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I was having that dream again. You know the one: where your teeth fall out or lose their tight grip on your gums and you have that terrifying sense you've done something awful to make them drop from your mouth like pebbles. You should have been more attentive. You should have done something long before it came to this. Flossed more. Brushed more. 

Yeah. That one.

I knew I was dreaming, though, which was a bonus. I didn't get that gut-wrenching nausea at thinking I was going to be toothless for the rest of my days. Instead, I just eased awake pleasantly, like someone was stroking my cheek. Much better, I decided, than feeling like I'd swallowed my molars.

I felt that pleasant fog for several moments, inhaling the sweet smell of cinnamon that somehow floated into my consciousness until I realized someone was actually stroking my cheek. 

With the reflexes of a drunken cat, I scrambled from my bed and fell twice before I was able to keep to my feet. Whoever it was--whatever it was--I wasn't about to let it get the jump on me. I spun around in the darkness of my room, groping with my hands for the light switch and finding it in one blinding shot of light.

No one was there. At least not visible to my naked eye. The fragrance of cinnamon still clung to the air, though, and I heard the distinctive scraping of tree branches against the cedar shingles on the outside of the house. Maybe it was all a part of my dream and I'd only just thought someone was running the backs of their fingers against my cheek. I'd certainly been under a good deal of stress the last weeks. It wasn't impossible that I would mistake a dream touch for reality, not after the things I'd seen.

But it felt so darn real.

I dropped to the edge of the comfy chair by the door in cautious relief, but the tension in my shoulders refused to relax. I'd been a Nathelium for less than six weeks, but I'd already encountered a doppelgänger, an incubus, a goddess, and a fallen angel. Not to mention the Angel of Death, of course. Couldn't forget that guy. He was the reason I was a reaper for the supernatural entities of the world in the first place, and because of him and all those creatures, I couldn't take the dark silence for granted. Not ever again.

I now knew there could be things in the shadows. And I knew seeming solitude might never again mean that I was actually alone. It wasn't just creepy, it was downright invasive. I hated that I couldn't trust the evidence of my senses anymore. It made me edgy to think at any given moment something might be lurking just on the other side of my perception.

I blinked into the shadowed corners, my ears catching the sound of an owl hooting from somewhere down the hall. That sound made me smile. Normally, an owl would be calling out from its perch somewhere outside, but this had come from Sarah's room. It was a soft, questioning call, kind of like a tuft of cattails catching on the breeze because the bird in question was still only a couple of weeks old and didn't have all the vocal strength it needed to flat out screech. At least that's what I told myself. 

I knew nothing about birds, and my supposition was feeble at best. It was just that I didn't want to think about any other reason why the chick might have such a harsh, whispering call. Certainly not because of the moment weeks earlier when, during a necromancy ritual, its fluffy little neck had been broken, leaving it deader than a squashed spider beneath a terrified boot.

One might actually think if they believed in witchcraft rituals in the first place, that my foster sister, Sarah, a necromancer, would've been the one to bring the little thing back to life, but no. She had been the one who had taken it. The soft and dusty musical note came from the fledgling's throat because of the other creature that slept quietly down the hall in the same room. The baby Nicki. The infant demigod of unknown age who had been with us for all of two weeks who had apparently taken a shine to the owl and somehow resurrected it as a playmate. 

All nice and neatly complicated.

Best a girl didn't think about those things in the wee hours of the night if she wanted to catch a few winks; it was enough to drive a regular person to the brink of madness let alone a reaper.

Suffice to say that was the least strange thing that happened to me over the last month, and exactly the reason for my tentative wariness as I perched on my chair, studying each shadow that couldn't be dispelled by the overhead light.

It was just nerves. No one was there. I blew a long sigh out through tight lips and reached for the light switch, wondering the same thing I had since I'd been a kid: if I could reach the bed before the light went out. It had been a game all those years ago, but at 17, very nearly 18, it felt very much like a survival mechanism.

I didn't make it before the light died, of course, but the covers were still warm. I snuggled down into the blankets, pulling the edge up to my nose, leaving just enough of my nostrils to the air that I could breathe. I stared out into the darkness and willed myself to sleep. The clock on my bureau showed 2:15 a.m. Something about that time bothered me. Hadn't Sarah and I done a ritual around this time? Some sort of sacred hour, she'd said.

When the touch came again, my back went cold with terror. I choked on a scream. This time I didn't stumble out of bed like a drunk. This time, I leapt up on both feet, clinging to the wall as I pressed against my headboard. Some brave reaction for a Nathelium. If it was anything even remotely threatening, it would know exactly how terrifying I could be. 

Like, not at all.

"Who the hell is there?" I said. 

