended scan, didn’t know | could see him. |
decided to keep his presence quiet, but the scan wasn't helping my light-headedness, so | dropped the
skim and fdt marginaly better.

The FHames again blinked into sight overhead and spiraled back down. They passed through the shield
with spits of energy, to circle behind me, saving my vision but holding back. Which | didn’t likeat al.



A light illuminated the old church and the Ravens touched down in a back-to-back triangle, swords
drawn. Their mouths opened and it was clear they were shouting, though there was no sound. And they
didn’t see us. Interesting.

“Spesk of thedevil,” Eli muttered, hate in histone.

Up close, | could tell these were crack troops, holy beingswho lived to fight. They furled their wings
tight, asif they intended to stay. The Ravens searched the night with glowing eyes.

Sergphs with swords. A succubus queen. Larvae. Not good at al. We were one heartbeat from
judgment and deeth, a second heartbeat away from forcing the seraphsinto hest. | had seen that happen
when a seraph came upon a succubus. It hadn’t been pretty.

| shouted to the Ravens. They didn’'t look my way. | stepped toward them and smacked into the shield, a
barrier that brought me up short, a hot eectric charge Szzling up my arm. Thisshield was alot stronger
than the one the queen was behind.

Azazd was luring sergphs here. The whedls had brought my champards—Amethyst in arage, helping the
Dragon, or the whed s bringing me assistance? And it sent them through the shield. | had afeding that
was unusua, even for awhed. Whatever forces were working, it was Rupert’ s dream. | needed my
longsword, its prime amulet, and the femur bone.

Overhead, | caught sight of three more sergphs spiraling down, Zadkiel, Razidl, and Cheriour. But the
whedlswere nowherein sight. Glamoured? Gone?

My threatening cough was growing more ingstent, my breath harder to catch. | feared | had punctured a
lung and it wasfilling with blood. But | had abettle to fight. | could die later.

To the FHames, | composed aformd request, saying, “ Omegamage, | have been called. Omega mage,
0 beit. Y, | ask, not demand. | beg, not command. Will you help this battle?’

“Y ourssssto command,” they said, the words like the explosion of gases, the hum of eectricity, and the
ringing of heavy brass.

“The queen is protected by aconjure. Kill it,” | said. “Protect the other mage.”
“We cannot break the ssshhhield,” one said.

Despair filled me asthey spun dowly away in asnaking lineto hover over the queen’sshield. | followed
them. The queen was crouched beside a pile of broken stones and brick on the cracked, burned floor.
Rose was stretched out at her feet. | wasin no condition to fight the succubus one-on-one. | wasn'tin
condition to fight off a preschooler armed with atoy club. | reached out and touched the shidld. It
shocked meto my toesand | eased back.

Onimpulse, | stabbed into the shield with the FHlame-blessed tanto. The blade did in with agrinding
sound like meta on stones. Degp purple-black embers sparkled around the insertion point. | shoved
down on the blade, but it didn’t give. And now the tanto was stuck. Seraph stones. | couldn’t do
anything right. | braced afoot on the shield, ignoring the e ectric shocks through my boot and the agony
of my chest, and pulled. Slowly, with asound like rocksin atumbler, the blade did free, leaving athin
dice. The gtink of succubus wafted out.

| considered the small hole, and touched athrowing knife blade to the tanto. The touch created atiny
gpark, like aminuscule sun, startling me, bringing asmileto my face. With aflick of my wrigt, | threw the
knife at the queen. So fast | couldn’t follow, the knife pierced the shield with a pit of sound, fine cracks



shattering through the protective conjure at the impact point, centered around an elongated hole, like
glasshit by abullet. “Yes” | ydled, exultant.

Beyond, the blade quivered in the succubus' s lower abdomen. Its scream filtered through the two holes.
Eli threw afigintheair. “You didit!” Sometimesflying by the sest of my pants paid off.

The queen screeched, bouncing away from my twin, besting around the wound in pain. It was a horrid
vision, the human-looking woman beating hersdlf, aknife sticking from her. Black blood trickled out
around the blade. | hardened mysdlf to theimage as atiny blaze of hopeignited in my chest. If the
Dragon stayed gonewe might...

If. I knew better than to think Murphy’s Law would keep its ugly paws off. Y et, the Flames formed into
two arrows. Both shot forward, through the small holes, hitting the succubus at the wound site and
disappearing insde. Eli cheered again and the other champards gathered close, Lucas a my back. Within
the shield, Rose looked around, asif trying to find the source of the screeching. Her head bobbed on her
neck like abloom on abroken stem, drunken, and she seemed to fall adeep before she ever found me
beyond the shield. She lay on the floor of the church as Jane danced around her, kicking her oncein her

pan.
| had to figure out how to get me through the shield. | touched another blade to the tanto, thistime

prepared for the spark, squinting my eyes. | threw it. Off balance from the pain of my ribs, my aim not
sure, it diced through the protective barrier and diced the queen beneath the arm, to skitter away.

Cheran appeared beside me. “We need to work on your am.” My champards flinched, wegpons ready.
Cheran held out six blades, wordlesdy asking permission to touch the tanto.

“You try it with broken ribs,” | said, breathless. | waved off the champards and offered the Flame blade.
He touched them to my weapon, making sparks each time. Faster than | could see, he threw them. All
sx struck the queen, five penetrating joints, one piercing over her heart. If the beast had aheart. Her
screamsrose in pitch, tinny through the broken shield. Black smoke came from her wounds. Her flesh
began to darken. In her rage, she kicked Rose hard, in theribs. My twin twitched on the floor, retching.
My vision darkened in rage, but there was nothing | could do. The pain in my own side stabbed hard,
geding my bresath.

“What' sthe plan?’ Cheran asked, patting his pockets, pulling more blades.

“Last timethere was afight, you ran away,” | said, sounding puny and hating it. | offered the tanto again,
and he touched three small, padm-sized blades to the Hame.

“That waslast time. Let’sjust say | had some bad advice,” Cheran said, face tight. He dapped ametal
amulet into my pocket. My pain level dropped dramaticaly. “ That should help with the broken ribs. Y ou
bresthing okay?”

“No,” | said, trying unsuccessfully for aclean, deep bresth. “I’m not.” His conjure was alot more
powerful than mine. Maybe | should have let him teach me. Then again, thinking about his poisons,
maybe not.

“Cough?Hemo or pneumo-thorax?’

| was pretty sure hewas asking meif | had blood or air in my lungs. “Fighting it, and maybe.” | didn’t
know if Cheran was regretting not fighting before or rebelling againgt orders not to fight now, but it didn’t
matter. | gestured with the tanto to the descending seraphs. “ Soon asthe last one lands, | figure the
conjure containing the scentswill be disrupted and the succubi will drive the sergphsinsane. Rupert had a



prediction, apartially prophetic dream abouit this. It didn’'t end well,” | said.
“Patidly?

“Yeah. | gave away the sword that was part of the dream.” | looked again at Rose. She was on her side,
facing away from me. | hoped she was unconscious.

“Dang, woman,” Eli said from the Sde, checking his flamethrower and handguns, shadows making arcs
on the sonewall behind him. “You'retdlin’ an awful lot to achicken-ass stranger.” Cheranignored him
and Eli shook his head. “Not much fud left. Only a couple extraclips of our specid ammo. | can't usea
sword worth spit. And even over the conjure that’ s keeping down the stink, | smell spawn.”

Twice, | too had scented devil-spawn. | looked at the Ravens. The winged warriors had spread out,
moving bent-kneed in widening arcs, sniffing the air. Something was getting through to them. “Think you
can piercethat shield?’ | asked Cheran, offering the tanto for blessing again. Hetried, but the throwing
knife bounced away and spun into the night. Cheran shrugged.

The seraphs overhead were gtill descending, but their flight was measured. They seemed to be moving
through aveil of black-light sparkles, in dow motion. The Dragon was dowing them. That was probably
another of the thingsit wasn’t supposed to be able to do, like transmogrify and take abath in theriver of
time. If Azazdl could manipulate seraphsin flight, then he could do amost anything. We were so toast.

We could be here amonth, aday, or an hour. Maybe our air would hold out beneath the conjures.
Maybe wewould al die of suffocation. Maybe we could roast a couple of succubus snailsfor dinner.
Chuckling at my own morbid whimsy, | pulled a bottle of water from alow pocket on my cloak and
drank while | had the chance. Besde me, Eli did the same.

| figured Azazd was off somewhere, sometime, hedling hiswounds, so he could fight hislittle war hedlthy.
It looked like the Dark Prince had planned for al contingencies, even his own wounding. | screwed the
top back on and tucked the bottleinto my cloak.

“Cheran, can you till kill spawn at adistance, burning them the way you did before?’
“Oh yeah. Of course | could do it better if you gave me back my anklet.”
“Not gonna happen, mage boy,” Eli said for me.

“I figured.” The mage flipped two knives, bladesflashing in thelight of theillumination amulets. He caught
them deftly, acocky grin reshaping hisface. “We need weapons, Consulate Genera.”

“No shit,” Eli sad.

| had pulled the longsword when | landed against thewall, and Azazel had thrown the femur. | checked
the position of the succubus, armsflailing at the FHlames, the form of Jane shrieking like afishwife. My
sster lay nearby on the church’s burned, scarred floor, till breathing, but drugged or unconscious. Blood
coated Rose' s neck where the queen had fed.

| couldn’t tell if my twin still had her amulets. Rose was an earth mage, like the new acting priestess of
Enclave. She needed something dlive, or once dive, to cast aconjure. Or an amulet made of something
that lived or once lived. | had afew thoughts about that, but anything | could figure out had to be a
last-ditch effort to destroy the Dragon because they were drastic measures and we were dl going to go

blooey. A bloody messy way to die.
| walked, mostly upright, to the spot where | had first landed. A dim glow showed me my longsword,



deep under the muck of dime. “Ducky,” | said, and plunged my hand into the glop. | pulled the sword
free and, wishing for wash water, cleaned it off on my cloak.

“Y ou might think that dimewould be acidic,” Cheran said conversationdly.
Eli, who had moved with us, said, “ Y ou’' d think.”
“Eli, areyou guarding me?’ | asked.

“Just followin orders, ma am.” Herested his hands, fingers hanging loosdly, on his gun butts. “Y our heed
champard suggested it might be wise.”

“Mmmm.” It wasn't much of aresponse but it wasdl | had. “ Cheran, you want to help? Open up your
mage-sight and look around. Y ou see abig bone? A femur bone of a seraph.”

“Y ou mean like thisone?’ Hetoed the tip of the bone with hisfoot. He had been standing on it, and no
way did | think he hadn’t known. Best bet, he had spotted it in mage-sight and was planning on claiming
it for himsalf, though hisface looked bland and innocent.

| pushed him away and fished Barak’ s bone from between two rocks. It till retained alavender glow
from the snake-whedls. | now had my swords, one Flame-blessed, one with my bloodstone prime
amulet, and aseraph bone given in sacrifice; | il had the Dragon’ slink; and my pain was receding. With
aflash of thought, | felt around in my dobok for the crass, not finding it. Benesth a particularly deep glop
of muck, | spotted it. | cleaned the crossinthewan light. “Yeah,” | said softly. “Okay.” | wasready to
get my sster back from a succubus bitch.

“Audric,” | called, now able to shout. When the big man looked up | said, “Remember that errand | sent
you on? Do you dill have them with you?’

“Yes, migtrend. | do.”
Ignoring the forma word, | said, “I’ d like them now, please.”

Audric came forward and knelt at my feet. Shock flashed through me. | was about to order him to get up
when | redized he was on the ground so he could open a canvas satchdl.

| swallowed back the command. Sergph stones. Can | be any more stupid? Audric knelt at my feet to
swear fedty, not asamatter of habit. He might knedl for meif he screwed up and drew my blood while
practicing. Or not. Audric flipped back the top of the satchel.

Inside were stones that |ooked like black opalsto my human sight, but when viewed with mage-sight,
appeared as Dark and Light in one conjure. Thin, blue, wirdike strands of Light overlaid and enwrapped
the Dark amulet-bombs.

Audric said, “Things are going to get interesting shortly.” Eli snorted at Audric’' sword choice, but the big
half-breed went on. “ Throw these, or use them asland mines?’

| considered the playing field and the number of the opals. Someone could lose a hand throwing them.
“Set them up asmines.” Audric nodded his approval.

| experimented with adeep breath. My lungs ached and creaked like rubber folded over and rubbing
againg itsdf. Therib bones were sharp and grinding, but Cheran’s handy-dandy amulet was working. |
swung my blades, the motion painful but not debilitating. | checked the position of my wegponsand
tucked the femur into my belt, the crosslooped through besideit.



The Waldroup brothers shuffled closer, exhaugtion clear in their postures. Ernest touched the shield
separating us from the Ravens and jerked back when it shocked him. “ One question,” Shamus said,
blinking into the night, steadying his brother when the old man wavered on hisfest. “Why didn’t the
Dragon attack usin smal groups? Why do dl this?’

“I think it wants the flying wonders to mate with the succubus queen,” Eli said indisgust. “1 think it set this
up so seraphswill in, so they’ll be forced to join the Dark against the Host. That Find Battle humans
fought ahundred years ago? It ain't over. That’ swhat | think.”

“They been taking a breather for ahundred years?’ Shamus asked me, incredulous.

| looked up, shrugging. The seraphs had tilted and tucked their wingsto land. The Ravens seemed to see
them for the first time, their motions dowing to match the diminished speed of the descending three, asif
caught in thetime change. “1 agreewith Eli,” | said.

“And your twin?’

“I’m going after her. Forcas and the Dragon took her and kept her dive for some reason. We get her
back and we mess up some part of the plan.”

“We need to be fighting before the seraphs land,” Cheran said. At Eli’ sblank look he said, “Mage-heat.
I’m dready feding it, thanks to our winged friend here. It's going to get worse when the conjure that’s
keeping the smells down is cancel ed and the sergphs and you humans smdll the succubus and larvee. It's
going to be amating orgy in the middle of abloodbath. If we refighting, Thorn and | won't be affected
and we can stop it.” After adight pause he added, “Maybe.”

| didn’t trust Cheran any morethan | could throw him, uphill, over my shoulder. But hewasright. Pulling
three amulets off of my necklace, | said, “We need to get through the queen’ s shield. | have anticonjure
amulets, which may work now that it’s damaged, but they kind of explode.” | wasjust glad they hadn’t
gone off when | pressed them into the shield. How stupid could | get?

Eli laughed. “More than just kinda explode. They’ Il rock your world.” He raised hisvoice. “Down,
everybody. Thorn’sgoing insde.”

Chapter 22

M y champards ringed me. Audric said, “Land mines arein place around the dais and the outer
perimeter. | marked apathway if we need to regroup. Champards, to arms.”

| hadn’t thought about a place to regroup but it was adandy idea. | squatted behind alow pile of roof
rubble, and steadied myself with ahand. Beneath my palm, beneath alayer of ash, | felt thin date dabs,
roof tiles, burned and falenin. | turned one over, looking at it in mage-sight.

| couldn’t use stone for conjuring if it had been open to the elements, and had unconscioudy disregarded
the stone of the old church, whose inside and outside walls were exposed and damaged by the Dark. But
the church had been burned, then protected from the elements under a conjure. The rocksin this pile had
gotten so hot, they’ d burned free of wind and rain contaminants, and the shields had kept them that way.
They were dimefree. | looked around, reconsidering. There was plenty of stone and some of it glowed
with pure cregtion energies. | bet Azazel hadn’t thought about that. And when it dropped its conjures
from the church, al the stone was going to be available to me.

| also once used the contaminated Trine. | banished the thought. No. Not again.



Feeling abit more secure, | aimed at the damaged shield, tossed an anticonjure, and covered my head.
The concussion threw meto my hip, and | rolled, catching mysdlf on closed figts. | pushed up in the same
instant, pulled swords, and raced toward the succubus, toward Jane Hilton. | opened with the dolphin,
nicking itsthighs and forcing it away from Rose, who rolled her head groggily. | cut Jane deeply.
Screaming, she—no, it—began to bleed.

A conjure sparkled over and sheraised her arms defensively, begging, “ Stop! Stop!”

Human blood gushed and splattered. Human blood drenched Jan€e' s pink dress. Pink! Shock roiled
through me and | moved back, lowering my blades. Thiswasn't the succubus! | waskilling a human.
Sergph stones. | had attacked a human....

The scent of succubusrose dl around and | heard Thadd groan with want. Thadd who had the seraph
stone, but who couldn’t fight because of hiswing. If he was having mage-hest difficulty, the sergphswere
in deep trouble. Audric urged him to fight, to stimulate battle-lust.