Nothing. I relaxed ever so slightly, daring to think I might not be in actual danger. I'd actually felt a touch like that before and I had a feeling I knew exactly who it was. 

No doubt Azrael finally decided to show himself after these last weeks of silence. I couldn't imagine why he was visiting, since I hadn't reaped any otherworldly creatures since I'd seen him last, and truthfully, the last one he had come to collect was that very same young demigod down the hall. I'd defied the Angel of Death over it, actually. No doubt he'd been sulking over the last fortnight.

"She's still breathing, so you can't collect her, " I said to the room, aiming for the middle of it in the hopes that would be where he would materialize. "So either show yourself or leave."

The words helped me swallow down the discomforting feeling I always got over Nicki, as though I was missing something critical about her I should have known but was too dumb to get.

My fingers tightened on the headboard as I waited for his answer. I expected at any moment to smell that candy floss and caramel that always clung to the Angel of Death. He was able to manipulate so much of the world around him to his own desires, I wondered if he coated his essence with that pleasant fragrance to keep his reapers enthralled of him, or if it was truly his regular fragrance. Whatever the truth was, I anticipated the smell in spite of my reluctance to see him again.

My fingers trailed to my cheek where I could still feel the remnants of that gentle but terrifyingly unexpected touch. I didn't want to see him. Not really. Seeing him would only mean something awful. It would mean I was going to have to reap something again. 

I should have known things had been too quiet on the supernatural front lately. Almost too quiet. I might have expected him to come sniffing around to gloat after Sarah's family of sorcerers had found her and left their calling card on our step. I wouldn't have put it past him to hang around expecting at any moment to be able to collect up the necromancer he had wanted me to reap so badly.

"I won't let you have Nicki," I said, telling myself that if my visitor was something other than Azrael, it would have shown itself by now, so no doubt it was the Angel of Death and if I was so inclined, I could ease away from the wall. Somehow, my fingers didn't get the memo. They were still frozen to the headboard. 

"If you found some loophole to collect her, you better be prepared to fight for her," I said, aiming my face at the corner shadow. 

A bravado I hoped he couldn't see through it.

I did manage to reach for my cell phone, though. With a trembling thumb, I swiped across the screen to find the flashlight app. With my breath caught in my throat, I shone it out into the middle of my room.

I wasn't sure why I was disappointed at first to see a portly looking man instead of the magnificent Azrael standing there in the wash of cell phone light. He had thick jowls and a sandy coloured comb-over that barely disguised the brown liver spots on the top of his pate. When he smiled, I could see that his two front teeth were missing.

I should have been shocked, but instead I just found myself wondering what kind of incubus would look like that. Then I realized it couldn't be a love demon. He was far too plain looking and I was feeling no desire to get any closer.

"What are you?" I demanded. 

"Warren," he said.

"What in the heck is a Warren?"

"Not what," he said. "Who."

He didn't seem threatening. That, at least, was a good sign. Good enough that it made me a little irritable.

"Well, Warren, are you here to tell me that my bedroom is now some sort of open house for every hobgoblin in Dyre?"

He looked offended at the word hobgoblin. 

"I am most definitely not a hobgoblin," he grumbled. "They are ugly little things. And have absolutely no couth."

"And you do?" I said, sucking the back of my teeth in disdain. "Most mannerly folks don't just show up in a girl's bedroom in the middle of the night without an invitation." 

I was already feeling a lot less threatened. It was hard to feel scared of a portly thing with liver spots and a Hello Kitty T-shirt that showed a very hairy, very round stomach, even if he was supernatural.

That sense of safety changed the instant his hand dug up beneath that T-shirt. Reflex made me dive for the covers again and I was already scrambling for the bottom of the bed, thinking that I could dig my way out from the bottom and run down the hall long before he could point whatever he had in his hand at me. Some Nathelium.

By the time I poked a hole through the burrow of sheets and blankets, I could see that the entire room was bathed in some sort of sparkling light. Warren held a tinkling, prism kind of wand over his head and it was making those liver spots pulse.

He crooked a finger at me, beckoning me from my hiding space. I crawled onto the floor and then pushed myself to my feet, standing three feet away from him, but close enough to the door that I could bolt.

"I'm not here to hurt you," he said.

"Then stuff your weapon, mister," I said, looking pointedly at the wand. I wasn't nearly as naive as I had been.

His bushy brow furrowed as he glanced at the wand. "This isn't a weapon," he said, but he shrugged and slipped it back up beneath his shirt. Where he stowed it, I didn't want to imagine. I had an unsettling image of two large and hairy man boobs gripping the shaft of the wand and I shivered. A shaft of light glowed out from beneath the shirt and somehow magnified itself. It was no darker in the room than it had been before he'd stuffed the wand beneath his shirt.