Eli danced up beside me and hit Jane with ablast of the holy oil he used in his gun. The scent of
eucalyptus and conifersfilled the air, mixing with succubus scent and her pitiful screams. When shewas
drenched, oil and blood mixing, he reset his wegpon and said, “ Throw one-athem exploding things at
her. Let’s see what she' s got under that skin.”

| started to argue, but hefired again. Thistime aflame shot out, hitting Lucas’ lady lovein her bleeding
chest. The scream that followed was nothing like human; it cleared the conjure from my head. | tossed
another anticonjureinto the midst of the inferno. Jane exploded.

Or rather, the glamour of Jane exploded away and the queen rose up from the center of her, burning and
raging, dl clawsand teeth. “There sheis,” Eli sang out, laughing, flamethrower to the sde. “Miss
Americal”

The fear staying my hand, thefear of killing ahuman, was stripped away with the sght of the queen as
her Big Bad Ugly sdlf. Walking-stick blade held to the Side, perpendicular to the ground, tanto low, a my
thigh, | attacked. | cut, letting the weight of the longsword do the work. Flames zipped through the
wounds, burning, leaving hideous gaping holes. The reek of succubus gagged me and | forced down the
sour taste. | cut and cut, splattered by acidic blood, not human blood. Foul Darkness. My champards
fought a my side, even Thadd, hounded into action by Audric.

Tomy right, | heard the prayers of the elders begin, “1 will love thee, O LORD, my strength. The LORD
ismy rock, and my fortress, and my deliverer; my God, my strength, in whom | will trust; my buckler,
and the horn of my savation, and my high tower....”

Shocked, | danced back. They were quoting the Eighteenth Psalm, one | had particular fondnessfor, as
it claimed victory over Darkness and called the Most High arock. It was a psalm for stone mages, a
specific and ditinct sign of approval and support. | saluted them with the tanto and returned to the attack
inthe ugly forms of the crab. The sounds of battle were bright in the night. Battle-lust began to risein me,
my heart pounding, wounds forgotten.

Anicy wind blew, circling through the broken walls and through the arched windows. The winter air was
frigid, freezing the dime and blood pooled on the broken, burned floor into a dushy mess. Footing was
precarious. Nearby, the seraphs were inches from the church floor.

| swung backhanded with the longsword and caught the blade in the queen’ s shoulder joint, jarring meto
the spine, ripping me from battle-lust. | yanked to freeit. The succubus clawed me, catching my chest
and ripping asde the battle cloak, scoring my skin benegth inits claws. Three knives landed with hard



thunksin the beast, digtracting it from me.

| wished the champards had saved the big-ass gun. We could use it about now. | gave afina hard
wrench. | fet asngp and | fell back, taking the hilt with me.

Beyond it, there was athree-inch length of steel and a cleanly broken blade. Shock and aarm shuddered
through me, trailed by the pain of loss. | loved that sword.

| tucked the amuleted hilt into my dobok and pulled the kris, now holding only short blades. This
wouldn't do. | resheathed it and lifted out the war ax, diding my hand through the loop at the base before
gripping the handle. Its head was smdler than ahuman’ swar ax, but with awider flange at the cutting
edge. | swung, finding itsbalance. | didn’t likeit. Not a al. Likel had a choice.

Tanto in one hand, ax in the other, | leaped back to the fighting. Rupert moved in on one side of me,
watching mewith tight eyes, fighting with his named blade. He knew where we were. He had recognized
his desth dream. “I won't,” | said to him. “No matter what. | refuse.”

The elderswere chanting verse six: “...and my cry came before him, even into his ears. Then the earth
shook and trembled; the foundations also of the hills moved and were shaken, because he was wroth.”

The earth beneath our feet began to tremble. “Crap,” Eli said, appearing a my ebow. “The big bad mojo
isback.”

“Thorn?’ Rose said. Beneeth the conjure of the Apache Tear, her mind touched mine, satic-filled visons
of horror, things she had seen. Things that had been doneto her. | fatered.

Rupert, asif he knew what had happened, shouldered me back. “We ve got it here. Take care of the
grl”

| sheathed my blade and secured the ax, knedling at Rose' sside. | gathered her up, easing her from the
cold church floor to adab of blackened wood in the corner, under a patch of the roof that was protected
from thewind. She was cold, shivering, and | pulled off my battle cloak, wrapping it around her. Rose
was little more than skin and bones. Azazel and his minions may have kept her dive, but they hadn't fed
her much. She wasfilthy, her hair inloose clumps, bald scalp benegth, her clothes rotted.

“Y ou can be near me?’ Rose whispered. “Without going crazy?”’
“Yes.” | tapped the Apache Tear hanging around my neck. “A conjure to keep my mind separate.”

Rose' sfingers brushed the Tear, and her touch overrode the conjure. | glimpsed adark place, acave,
and a seraph face close above hers, aface | had seen before—Forcas, in his glamoured state. Too close.
Too intimate. She shivered again and forced the vision away as she focused on me. We hadn’t been
together in ten years, since | was spirited away from Enclave for my own sanity’ s sake. We shared a
moment of gladness, aburst of joy and relief that I—we—félt to our toes. Rose laughed softly and the
laughter brought on acoughing spell.

| showed her where in the cloak pockets | kept bottled water, and opened one for her. “Y ou haven't
egteninawhile” | said. “Takeit dow.”

Shetook three sips, her throat working asif it hurt to drink. “How many weeks have | been gone?’ she
asked. At my blank look, she said, “I was taken on Monday the twelfth. What day isit? How long have |
been prisoner?’

“Rose,” | breathed. “Rose, you' ve been gone four years.”



She held the bottle away in horror, her eyes, so like my own, wide. “ Four years?’ she whispered. She
shook her head. Her gazed tightened on my cheek scars and my remade throat, glowing whitein the
night. She reached out and touched them, her fingertips cold as death.

“Yes” | said, my throat clogging.

Beneath the conjure that kept us separate and me sane, | felt her mind asiit tried to grasp the concept.
Her thoughts were muddy, digointed, her pulse faster than my own and thready. “ Did it find you?’ she
asked, her tonefull of shame.

“Hnd me?’
“Forcas. It was looking for you. | never told it where you were. | swear.”

| knew what the Darkness had doneto her. | could seeit in her mind. And if Forcas had been standing
before me | would have killed it dead with my bare figts.

Rose stroked my jaw. “I1t'sokay, Thorny. It'sokay. | didn’t get pregnant and beer alitter of ...things.
There was enough earth and life nearby for meto draw on to keep it away after that onetime. | survived
it. And I'll kegp on surviving it.”

“Why did it want us?’ | asked, an answer | had waited for, for what seemed like forever.

“It said we had aweapon that could burn its master unto death. A great Prince of Darkness.”
“Azaz?’ | whispered, truncating the name so it would not be atrue caling and bring the beast here.
“Yes” she breathed, her mind clearing more with the name.

“And if we could kill Azaz, then we could be used to kill seraphs of the Most High.” | looked at my twin,
pulled off aglove, and brushed away dried blood from her chin. She swallowed painfully and touched her
neck where punctures still dribbled blood. “We could be aweapon to use againg the High Hogt, if he
could convert us.” Rose closed her eyes and turned away. | wondered how close she had cometo
breaking. How close she dtill was.

“Azazisfreg” | said, stroking her arm when she cringed. “ And the only thing | learned about awegpon
was about us. | think that we, together, are supposed to be the wegpon.”

The elders had reached the tenth verse and were speaking of God. Their sonorous voicesincanted, “And
he rode upon a cherub, and did fly: yea, he did fly upon the wings of thewind.”

Asif it had been caled—which it had, called by scripture—the sky brightened, throwing alavender
brilliance into the church. Overheed, the wheels hovered, rotating like a gyroscope on its side, whirring
softly. Over the gunwale leaned the cherub, her lion face staring down. | didn’t think it an accident that
the cherub chose to watch us with the mien of aman-eater.

Rose ducked her head, shading her eyes, her mouth parted. “What isthat?’
“It' sacherub,” | sad, pulling on my battle glove. “And she' s pretty pissed off at me.”
“Thorn,” she chided.

| chuckled. My twin would scold mefor coarse language, even during a battle. “ Rosie, that weapon
Forcaswaslooking for?1 think it'sus. Mind to mind. And joined to seraphs.”



Her lips parted, startled, making her look like ababy bird, hungry. “Oh,” she said.