"I'm a tooth fairy," he drawled as though I should have known it from the start. "Very old. Nearly the first, actually." His shoulders squared off importantly. I got the feeling he felt pretty proud of that. At least it explained why I had dreamt of losing my teeth.

"You're about ten years too late, Warren."

He rolled his eyes at me. "Your teeth were too soft to be of any value. I ground them up for my garden because I couldn't even sell them to the Dark Bazaar for a few magic beans. And if you're worried about your adult teeth, don't bother. There's no power in them. Too easy to come by and far too dirty."

I lifted my brow, interested to hear he'd known that my baby teeth had been in bad shape. I wasn't quite mollified, however.

"You don't look very fairy-ish," I said. 

He crossed his arms over his chest and his belly rounded out over his sweat pants. He used it as a kind of shelf to rest his elbows.

"It's called fae," he said. "And no, I don't. Not at the moment, regrettably enough." 

He looked down at the Hello Kitty logo and sighed hard enough to make his jowls shake. "It's the best I could do under the circumstances."

Whatever circumstances he meant, I didn't care to know. I reached for the light switch on the wall and he followed the path of my hand with his eyes.

"Don't you like my light, Ayla?" he said. 

"Let's just say I find it unnerving."

"Fair enough." He reached beneath his T-shirt and snuffed out the end as though it were a candle flame with the cup of his hand. Things were black in the room for a long moment before I could reach the switch.

When light flooded the room, he was already sitting on the edge of my bed.

"Damn," I said, impressed at his speed, and he smiled, showing that gap again.

The owl hooted from down the hall with a short questioning note. It seemed to catch his attention because he startled and let out a loud fart. I backed away, not sure what that might mean.

My legs butted up against the chair by the door and I fell into it. Now that the tension was gone, I realized my ears were buzzing. I stuck a finger in one of them and wiggled it around, sighing audibly enough to get his attention.

"So, Warren," I said. "Do you want to tell me why you're here, if you don't want my teeth?" 

I was aware I sounded impatient and scolding but it was nearly three am for heaven's sake and now that I knew he wasn't planning to hurt me, use me, or collect anything, I wanted him gone.

He bolted upright from the bed and landed at my feet before I could jump out of the way in surprise. He knelt in front of me with his head bowed. I could see each liver spot beneath his comb-over. Five of them, I thought absently. Then he mumbled something I couldn't quite catch and I had to ask him to repeat himself.

He lifted his face to catch my eye. I could see within the black depths oh his a spark of purple.

"I want you to kill me," he said.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER 2

"Kill you?" I said, aghast at the flat out statement as though he truly expected me to make some martial arts judo cut through his proffered neck as if it was a block of wood. "I'm not a murderer."

That he was even there, asking such a thing from me was enough to push me to my feet. I stumbled past him, pushing him out of the way with an almost absent hand because I couldn't think of anything more than that I needed to get away. I was left standing in front of one of my mother's posters of Alice in Chains, staring at it with my arms crossed over my chest. I could hear him behind me rustling his hands through the carpet. 

I worried my lip with my teeth. So this was going to be what my life was now. Supernatural things popping in at me when I least expected it. Trying to kill me, trying to get killed. I had other things to worry about. Things that I should be worried about the way any teenager did. Dances. Graduating. Boyfriends and the like. That damn infernal hooting down the hall, even.

I swung around, angry at his intrusion and insinuation that I had nothing better to do than seek out and destroy otherworldly creatures. He wasn't looking at me at all, just scuffing his way across the carpet toward me.

"What do you think this is anyway," I demanded and for one second, he lifted his gaze to mine and the way his eyes sparked with purple light, made me even angrier. "Some sort of spa for supernatural suicide tourists?"

"You're Nathelium," he said with a bluntness that made my stomach sink. "It's what you do."

Nathelium. An entity tasked with collecting the essence of a dying supernatural, and he was right. It was my duty. It was what I was supposed to do. That didn't mean I had to like it. Besides: if I did reap Warren, it would mean Azrael would come. And I wasn't sure I was ready to see him yet.

Warren was still on his knees on the floor, but his comb-over had fallen down over his face. It was almost pitiful. I took a step away from him, feeling behind me for the bureau. Everything across my skin was buzzing. I had the feeling that every single hair was lifting and waving around like antennae at the possibility of being able to reap a supernatural entity. Sure, I thought. One more bone deep tattoo to add to my skin somewhere and a mountain of pain to go along with it. I knew I would need to add dozens of them if I was to salvage my eternity before I died. Azrael had been very clear about that. I was fallen, and the only way home was to reap enough supernatural creatures to reclaim my wings. Reap less than that magic number --whatever it was --and when I died, I ended up in his cane as a swirl of glittery dust.