“| did it once, joined to aseraph’s mind. Not itsbody,” | said, reading her thoughts, “just itsmind. And
wewere...” | took abreath at the remembered power. “We were dmost invincible.”

“Theoreticaly it's possible. In school—’

A concussive force threw us across the rubble. | rolled over Rosie, protecting her with my body, tucking
her into a crevice of debris. Shaken, | spun on aknee to see that the seraphs had touched down. The
conjures holding back time had blasted away. Azazd stood in the midst of the stunned sergphs. Hewas
glowing with might, with intense sergphic power, shining with agua-and peach-toned energies, asmall sun
of power. His sunrise-tinted wings haf lifted, taut for battle, his eyes bright with aqualight and black
sparks of might. He was dressed in battle armor—overlgpping discs of agualight, fine as scales. So
much for any wound | had given him.

The six sergphs, dull by comparison to the sparkling Dark, attacked. Instantly Azazel threw lightning,
blasting against the sergph shields and the walls of the church. The sound of battle was so loud it beat
againgt my eardrums, aphysical sensation.

Rose quivered, ddight and horror on her face. “ Seraphs. They' re fighting each other. The EIH wereright
al dong?’ she asked, confusion growing.

| gripped her chin and jerked her gaze to me. “I don’t know. But the beautiful one? That’sa Dragon. A
Darkness. Not a seraph.”

“Forcas Lord,” shewhispered, understanding. Hel pless tears pooled in her eyes, spilling down her
cheeks, washing clean trail s through the accumulated filth. | pushed her behind apile of rubble, burned
pews and stained glass from the church windows, and stone from the walls. Stone | could use. Wood
Rose could use. | placed a spar in her hand, turning her face to me, away from the battle. “Rose,” |
shouted over the screams and the sound of thunder, “you can fight. Y ou’ re a gifted and well-trained
mage. You canfight.”

Her fingers clamped down on the wood, her eyesraking the pile of rubble. In an achingly familiar gesture,
she dashed away the tearswith awrist. Shetook acalming breath, and | could hear her mind settle with
the childhood chant, “ Stone and fire, water and air, blood and kin prevail. Wings and shield, dagger and
sword, blood and kin prevail.”

My mind cleared with hers and, remembering the Apache Tear, | pressed it close. | loved my sigter, but
it was hard to think with her in my thoughts.

“Yes itis” shesad. And | chuckled again.

The elderswere chanting, “Y ea, he sent out his arrows, and scattered them; and he shot out lightnings,
and discomfited them.” From the elders emanated strange energies, the power of spiritual warfare. Not
human, mage, or sergph. Something ese entirely. The men were knedling, facing alarge shadow &t the
front of the church. The inner walls had burned away, revealing that a cross had once hung there. Now it
was a cross-shaped scar on the stone.

Rose sat up and began to inspect the wood pile, her gaze intent, her skeletd fingers touching this piece of
wood then that, pulling some to her, smply noting the positions of others. | stood and drew my ax,
standing between her and Azazdl, searching out my friends.

Chapter 23



T wo champards were hacking at the succubus. The beast was on the floor of the old church, bleeding
into apool. Rupert was using his bastard sword to behead it. The others had raced for cover when the
sergphs attacked, and | found them safe behind rubble, in a semicircle between me and the fight taking
place.

Over us, Amethyst stared down at the fight, hate for me on her feline face. Swords flashing, the seraphs
hemmed Azazdl, lightning bursting from their hands, the energies shattering long before they harmed him.
Their own shiddstook the brunt of dark lightning, bolts of black-light flashing into the air to strike at
them. One Raven took a hit and fell, screaming, burning, to the church floor.

In mage-sight, | saw a conjure take shape. The flames on the burning Raven went out. Cheran ducked
from cover to pull the seraph to safety. Nifty usefor the fire-snuffing incantation | hadn’t bothered to
learn. A second Raven fell. And so did Zadkid, in agout of flamethat lit the church, rising in the night
with his screams. Amethyst shrieked with him, ahowl of grief.

In slhouette, | saw my champards shield their faces. The edersfdl to the ground and scrambled for
cover. Theflames snuffed quickly, but | could see that the Raven and Zadkid, the right hand of Michael
the ArchSeraph, were badly wounded. Battle-lust shot through mein aburst of adrenaline and fear. We
had to drain the Dragon. | needed the wheels.

Lights appeared in thewheels' eyesat the front bow, near the golden navcone. Amethyst had fired up
her wegpons. She was going to help us! Triumph filled me and | stood, ax and tanto held in the air, my
eyesfull of tears. A single laserlike beam fired, a pencil-thin lavender light. It struck the beast. Azazdl
cringed, hisfingers shifting asif to strengthen ashield. “Yed” | shouted.

Amethys stared down at me, raging, “No! Thewhedsaremine! Y ou have no right!”

| lowered my wegpons. She thought | had done that?“Not me,” | shouted back. Guessing, | yelled, “The
wheelsthemsdlves! Do they act done?’

Her human face turned to mein shock and disbdlief. She brought down afist on the sde of the whedls,
anger so strong the ship jolted. The weapon stopped firing. The whedls' eyes closed. The gyroscopic
rotors dowed. She had powered down her ship.

“Ask them!” | screamed. Amethyst glared at me, her demi-wings fluttering.

Desperate, | turned back to thefight. Azazel had afeatherless score aong one wing where the beam had
hit, but no other sign of injury.

It looked bad, now three to one. Raziel had been burned by a glancing bolt of black energies. Hisbattle
armor on one side and one wing were scorched, the smell of burned feathersfoul on the air. The third
Raven knelt in apool of blood. Cheriour was bleeding, one arm gone, amputated at the elbow, his teal
plumage splattered with his own gore. The Dragon looked just dandy. We were going to lose thisfight
unless we could do something.

“Audric?’ | shouted, potting him kicking something, sending it flying. Jane' s heed.
Hewhirled to me and screamed, “To war!” Bloodlust sparked through melike lightning.

My champards raced in, firing weapons and cutting at Azazel. | followed at the seraph’s sSide, weapons
rased, thewar ax whirling dowly. The Dragon laughed and took a single sweep with onewing. An arc of
black energy sent usdl flying. I caught the backlash and hit the floor, skidding, bowling into apile of
debris. Something jabbed me hard, dicing through my new dobok, and | pulled out along diver of wood



tipped with my blood.

My ribs grated as | sat up, trying to find my breath through the pain. 1 smelled human blood, fresh and
deadly. Dread filled me. They would die. All of them. Because of me.

| crawled across the heap of broken pewsto Rose. “Do you have your prime or your visa?’ | asked her.

“No. But I havethis.” She held a cross she had formed from abit of wire and two long splinters of
ancient wood. We had been raised Christian. Rose had never wandered from the faith as| had. For her,
the crosswas anicon of great power. “| just havetofill it.”

The seraphs dashed in, wings sweeping. Thunder rocked the floor benesth my feet. Champards
followed, moving asateam, holy oil, smoke, and ozone adding to the sensory miasma. But they were
two short. Dread filled me. | swept the church with my eyes, spotting them in a shadow just as Audric
shouted, “Thorn! Rupert’ shurt.”

“Rupert,” | whigpered. His dream. His damn dream.
“Takemeto Thorn,” Rupert said, hisvoice bardly heard over thefighting.

Audric shouldered him, carrying him around the back wall of the church, asfar from the battle ashe
could get, weaving through the detritus. | smelled bowe and blood. A lot of it.

Audric settled beside Rose and me, easing Rupert to the floor between us. An avulsion separated his
entireleft Sde, adab of tissue hanging out. | saw intestines and something that had to be hisliver. Rupert
was nearly gone.

| fel to my knees. Hands shaking, | ripped off every heding amulet | had, mine and Cheran’'s, and
dumped them into hiswound. Gloves blood-dicked, | tried to force the huge dab of flesh back in place,
trying to close the wound. | heard a shaky litany, “No, no, no, no, no, no”—my own voice, shocked and
breathless. | held up the tanto, but the flame sizzled and | knew it hadn’t enough power to hedl the fearful
wound.

There waslittle bleeding; most had bled out. Audric was drenched in Rupert’ sblood. More spread in a
smdl pool a my knees.

Rupert was dying. Unless...Unless | could get astasis shidld, the shields that can keep ahuman divelong
enough to be hedled. Razid had given oneto Cianain the pin shewore.