Some part of my psyche was interested in Warren's offer; the other part – about 99% – was horrified. How exactly would I go about it, anyway. I had no weapon. The last time I had used my bare hands to kill anything, they had been wrapped around an incubus's throat and I'd been raging and protective because I thought the people I loved were in danger from it. Killing Warren would be cold-blooded. I would never be able to do it. I prayed I wouldn't be able to.

"No," I said. "Not like this."

Before I knew it, Warren had scrabbled his way across the room and wrapped his hands around my ankles. I tried to shake him off, twist away from him, and head for the bed. I wasn't sure what I thought escaping to there would be good for, but at least it had the furthest corner to back myself into. My gaze flicked to the doorway, but the quickest path to that was his very hairy back, which was at the moment showing far too much of itself beneath the too short T-shirt.

 I felt my hand grip my throat anxiously because I was afraid that if left to hang by my side, it would decide on its own to take Warren up on his offer. The drive beneath the buzzing in my skin was almost too much to bear.

"Get away from me," I said and gave another kick of my foot, trying to dislodge his grip. 

His palm was incredibly soft on my ankle, like velvet. Fae, he'd said. In that moment, I didn't doubt it. Those hands hadn't done a moment of hard labour. They were nothing like Callum's calloused and cracked palms. Nothing like my Gramp's garden-hardened hands.

I felt an insistent tug on my ankle and realized Warren was still speaking. I blinked down at him.

"Please, Ayla," he said, lifting his gaze to mine. The purple within the black irises sparked. I struggled to bring my thoughts back around to what he was asking of me, but all I could register was the fresh wave of wood smoke that crept in through the crack I had left in the window when I'd come in to bed. I imagined somewhere, someone was feeding their wood stove with a fresh chunk to stave off the crisp October chill in the air. Such a normal thing, that.

"You must do your duty," he prodded again, this time pulling on my ankle as though with that motion he could pull me closer to what he wanted.

But what he wanted wasn't what I wanted. I didn't want any of this.

"Let go," I said and reached down to peel his fingers from my ankles. He was incredibly strong for how soft his hands felt. No matter how hard I worked at his fingers, I couldn't pry either hand from my skin. "My duty is no business of yours."

"But it is my business," he said. "I'm supernatural. I want to die. You are Nathelium. You'll reap me and this will all be over. That's the way it's done. It's the way it's always been done."

We struggled there for several minutes, me trying to pull his hands away and free my feet from his grip, and him crawling ever forward, until he had nearly wrapped himself around me like a cat. I felt panic rising in my chest. I couldn't do this. I would collect for Azrael now and then over the rest of my life, and hopefully collect up all of those nasty tattoos that would earn me my wings again, but I certainly wasn't going to murder the pitiful thing kneeling in front of me for no reason at all. I mean, a tooth fairy for heaven's sake. What could he have done that was so terrible he couldn't find paradise?

No. I'd made my decision. I wouldn't do it.

A soft hoot from down the hall seemed to support my decision.

Warren's fingers clenched around my ankle and his fingernails dug into the skin.

"Ouch," I said. "You're hurting me."

"You don't know pain," he said. "A little discomfort. A little inconvenience." His voice grew cold and the soft pudgy look to his face disappeared under the hard edge of anger. "I could take your teeth, you know," he said with a slight note of threat in his voice. "It'll be very painful since they're so nicely anchored. It's always painful for teeth to shift when it isn't their time."

I froze, thinking of all the dreams I'd had over the years of my teeth falling out and the fear of that impotence as they tumbled from my jaws. That paled beneath the thought of having them torn from the gums without anaesthetic. 

"Is that a threat, Warren?"

"I shouldn't have to threaten you," he said. 

I noted that he didn't look the least bit contrite. Yet, he couldn't keep my eye.

I stared down at the top of his head and the beads of sweat running down his hair into his temples. I realized what it was he was doing. Trying to scare me into attacking him.

"You can't trick me," I said. "I'm not stupid. I told you I wouldn't kill you. Hell, I don't even know how I would kill you."

"That's why I've come in human form. We are more vulnerable this way. Cold forged iron will do nicely." From somewhere beneath that shirt, he pulled an archaic looking blade the size of my forearm and brandished it for me.

Even as he tilted it in the light, I felt the mark on my calf start to burn. It was the first of my tattoos, the one I had earned by killing a fallen angel turned reaper who was trying to collect me for the top of Azrael's cane back in the days when I was blissfully unaware of my origin. If I was a reluctant reaper, the twisting pain in my calf certainly tried to make me little more amenable.

"Not going to happen, Warren," I said and bent down to rub at the burning in my skin. "Why don't you just do it yourself?"

I expected him to look aghast at the suggestion, but instead he slammed his palm against the carpet.