“Razid,” | shouted, risng. “Tomel” My sergph met my eyes, hisaight with the joy of war. He saw Rose
a my sde and his eyeswidened. He touched Cheriour and started to us.

Azazd swept once with hisleft wing, along arc. The energies of aconjurefell away like black dust. The
amdl hit them. The scent of succubus. Everything went ill.

Sowly, Zadkie raised his burned head. The seared Ravens scrabbled, trying to rise, rattling charred
arms and wing bones, metatarsalslike long sticks againgt the floor. Razidl turned from me, hunger on his
face. Anicy wind blew straight down into the church, whipping the scent of succubus high.

Azaze chuckled, the sound like gongs and bells, angelic. Horrific.
“No. No!” | screamed.

To one dde, the lagt Raven standing began to pant, his eyes bulging, hishandstearing at his clothes. An



aqualight washed over him, awave of bright mist that coated al the sergphs. Razid stepped away from
measif | nolonger existed.

“No,” | gasped, whipping my eyesto Rupert. His mouth opened, trying for breath, but only awhisper of
air passed.

Thevisa, slent for so long, informed me what was happening. The sergphs are losing their heavenly
bodies, not in transmogrification, but in abaser trangfiguration. They acquire sublunary bodies, just asdid
the fallen Watchers when they joined with the daughters of men.

Sublunary bodies meant they were stripping themselves of power. “How do | stop it?’ | asked. But the
visahad no comment. “Answer mel” | shouted to it, my mouth dry, my skin hot with fear. In the nave,
explosions went off, the small land mines planted by Audric triggered by converging snails. | covered my
face againgt shrapnel, deafened by the sound.

The elders had started over on the psalm. They reached averse that said, “He brought me forth so into
alarge place; he delivered me, because he ddighted in me.”

God. They weretaking about God the Victorious. About hiswillingnessto deliver humans out of the
hand of death. About his care and love. The love of God. The same God who was dlowing thisto

happen.

Fury rose up in me, hotter than magma, the fury of yearslogt, of liveslogt. | rose sraight and shouted at
the sky, “You clamyou care! If you love, if you loveat dl, then fix Rupert! Fix him!” | raised the tanto
and screamed at the sky, “Fix him!”

A hand brushed my boot. “Too late,” Rupert whispered, hisvoice rustling like paper. “Use me. Like
Mole Man. To bind the Dragon. The dream. The pink quartz sword,” he coughed, blood bubbling up his
throat. He was drowning in his own blood. Hisimage wavered in my tears, hisenergies suttering in
mage-sght likeaflickering candle,

“Wewill not sacrifice you,” Audric said fiercdly. He shifted Rupert more upright, so he could inhde, and
Rupert made an awful sound, wet and thick and tortured. “Help him,” he demanded of me.

“He sdying,” Rose said, her voice dreamy, her eyes on the wound.

| fet al the blood drain from my limbs. Rose. She was an earth mage. The rarest, most generous, the
best of healers. And, if not controlled, the most deedly of &l mages. Earth mages could heal from the
brink of death. And they could stedl the life of another for the power it gave them. | remembered the
prophecy at our birth. A Rose by any Other Namewill till draw Blood. The prophecy that claimed Rose
and | together would become aweapon. Or perhaps, if | let her use me, akiller.

A killer, likein Rupert’ sdream. The sword tipped with apink quartz nugget wasn't Rupert’ s prophesized
murderer. Rose was. Rose, who had aways been associated in my mind with rose quartz. | should have
figured it out. | should have understood.

“I could have saved him if | had drawn power. But it'stoo late. HE's...amost...” She smiled, breathing
in hisscent in amind-skim, and finished, “...lost.”

“Takeme,” Rupert said, hisvoiceabreath. “Use me.” Helifted afinger asif to reach for her, apleain his
eyes.

Rose inched acrosstheicy floor and took his hand. “Asyou will, so moteit be,” she said. Rupert took a
breath, wet and sucking, his mouth working. Agond. Dying. And Rose dipped the wooden cross she



held into hiswound.

“No.” Audric said, hisgrip tightening on hislover. But | could see the knowledge of death in Audric's
face, adesperate pain.

“No,” | repeated. But | was paralyzed. Watching.

Shrieks and pain-filled cries echoed off the stone church walls. Lightning threw the scene into sharp relief
and dark shadows. Rupert’ s blood glistened in ahuge pooal, reflecting the lightning. Thunder rumbled.

Power filled Rose fast, flowing from Rupert into the cross, into her hand, into her core. Her body began

to glow with mage energies. She threw back her head and laughed, a reckless sound, full of glee and joy
and power. Rupert’smouth fell dack. His pupilswidened. Hislife force being sucked away. On hislast

breath, he whispered, “Audric...”

My sgter laughed, the sound echoing off the church walls, joyous and blissful. Laughed as she killed my
best friend.

And Rupert died.
His spirit, hisenergy, filled Rose. And the cross became a wegpon.

With awordless cry, Audric fell across Rupert, fists bunched, his grief like ahot iron charring into my
heart.

Rupert was gone. My tearsfell, ignored, burning my face, dripping onto my dobok.

| looked up at the church, taking in the scene in adazed sweep. The Six seraphs werein the process of
transfiguration into something less than seraphic. Light blasted from their eyes and from between their
joints as power |eft them to swirl around Azazd in arainbow hue of force. Their armor disappeared,
leaving them clothed only in sharp, mottled energy patterns, not human energy patterns, not sergphic.
Something between. In defiance of the edicts of the Most High, they were becoming the lesser, sublunary
beings that were Watchers. Cursed.

Around us, the succubus larvae had abandoned the walls and were crawling closer. White pupae, the
bloodless color of Rupert’s skin, hundreds of them. Another touched aland mine and exploded. | was so
shaken, | didn’'t even cringe.

Above us, Amethyst was screaming, awail of horror. But shewasn't fighting. She doesn’t know how,
the visainformed me, the menta voice didactic and unemotiond. In battle, a cherub depends upon her
sergph-mate to direct the energy and wegpons of her whedls. They are true mates, joined mentaly and
gpiritualy, much less powerful when separate.

Zadkiel wasn't fused mind to mind with Amethyst. He had broken their merge. | sobbed, the sound
desperate, frantic, full of the hoarse tones of fury and failure and wild grief.

Lucas was holding back Thadd, who was ripping off his clothes, shrieking to be let go, needing to mate,
caught in rut like an anima. But he had been fighting. He had the seraph stone. Or....I put my hand on the
pocket he had touched eons earlier. The seraph stone rested there, warm againgt my skin. He had given
it back to me. So that if something attacked uswith the rut, | would be spared. Stupid kylen. All my
champards were giving up so much. Were giving up too much. For me.

Cheran was standing, his entire body quivering. | could read his need at adistance, his mind filled with
desire, stimulated by the seraphs. When Azazd dropped the conjure, it had alowed al the scentsto



merge. Cheran turned, hisfacefilled with lust, and focused on Rose and me. There was danger in his
need. | didn’t want to haveto kill him.

| looked at my twin, glowing and powerful, full of the force of life and death. | touched the pink quartz
amulet carved into arosethat | carried on my necklace and jerked my fingers away when it burned.

From the pouchlike folds of my dobok, I pulled the spur of binding, the spur that could be used to make
me adaveto Darkness. It had been apart of Darkness, part of a dragonet. It was composed of life, a
tool for an earth mage. My cloak, lying forgotten in atorn and bloody hesp at Rose' s feet, was plattered
with Azazdl’ sblood and the dime of succubuslarvae. | bent and wiped the spur acrossit, then smeared it
into the pool of Rupert’sblood a my feet.

“Canyou usethis?’ | asked her.

Rose, bright with the energies of sacrifice, took the spur and stood, bracing her feet, the crossin one
hand, the spur in the other. She whispered to me, leashed power in her voice, her eyes shining of the
might of degth, “ Are we the wegpon? The two of ustogether?’

“Yes” | said, my voice low, clogged with tears. Hating it. Hating it dl. “We are.”
“No,” Audric said.

“Y ou want his desth to be for nothing?’ Rose asked, her voice fierce. She threw back her head, glowing
with death. “1 have Rupert’ slifeforcewithin me. | hold his spirit, if not hisvery soul. He wanted this. He
wanted his degth to mean something.” Her face took on ady cant. “Would you take that away from him
before hefindsthe Light? Would you waste his death, waste hislife?”