"Because I can't," he said. "He won't let me."

I almost asked him who this he was that he referred to, but I snapped my mouth closed. I didn't want to know. It was none of my business because I wasn't getting involved.

"I'm begging you," he said. "Do your duty. I shouldn't have to beg or threaten you. You're Nathelium. You should want to reap me. You should be rejoicing at such easy prey. Especially with you being at your fledgling level and all. It won't always be this easy. Other creatures will be much more difficult. "

I felt my mouth twist into a hard-line. As though I had taken pride in those reaps I'd made. As though I had enjoyed it.

"It has never been easy," I said, thinking about every single fare I had collected so far for the Angel of Death. Things were never as they seemed. Not on first blush. And I had matured enough to realize that.

I wouldn't let this portly tooth fairy bully or trick me into making a rash decision, one that was against my better nature, no matter how badly the burning pain in my calf screamed out for relief. I was Nathelium alright; there wasn't anything I could do about that now. But I'd made each one of my reaps so far out of fear or anger--two very rash decision-inducing emotions. Pity would be just one more emotion that led me down a rabbit hole of consequence. It wasn't as if he was threatening me or my family. It wasn't as if he was dying or anything, suffering painfully. 

I looked down at Warren, deciding to be honest, at least.

"You've got me all wrong, Warren," I said. "I'm not totally committed to the Nathelium thing. In fact, It's done nothing for me except make me miserable. Besides, I have a ton of stuff going on right now." 

I waved my hand in the air as though to indicate just exactly how much stuff had piled up around me. "I've got school, chores, we have the pest-control coming tomorrow to spray for roaches and I have to get the tent pitched outside..." I let the list trail off as though there were much more.

He didn't take my refusal well at all. He actually snarled at me. It might have been frightening to see a magical creature bare his teeth at me like that if he had actually had any.

"You have to," he said. "It's almost All Hallows."

I considered asking what Halloween had to do with it all, but shrugged it off. It was none of my business why he wanted to die. I wouldn't get involved. Not this way.

He let go of me and leaned back on his haunches, looking up at me with a curious expression. 

"You have no idea what it took for me to get here." He looked back over his shoulder as though he expected something to be standing behind him. "Do you even know what time it is?" he said.

So nicely freed from his hold, I took several steps backwards until I was against my bed. I sank down on it and pulled my feet up to rest on the mattress, my knees beneath my chin. I wrapped my arms around them and stole a glance at the clock.

"I'd say it's about five minutes past the time you should be gone."

He released a heavy sigh and nodded at me slowly as though he was just coming to some realization and didn't like it one bit. The expression that climbed onto his face was one of resignation. He lay the blade down at my feet.

Alright," he said. "Have it your way. But don't say I didn't give you this chance." He set one more aggrieved glance around the room and planted his hands on his knees with a slap. Then he pushed himself to his feet. 

He stood there for several long moments, looking at me.

He might have kept my interest for several moments more, except when his mouth twitched as though he was going to speak, a shriek came from down the hall. Not an owl this time. Just one long high-pitched scream.

I imagined Warren disappeared at exactly the same moment I tore toward the door and yanked it open. I might have hoped the screaming was just a hungry Nicki bawling to be fed or from the squeal of her owl being rolled onto and smothered again, only to be brought back to life somehow by the demigod's magics.

But it wasn't. I knew the sound of fear by now.

And Sarah was most definitely terrified.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER 3

I raced for Sarah's room without a second thought for Warren behind me or whether or not he would be gone or follow me down the hall. All I knew was that Sarah didn't usually scream. If she had, it meant something far worse than a stampede of cockroaches had found their way to her bedroom. There wasn't much that would terrify her, not after the kind of life she had led the last few years or after the dozen years before that with her family. A girl didn't live on the street, choosing instead the uncertain mouldy comfort of a sleeping bag unless your whole life was pretty bad. 

If she was yelling for help, then it had to be awful.

I was vaguely aware as I skidded to a halt outside her bedroom door that the rug had burned off the outer layer of skin on the side of my toe. Under normal circumstances, I might have babied that foot as I barged through the door, but not this time. Even with her door half ajar, I could hear the incessant hooting of the owl rising in pitch and at times it almost matched Sarah's unceasing yelling. I could only make out a few coherent words. The two of those things combined together was enough to raise the hair on my arms.

"I don't know what to do," she was shrieking and sobbing all at the same time. "I'm trying. I can't."

I flicked on the switch and flooded the room with light. She had her hands in the belly of Nicky's crib and she cast a frenzied look my way over her shoulder.

"We have to get it off her," she said. 