Audric looked at the body of his partner for along moment. With adow hand he reached out, hesitated,
hisfingers ahairsbreadth from Rupert’ sface. | heard hisbreath hitch in his chest. | bent and placed my
fingersover his. Together, we closed Rupert’ seyes. | sensed Audric’'s mouth moving, hiswords silent,
thewarrior’ s prayer for the dying. My tearsfell on Rupert’ s ashen face, mixing with the blood and gore
there. And | knew what | had to do.

“Burnthelarvag” | whispered to Rose. “All of them.”
“Asthey die, their energieswill fill me” shesaid. “I can't protect you.”

“Don’t worry about me,” | said. | reached out with my mind, with my hate, and touched the pile of stone
near me. | had never lifted anything so massive, but | understood the physics of gravity and mass and my
mind did the equationswith an ease |’ d never experienced before. Without aqualm, | summoned the
purple snake. It dithered from benesth a pile of charred stone, asif it had been waiting for the call. It
coiled around itsdf, hissing with glee and warning. | put my hand on the snake and spoke asingle word.
“Rise” | fet the snake tense, taking weight and massinto itself, aswe lifted the pile of stone. It was so
easy. Sosmple,

The stonerose. Holding it five feet off the floor, | shouted, “Get under here!” When they weredl in
place, Rupert’s body pulled into the very center, cradled in Audric'sarms, Lucas holding his brother’s
hand, Thadd and Cheran fighting, held down by Eli and Jasper and the elders, | opened a protective
shield around the champards and e ders, pulling the power to maintain it from the snake. Overhead,
Amethyst shrieked asif she were dying. Her ship—my ship—had powered back up.

“Hurry,” Rose said, dill stlanding outside the levitating stone. She laughed and closed her eyes. Ingtantly,
heet gathered around her body in atube of power, aring of might, like a prime amulet, but large enough



to encircle her. Her own shield, powered by Rupert’ s death force.

My heart cold as stone, | glanced at the scene taking place on the church floor, the powerful Azazd, the
changing seraphs. | focused on the snake, gazing into its myriad dark purple eyes, dl watching me
adoringly. The snake sbody and tail rippled, forming a perfect ring around me, and power surged
through it, acharmed circle. If I’d not been dead inside, | might have laughed. | eased my hand away
from the levitating stone.

The seraphs would destroy me after | saved them, and would attempt to kill al under my protection. |
would do what | could to protect the ones il living. | had betrayed Rupert. | had failed him. I d rather
diethan fail another. | drew on the gifts of omegamage, pulling in energies, sucking them through the
snake.

Feeding.

The energieswere awild, dmost feral mixture of sone from the church, magmafrom the center of the
earth, and the might of thewhedls. When | was glowing, my mage-attributes flaring like atorch, as bright
asmy twin’s, | pulled the Flame-blessed blade and held it, point down, over the wire amulet on my wrist.
The amulet opened with afaint click and did from my hand. | laid the tanto blade dong the length of the
snake' s neck, added Mole Man’'s cross, and held them all together. With my other hand, | dropped the
wire amulet over the snake' s head, diding it over the tanto blade and cross. | secured the amulet to the
snake, tanto, and cross, making a bizarre and deadly necklace. Flying by the seat of my pants. Becoming
the prophecy that hung over my door. A Rose by any Other Name will still draw Blood.

“Hurry,” my twin whispered, her voice afull-throated rasp of desire. “ Oh, God, hurry.”

The snake and the tanto began to hum, a strange disharmony at first that softened and smoothed and
changed key until they were Singing aminor-key variation of three notes. In mage-sight, they shared
amilar energy patterns, a soft violet auraof compatibility. They had merged, the Flame and the whedls,
the amulet and itsiron ore bomb in Alabama, into a single wegpon. And the gold cross blazed with light.
No...with Light.

From the Fallen, lightning shot into the night, black lightning, burning the sky with Darkness. Thunder
boomed al about us, shaking the floor, thewalls, sending rocks diding, except where | had them
levitated.

About Azazd, energies churned, swirlsof Light, painfully bright, throwing out heet likeasmadl star, and
clouds of blackness, darker than the reaches of space, colder than the farthest reaches of hell. A storm of
hot wind and icy currents built in the center of the old church.

| closed my human eyes and blended the mind-skim into mage-sight. | wastoo empty to fed the usua
nausea. Too empty and too full of power. | reached out with my mind, into the otherness of light and hest
and the glowing river of time.

Time dowed. My heart best.

The flesh of my face burned, blistered, my eyes watering in adow-motion flush of protective tears that
scalded down my cheeks. And | heard the Wadroup brothers praying the Lord’ s Prayer. * Our father,
who art in heaven, halowed bethy name....”

| took the snake into my hands, allowing it to wrap about me, undulating coils of muscle. Moving faster
than the gathering energiesthat were Azazd, | did Mole Man'slink, thelink of binding, over the blade
and followed it with my own prime, the four-inch stonering. | held the snake' s head and the tanto toward



the swirling maelstrom of energiesthat were Azazdl .

The suggestions for Trapping Darknessin Stone came to mind, but | discarded the incantation for
something more complex, and yet far more straightforward. Something that used the dementsin my
current possession. The math swirled through my mind, clicking into place with solid menta snaps.

| said smply, “ Stone and iron, Flame and stedl. Consume.”

Purple light raced a me through the earth, forging channels through rock and stone and earth and deep
water, gathering power asit moved, ripping energy from theiron ore deposit in Alabama, from minerds
and stone and unmined ores as it passed, faster than light. The snake' s and tanto’ s hum rosein pitch,
merged perfectly, aduet of death.

The energies dammed into me through the bottoms of my feet. Shot out from my palmswhere they
gripped the snake and the tanto and the wire amulet. Blasted their way through my prime and the link that
had once bound Azazdl, the Fdlen, Leviathan, the Dragon, who blazed in glory. Pure white Light ripped
into the Dark seraph with concussive force, rocking me back.

Motes of black light detonated from him, shot out, whipped into the mael strom. Azazdl roared and turned
to me. Fierce agua eyes stabbed me. And he laughed, huge golden gongs of amusement and hatred
mixed together in an unholy new emotion. He reached out ahand to me. | saw the black lightning
gathering in hisfingers, abal of Darkness, asmall black hole of chaos. But he moved dowly, outside of
the singularity of time | had become. Rose turned to me, her eyes dowly focusing, her mouth openingina
time-lgpse O of surprise.

“Wheds. Now,” | said to the snake.

Light stabbed down from the living ship. It hit Azazdl with the destructive power of aPre-Ap nuclear
bomb. In adow, snuous movement of luxons, the Fallen caught fire.

Black motes shifted out from Azazdl, redligning into dow-moving rivers of energies. With athought, |
dowed time again, into a honey-thick construct that | moved through with the ease of heated sted. My
heart beat, a duggish susurration, beginning to speed, but sill so dow.

Faster than the explosion, | opened the charmed circle of coiled snake and backed toward the shield.
Snapped it off and eased beneath the stone, pulling the snake with me. | reactivated the shield. The
explosion hit. Timereadjusted in aflash of changing energies.

Even benesth the shield protection, we were thrown to our knees asif a huge hand had swatted us down.
Scuttling, my champards and the elders cringed together under the levitating pile of broken rock, fear
turning their auras into spikes of green and red gold.

Azazd whirled like adervish, flaming, burning, sllent but for an eectric hum that hurt my ears. Lightning
flew, hitting thewalls, exploding through them, sending some tumbling to the ground. Black-light motes
Szzled and popped. The stench of burning seraph dtered, tainted by the reek of brimstone. Azazel’s
form was ablack core, degper than Darkness. More than night, Darker than eternity. Black-light swirling
with chaotic energies older than time,

Rose turned away from me. Protected by her shield, she extended her arm, holding up the bare wood
cross. Heat exploded from it in abal of flame, expanding, rolling out from her, aconflagration. Firerolled
over the seraphs and into the larvae, awave of destruction, scorching the bloodless succubi to ash asiit
moved. The new things, the creations of the Dragon, died. The flash of fire was so intense, nothing
unprotected could surviveit. The fire dammed, surging like atsunami againgt the church walls.



Theflame climbed the stone, cleansing it, hesting the remaining walls red hot. Shattering the rock with the
sudden hesat transfer. Flames coiled up and over like awave of fire. Recoiled. Reversed. Unbidden, time
again thickened.