All I could tell from my vantage point was that she was tugging on something. Strangling, is what I thought at first. The baby was strangling on something. I didn't dare let my thoughts go further than that. I rushed to Sarah's side, images of bumper ties wrapped around the baby's delicate throat. What I saw inside stopped me short long before I could get my hands into the crib and start working at the strings I imagined were around the baby's neck.

It wasn't strangulation. Nothing like it. The baby wasn't tied up in blankets or  bumper pad strings, but was wrapped in some sort of moving gelatinous ball. She moved and morphed, stretched and curled in and out of shape, taking the membrane with her every movement. My mind stuttered over Sarah's words: we have to get her out of there. I started fumbling with the membrane, my fingers brushing against Sarah's as we sought a hole to poke through.

"What the heck is it?" I heard myself say. 

"I don't know," she said. She sounded terrified. Exactly how I felt.

I had to swallow down twice before I could rid my mouth of the bile that rose on its own. I knew the baby couldn't breathe in there. We had to work fast, and yet my stupid hands wouldn't work right. I couldn't think.

The owl had taken to flapping its juvenile wings as it sat perched on the headboard of the bed. It hooted three more times and then shrieked. The sound raised the hair on my nape. It felt as though someone had opened a door to a freezer and the blast of cold air was swimming through the room.

Those deft fingers of Sarah's had found enough of the membrane that she could pinch it together, and then she was tugging on it, twisting. Trying to break through the skin of it. 

All through it, little Nicky was rolling around inside that sphere. I kept telling myself that if she was moving, she was still alive. That had to be a good sign, right despite some sort of cloud covering the transparent surface, obscuring her from view. 

I grabbed for a pinch of membrane on the other side of Sarah's hands, thinking maybe we could pull it together and break it. That was when I realized exactly why Sarah was having such a hard time. It was tough and thick. Exactly like trying to pinch the edge off of an exercise ball. And something else too. 

"Sweet heaven," I said, doing my best not to yank my hand away from the surface. Beneath the rubbery surface I could feel the squishing of some viscous gel. No doubt what was intermittently obscuring sight of Nicki. 

"How long has it been?" I said. Dread made my voice so thick I barely recognized it. I didn't want to hear the length of time. I didn't want to know if it had been minutes and not seconds. But God. I had to know. 

Sarah didn't even answer, and yet her face told me everything. Too long.

 I panned the room, not seeing a single thing. I wasn't even sure what I was looking for, but I kept hoping something would leap out at me. Some sharp object, maybe, lying on the desk. I could feel Nicki moving beneath my hand. Moving meant living. I had to remember that.

But for how long? And how long had it been since I had come into the room? Ten minutes? Two? Did it even matter?

"Okay," I said, telling myself we needed to be calm. "She's breathing. Look. She's moving around in there. She wouldn't be moving around if she wasn't breathing, right?"

"How can she?" Sarah said. "Could you breathe through that disgusting goo?" 

"You have to remember we don't know much about her, Sarah." The reasoning came easy for being so scared, and part of my brain told me all I was doing was clutching at straws. I braced myself for anything as I ran my palm over the surface of the sphere, feeling for features. Yes. I thought I could feel her spine. She was wrapped in the fetal position, no doubt.

"We have to assume this is normal," I said, telling myself that I believed it. "We have to tell ourselves that this is not a bad thing."

I didn't sound convincing, not even to myself, and evidently not to Sarah either.

Her voice rose in pitch. "Are you listening to yourself?" she said. "Can't you feel how she's rolling around in there? She's trying to get out. "

Those very blue eyes of Sarah's met mine over the crib and they were wide with panic. 

"You have to do something," she said, making my chest ache with the desire to do exactly what she wanted, but how could I?  She was the sorceress. She had more tricks up her sleeve than I did, way more power. All I had was a bit of doppelganger glamour. 

Despite it all, I fumbled around, trying to find Nicki's head with my fingers. Maybe I could find her mouth and poke my fingers in there, tear the membrane  apart with my nails. My palm cupped around the small skull, and I with a gasp of relief, I worked my fingers toward where I thought her mouth might me. Just then a tiny face pressed against the membrane and worked itself into a grimace. I nearly staggered backward. Bile rose in my throat at the way it looked at me, terrified, agonized. Then it disappeared beneath the goo again and I let go my breath in a rush.

"We have to hurry," I said. 

There was no more time. I knew it. I heard my own sob as I recoiled and tried again. Nothing, no amount of digging in with my nails or Sarah's in tandem with mine did anything. 

The sphere elongated as though, from the inside, Nicki was stretching out. I thought I could make out the imprints of toes against the membrane. The surface quivered. 

"Knife," I said. I was already mentally calculating how long it would take for me to run down the stairs into the kitchen. Too much time. But I had to try. What other choice did we have?

I fled the room toward the stairs. I thought of Warren as I pounded down the treads.  If he hadn't woken me up, I might not have been able to get out of bed and into Sarah's room fast enough to make a difference. I would have been muddy with drowsy sleep. I hated to admit that the timing was perfect. And yet, I didn't know if I was going to make a difference now. 

I halted mid stairs. Warren. He had brought a knife. A long, broad, ugly looking thing that was even now lying on my bedroom floor. So long as he'd left it, that was. I hesitated. What if he'd taken it? I'd have wasted more time. I raced down the stairs, decision made, and ran for the kitchen.

The cutlery drawer rattled as I pulled it open. The tines of a fork bit down beneath my fingernails as I rummaged through, feeling my way for a knife or scissors some sort. Spoon, fork. Nothing sharp enough. My gaze roamed the counters as I rummaged. Gramp's sharpest knives were all stored in a butcher block. Of course. Right there next to the microwave.

I left the drawer hanging open as I grabbed for the biggest handle and then I was running back upstairs. My distant calm had begun to leak away, and left in its place, a blind panic. The fledgling owl had taken to shrieking nonstop and the sound razored through my eardrums, urging me on like a fire alarm. My senses were too overloaded. I couldn't think. I just ran. My breath came in short gasps.

"Got it," I managed to croak out, lifting the knife in the air as I pushed my way into the room. I gasped for air to calm the fire in my lungs.

Without waiting for direction from me, Sarah gripped the sphere with both hands, pressing down where she thought Nicki's bottom was and making a very narrow gap between skin and membrane. 

"Careful," I said. "She's squirming too much." I resolved in that very moment to spend more time with her. If we ever got her clear of this, I would take her for walks and play peek a boo and cuddle her to sleep every night.

"Keep her still," I barked.

"I'm trying, Ayla." Sarah yelled. 

With my tongue clenched between my teeth, I aimed the tip of the knife toward the sack, using the upper part as leverage against Nicki's bottom. I had to be quick and I had to be ruthless and I had to be committed. There was no time to doubt myself.

I sliced through at the same time as I let go a ninja yell.

The membrane exploded in a burst of gas and goo that swam over the crib mattress and splashed onto the floor. The sweet fragrance of myrrh wafted up to my nostrils, followed by a blast of sulfur that made me gag. 

Sarah retched but like a trooper,  jammed her fingers into the hole that I'd made and began to tear the membrane apart.

Nicki inside the folds of membrane started to stretch her arms out to the side. I fancied I could see her mouth opening as she tried to suck in a long breath. I waited for it with my own breath stuck somewhere between my lungs and throat. When she wailed, a wet and gurgling sound, it made the owl flap its wings and crane its head toward her.

I started to laugh, an idiotic thing to do in light of the circumstance, but I felt so drenched in hope and victory  we'd freed her, I couldn't help myself. 

Sarah burrowed her fingers beneath Nicki's back, trying to lift her and slipping against the slick of oil that covered the infant. 

"She's okay," she breathed out, struggling to get good purchase on the baby. "Thank the gods, she's okay."

Yes. Okay. We were going to be okay.

In the next instant, that stink of sulfur intensified. It attacked my nose as though someone had just sparked an old fashioned match.

"Oh no," I heard myself say.

I only had time to lunge for Sarah, thinking to shove her and the baby backward before the crib leapt into flame. There was one squeaking sound from the owl as the flame leapt toward the ceiling, and then the blast threw us both backwards. I landed on my side with the smell of singed hair all around me, my face hot from the radiant heat, but  otherwise fine. 

I swung my gaze to Sarah who was clinging to the side of the wall, her eyes straining and bugging out. Her chest heaved the way mine felt.

We were both fine.

It was only when I noticed her hands were behind her on the wall that I realized what was wrong.

"Nicki," I heard myself say as I staggered toward the still flaming crib.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER 4

The one thought going through my mind was to save Nicki, though I knew it was already too late. Even as I was lunging back toward the crib, Sarah was yelling at me that she was calling 911. 

 Something in me urged me to grab for the blanket on top of Sarah's bed and throw it toward the flaming crib. All I could think of was to try and put the fire out and then after that I had no idea what would happen. I couldn't think about what might be left within the railings after the fire was extinguished. I heard Sarah behind me yelling into the phone. She sounded as frantic as I felt.

I charged the crib, not caring how damn hot it was. Somewhere along the way, I grabbed at something and tossed it at the crib. A blanket, I realized, as it sailed over the railings and caught on the headboard even as I reached the side. Another blast, as though the fire had bellowed at me, sent me reeling backward.

The fire alarm in the hallway finally sounded. I sobbed out loud. Sarah grabbed for a pillow and lunged for the flames only to be thrown back by yet another blast. From her spot on the carpet where she'd be flung, she swung a terrified gaze to me. It had to be too late and we both knew it, but neither of us were ready to run. 