Rose looked a me, smiling, burning mage-bright, standing in aring of power, acrossin her hand. In that
ingtant, | hated my twin. Hated her. And | knew she saw it in my face. Her smilefdtered. The flames
rushed a us.

| released the pile of stones. With aroar, they fell over the shield, providing insulation from the hest that
was ricocheting back. In the endless instant as they descended, | saw the seraphs.

Standing in the midst of the fire was Razidl, Rose' s death fire whipping away the spell of lust that had
crippled him. Beside him knelt Cheriour and four other forms, each flaming, not with destructive fire, but
with its own power. Transmogrifying. Wings spreading for flight.

And Azazd. Inasngleingant of time, hisenergiesimploded like ablack star, scintillating, dying. Surely
dying....

Untouched by it al was my twin, her face full of shock and horror, perhapsrealizing only in that instant of
time-no-time what she had become, shining with death and sacrifice. The stone of the earth closed over
us

Chapter 24

W e sat, my champards and |, and the kirk elders, buried under adome of rock, datetiles, and detritus,
tons of it pressing againgt the shield. Thefire was so intense that it heated the stone, heated the air insde
with us, carrying smoke. The silence was broken only by arare cough and groan of pain | couldn’t
dispd. | had used dl my hedling amulets on Rupert. | was drained of power. | couldn’t even ease my
own pain, the broken ribs stabbing me with each breath.

When the smoke and heat grew too intense, | touched the snake, which lay coiled loosely around my
right leg, eyeson mein the dark of the artificia cavern. Itstongue tasted my hand, much as adog might
lick itsmaster. Wordless, | asked it to give us bregsthable air. Immediately a stream blew in through a
crack intherock, cool and fresh. The méange of smells, human, kylen, haf-breed, and me, dl dirty,
bloody, wounded, and full of despair, decreased.

In mage-sight | watched them, trapped in the dome with me, their body language saying so much more
than the sllence. Lucas sat crouched in thefar corner, asfar from me as he could get. Thadd cradled his
broken wing, hisface turned, asif he could see mein the dark if helooked my way. The elders
Waldroup sat back-to-back, heads nodding with exhaustion. Jasper stared at me through the dark, his
eyes blazing with prophetic power and zedl. Audric sat beside Rupert, his back to me, silent, unmoving.

Tearstrickled down my cheeks at the sight of my teacher and the body of my friend. Cheran dept. | had
chained the Dragon. And my twin had destroyed its minions, the larvae of the succubus. And it had cost
mealifel held dear.

Of them dl, only Eli lay close, supine, staring into the dark above him, asif he could see the domed rock
above. One hand curled around my ankle, asif securing methere, near him.

An hour passed before | could no longer bear the silence. | set aside the Apache Tear. And waited.

A tapping came, at long last, Rose, assuring me that the hest was dispelled enough for humansto survive
it. | recognized my sister’ smind. | was frightened of what | saw there. But | had no choice, and no time



to deliberate, decide, and choose a course of action. With aword, | let go of the stone. The rock did
and fdl with a crash, forming athree-foot-high, ring-shaped pile on the floor of the church. | felt the floor
give and shudder with the action, but the ancient wood held.

| smelled seragph on theicy wind, rich scents of vanillaand pepper and wonderful things. But mage-hest
didn't flare, not even alittle, killed by the endorphins of battle-lust and the horror of death. When the dust
settled, | clambered over the stone to stand in the night, the snake dithering after me and retaking its
position on my leg. More dowly, my champardsfollowed, al but Audric.

Beside aRaven, my twin sat on apile of old pewsin front of ahuge holein the floor. The wood edges
were scarred, scorched, and brittle, leaving floor space only around what was left of the outer walls of
the old church—which were mostly gone. Only the front wall with the door openings till stood, staring
out at the night. The daiswas burned away.

Thewind blowing in wasfrigid and | shivered: | had lost my battle cloak, seeing it last in a puddle of
Rupert’ sblood. The floor creaked again. The whole place was about to go. And | couldn’t have cared
less

Eli moved dowly to my left and waited. Thadd limped to my right. Some small, sane part of me noted
that it wasn't the proper positions for them, but | pushed the thought away. Nothing mattered now. |
looked overhead, to see a cloud-thickened night sky, and thefirst hint of snowflakes. Two fell inlazy
spirds, chunky and wet, to plop on the gill-warm floor and melt. The whedls were nowhere to be seen.
Asif it heard my thought, the snake licked my face, asingle touch of itstongue.

Ignoring the snake, ignoring the seraph, | studied my twin. Twin, not just littermate. We shared the same
genetic structure. The same blood. Shelooked at me, her face gaunt, smeared with filth and blood, her
eyesfearful and guilty. “I’'m sorry,” she whispered.

My voicerasping, impassve, | said, “Desath mages dwaysare.” Rose flinched in the silence that followed
my words. “ The spur?’ | asked, not knowing why, except that | couldn’t ask the harder questions.

Fingers fumbling, she pulled athong from benegath the frayed dress she wore. On it dangled two amulets,
one the spur, black-light motes dancing through it. She touched the spur. “I bound it to me,” shesaid. “I
took it asmy prime.”

| hadn’t known that was possible, but | didn’t quibble. The other amulet was a seraph stone. | had no
reaction to that either. | wasn't certain I’ d have an emotiond reaction ever again. Findly, | looked at the
Raven. It was Raven One. | wondered if he had aname.

Inlieu of greeting, | said to him, “ Stone and fire, water and air, blood and kin prevail.”

The Raven answered back, hisvoice like bells chiming in ahigh tower. “Wings and shield, dagger and
sword, blood and kin prevail.” He snapped his wings open and closed, the sound like ahand clap. “The
Most Highis pleased with you.”

“Wadll, isn't that just ducky,” | said, hearing my vicious undertone.

Rock and debris scattered and shifted and | felt Audric join me, hisbody hest like afurnace at my frozen
back. He said, “If the omega mage has earned the pleasure of the Most High, then offer her aboon.”
There was something forma about Audric’ svoice, the tones of amage' slega counsd. | wanted to
glance around, but suddenly this had become something other than a chance for me to be spiteful to a
seraph who had survived, when the most important onein my lifewas deed. | kept my eyesfront and
center.



The Raven closed his eyes amoment, turning his beautiful face to the night sky. When he reopened them,
hesaid, “A blessing is acceptable. Razid comes.”

The night sky brightened and my seraph circled the church, scarlet wings outspread, shining the clear
ruby light of seraphic energies. With adip and curl of wings, he dropped down and |anded, toes pointing.
He was wearing awhite tunic and a crimson robe, the exact shade of his plumage. His ruby eyes
reminded me of the gold and ruby aurathat hovered over Barak. Lolo? Ancther onel logt.

Raziel looked at me, took in the stances of my champards, and something in his expression flickered.
“What would she have?’ he asked Audric, his voice beautiful and serene.

“Bless her by bringing back Rupert,” he said.
Hope, which | had thought buried and dead, shot through me.

“That isforbidden,” Razid said, flicking his eyesto me and away. The hope died, sttling like ash in my
heart.

“His sacrifice was a gift of great power inthe heavens” Razid said. “But | will savethelivesof the
mortals my mage cares for, and restore them, heal them. | will bring her additiond seraph stones that she
may share and use as she will, that others of her choosing may be part of us. And we will fight together,
my mage and | and the whedls.” Turning to me, he said, “ Y ou are blessed. A boon you may ask at atime
of your choosing. Blessed, blessed indeed.”

Blessed. Thethought was acursein my heart. Tears, long cried out, gathered in my eyes, making the
sergphswaver. Making Rose look soft and innocent, her matted hair and tattered dress fluttering. She
glowed with mage energies, and | noted the conjure she used to keep warm. Noted it and hated it
because it wastorn from Rupert'slife.

A third unarmored seraph touched down behind Razid, his approach not noted until he landed. 1t was
Barak, but a changed Barak. Shock scudded through me, my heart thumping painfully. They’ll bring one
of their own back, but not one of mine? A spike of fury stabbed deep. The snaketightened on my legin
commiseration or warning. If | let go of the anger | held in check, | would bring down destruction, boon
or no boon.

Barak stepped around Razid, toward me, pale green robes flowing, hiswingstightly furled, hands empty
ashekndt a my feet. The sergph was glowing with white light, his hair faling shimmering over his
shoulder. Dark green feathers were bright with radiance, an iridescence that came from within more than
reflected from without. His Slver-flecked gray eyeslit on mine, hisface smiling and peaceful.

“Hefdl among the Watchers,” Razidl said. “He was punished. He suffered in the prison of the Dark.”

Barak lifted hisface. “You set mefree” hesad, “you and Daria, who gave her lifefor mine.” | felt my
heart crack at the words. Mages dways gave too much when seraphs were involved. Gave the ultimate.

“Now, you must judge him,” Razid said, ruby irises sparkling like gems.
“Me?” my voice broke, ugly against the backdrop of seraphic tones.
“Child of man. Omegamage,” Barak said. At thetitles, the sergphs stood.

“Y ou saved us from temptation. Y ou judged the Dragon,” Razidl said, “aPrince of the Fallen. Y ou must
aso judge the Watcher.”



| remembered Jasper’ s prophecy: The children of men are gathered. The dragon bresksfree. All the old
things have passed away. | licked my lips. | couldn’t bring Rupert back. | couldn’t exact revengefor his
desth by killing my twin. My hands clenched, reaching for swords | no longer carried. | took abreath of
thefrigid air and blinked away the uselesstears. There was so much | couldn’t do. But | could help the
Watcher.

| cleared my throat, wishing for water that was|long gone. “Barak gave up hislife to destroy the Dragon.
He gave hisbonesto be burned,” | said. That sounded like scripture, but I couldn’t have said which one.
“He gave himsdf in the fight against Darkness. Againgt”—I tested the word before | spoke it—"againgt
chaos” That felt right. The snake turned away from me and stared at the seraphs.

| drew on the visafor advice and considered the scriptureit gave me, Genesis 1. God, inthe origina
creetion story, was dways plura, the singular namesfor him appearing only later, as he began to interact
with humans—and after the Fall. So | quoted the scripture, using the plurad Hebrew word for God that
wasin the creation texts. And | did so to let the holy ones know that | understood about the Stars of the
Morning and the group effort it had taken for creation. A group effort that may have included

Azazd..."* At the crestion of the universe, the Elohim said, “Let there belight”: and therewaslight.’”

The sergphs didn’t look away, expressionless faces seemingly patient. Razid finished the quote, “* And
Elohim saw thelight, that it was good: and Elohim divided the Light from the Darkness.”” He nodded
once, asif in agreement.

“Barak stood in the balance, between Light and Dark,” | said. “He chose Light and order. He gave his
body to be burned. | say let him be restored to the Host.”

Wordless, Barak fdl to the ground at my feet. At first, | wasn't certain that | had said the right thing, but
when he opened his eyes, hewas crying and smiling, ecstasy so strong on hisfacethat | closed my eyes.

Razid kndt besde him and said, “We come, brother. Y ou are home.”

The sergphsthrew their arms around one another, clasping one another close, wingslifting and flight
feathersintermingling. Barak and Razidl stood together, the ruby and the...the emerald.

Ohno. No.
“Damn. Heused you,” Eli muttered.

It was clear, clearer than the moon on a cloudless night. Raziel and Barak were more than brother
warriors, they were brothersindeed.

“Yeah. Hedid,” | said. Raziel had pushed and herded me toward Barak. From the very beginning, as
had Daria, my Lolo. A sergph of the Light can’t help aFallen, not even a Watcher. But he could make
sure someone ese did.

My sergph?If I'd had ablade, I’ d have skewered Razid where he stood.

Epilogue

| woke feeling warm and safe, surrounded by the smells of human, kylen, and, more distant, half-breed.
Eli’sarm was around my waist, my body cradled againgt his. Lucas dept facing me, his head on my
outstretched arm, his breath soft and scented with the anise aroma of manna. Across the foot of the bed,
Thadd dept, his hedled wings draped over his body, plaid flanne pgamas peeking through the plumage,
my crocheted afghan twisted around him.



They weren’t degping with me following multiple-partner sexud antics. Well, not yet, anyway. They were
here because there was no other place to deep. There hadn’t been much of the town Ieft standing.
Minerd City, with the exception of the shielded | ofts, dress shop, and Thorn's Gems, had been a
smoking ruin.

Downgtairs and in the landing outside my door, | heard the soft susurration of breething and the muted
footfals of someone going to the bathroom. Seventy people still routinegly dept here, though more moved
out of the shop each day, asthey began to accept that the danger had passed, that safety had been
restored to the hills.

| raised up on an elbow to see Audric, his big body sprawled across the leather couch that had once
been in Rupert’ s apartment. 1t was one of the few things he had claimed from Rupert’ s estate. No one
had gainsaid him. Not even the orthodox, who had |ooked a bit dazed when we walked out of the night,
trailed by three sergphs, and shouted for Cianato open the shield. The seraphs had been singing, voices
like bells and oboes. It wasweird. | wasn't able to understand a single word they sang, but | was pretty
sureit was a song about me. About the prophecy they were so sure | had fulfilled.

Rose dept on my old couch, pushed into the corner of the room. Away from therest of us. So far, al my
champards had shown adistinct disinclination for being around her. | madeit apoint to look at her with
only human vision, o | didn’'t have to see the strange aura she now carried, pale rose spiked with green.
It wasn't ahealthy mage pattern. Rather, the onetime | had |ooked at her, it had been ragged, asif
chewed at the edges. Ugly.

Eli mumbled and pulled meto him, but | eased away and draped the coversto keep himwarm. | didn’t
want him to wake with me snuggled close. The day before had been uncomfortable enough, with proof of
hisinterest pressed against me. For the last few weeks, severa of my champards had been silently urging
me to take one—or more—of them as bed partner, but | was resisting.

Unsurprisingly, Eli had brought the silent tug-of-war into the open, boldly suggesting | take dl of them,
together. He' d been serious, or as serious as he ever was, offering to have an orgy-sized saddle specidly
made for us.

Though she had to know she was an outcast of sorts, Rose had looked interested. But | had been raised
in Minera City, under the hand of the orthodoxy. Lucas and | had both |ooked away at his suggestion.
Thadd had laughed and rel eased kylen pheromones, reminding me he could give me something none of
the others could offer. And | knew | wasn't ready. | may never be ready to either choose between them
or take more than one.

| was undecided about alot of things. Like, what now? What was | going to do? Stick around and help
finish rebuilding Minera City? The recongtruction had been moving fast, with Rose, Cheran, and me

hel ping move and trangport stone for buildings. It wastiring work, but we had found away to meld our
disparate giftsin auseful way. It wasthe only time | could stand to be around the other two, and even the
useful work |eft asick taste in my mouth.

Or | could head back to the New Orleans Enclave. They had issued an invitation to join aresearch group
on the nature of the Most High.

Me. In aresearch group. Eli had laughed at that one too. Audric had pronounced it aruseto get me
back there and dissect me. Especialy the angry black ring that marked my side, like atattoo of the link
that had chained Azazdl. Thefact that they knew about the ring was evidence that Cheran had beenin
communication with them. Needless to say, the mage had been ousted to deep e sawhere, crowded
among an adoring gaggle of human femaes.



My greatest fear, however, wasfor Ciana. Fear that the mages really wanted her and were using meto
get her close enough to take her. | had no idealif they would honor my jurisdiction over her as mistrend.

| crawled out of the bed and gathered up atunic, T-shirt, and jeans and moved on bare feet to the front
of theloft. Outside, | heard the drips, tinks, and pings of water, the gurgle of runndls, the splash of melted
snow. Spring was coming early, the sun rising each day to reveal more of the green earth budding out.

Dressing inthe gray light at the front window that overlooked the ruins of Shamus Waldroup' s bakery, |
looked down, straight down to the Toe River. Everything between it and the loft was gone but for afew
old stone buildings. Only three new ones had been rebuilt so far.

Asfor theriver, it was flowing again. Asif the snake knew what was needed, the wheedl's had appeared in
the second week after the battle that chained Azazel, and cleared the avalanche debris from both ends,
melting the tons of snow, burning splintered trees, and restoring the river of water. Amethyst had said
nothing, stting like amarble statue in the navcone of her living ship, eyes closed. | knew | had made an
enemy. | hadn’t seen the snake or the ship since, but the citrine pear hanging on my amulet necklace now
had an eyeinits center. A purple eye that never closed. It was more than disconcerting.

| could hear the Toe River over the sounds of the loft as| pulled on my socks and shoes. It was roaring,
the way it did in gpring when the winter’ s accumulation of ice and snow began to medlt. And far down the
mountain, | heard the sound of atrain whistle.
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