Then just as suddenly as the fire began, it sucked back down into the middle of the crib as though it was a gas leak being shut off. Both Sarah and I froze. 

I stole a look at her.

She crept toward the crib with the same sort of trepidation that was pounding in my chest. The adrenaline that had been soaking through my tissues drained through my feet. I didn't think either one of us wanted to see what might be inside the railings under the blanket.

Small curls of smoke were still whispering their way across the top of the blanket. Without the flames crackling through the air, the only thing obliterating our view of the mattress was the blanket and the small tendrils of smoke. Soot covered the ceiling and coated the crib railing but the crib wasn't blistered one bit. 

Pieces of the blanket had been chewed through, but not nearly as much as should have been.

From the corner of my eye, I caught sight of the owlet. His feathers had been singed and he lay in the corner of the crib off where the blanket didn't reach and I could tell that the mattress beneath him was perfectly intact. The sheets weren't melted. They weren't even scorched. And yet it was evident that the chick wasn't alive. I felt something deep inside start to shudder and it worked its way all the way to my arms and legs. I had to grip onto the side of the crib to keep the tremors from scaring Sarah.

In that moment, I was more frightened than watching the fire ignite. I didn't dare look at Sarah. I didn't dare flip the blanket back to see what lay beneath it.

The sirens from the fire engine were growing ever closer and the incessant beeping from the fire alarm made my heart squeeze out too fast a beat. I was still in fight or flight. I felt like I should be doing something. Yelling, running. Anything. But I couldn't move. I swallowed but nothing seemed to push down the lump in my throat. My chest felt as though someone was squeezing it from all sides.

I remembered the last time I saw Nicki's little face. There was a strange electricity of some sort between us. I knew when our eyes met, each time those black eyes turned into melted honey, both of us remembered those moments in the other world when we had faced each other and offered each other way out.

But that had been the goddess, not the baby. Beneath those eyes, there was something even deeper that connected to me. I had no idea what it was, but I imagined it had to do with the reason my future self had buried her lifeless body out in the backyard in the canopic jar in the hopes that I would find it. Some part of me knew in the future I would move heaven and hell to keep her safe. Something I had just completely failed at.

"Holy fire," Sarah said almost beneath her breath as though she didn't expect me to hear. I noticed her knuckles were white as they gripped the headboard of the crib.

"Yes," I said. I had seen holy fire before. That night the maniac had turned me into a Nathelium. That explained the fragrance of myrrh that still lingered in the air. Holy fire wasn't quite all consuming, but it was fierce and frightening, and so absolutely anything could be beneath that blanket.

"But why?" she said. I watched as she reached out to touch the hump in the middle of the blanket but paused just as it hovered directly over top. It was obvious she didn't want to know what had happened. I was sure neither one of us did. I could barely breathe for the anxiety of it all.

Then I saw the hump moving. A small sound came from beneath like a chuckle or a murmur. Every bit of oxygen felt like it was sucked from my lungs in that moment. Both Sarah and I reached for the corners of the blanket at the same time and flipped it back. I imagined her heart was as high up in her throat as mine was.

I don't think either one of us prepared to see what was beneath the blanket. Nicki was alive and well. Everything in my body sagged at the sight, but then the confusion swam in passed the relief because now, incredibly, the baby we had seen moments before was now at least a year older. She had a  full head of russet coloured hair that curled behind her ears, and eyes the shape and colour of almonds peered up at both of us before she rolled over onto her hands and knees and crawled to the side of the crib. 

Shock held me frozen as I imagined her standing like any normal child at the side rails with arms outstretched to be picked up. I was still trying to work through it when she caught sight of the owlet curled in the corner. She reached out to it with chubby fingers and touched it on the foot. It shook itself to life, and only as it flapped its wings did I realize it too had aged. 

Instead of a chick, it was a juvenile. It flapped its wings three times more as though testing them, and then it levelled its oily gaze on Nicki. It chirped. She giggled.

I staggered backwards and swung my gaze to Sarah, expecting her to have some sort of explanation. This wasn't real. It couldn't be.

Sarah swore.

The thunder of footsteps on the stairs robbed us of a chance to question what had happened.

I wasn't surprised to see Callum breaking through the bedroom door before anyone of his firemen comrades.

"We don't need you," Sarah said and then laughed. Shock, I realized.  I knew it for what it was because I felt exactly the same way. 

"We got the fire out," I said, but I noticed my voice was shaky. High-pitched. Nothing like its normal tone.

Callum pulled his helmet from his head and swung that green eyed gaze of his to mine. Three of his compatriots swelled the doorframe behind him. I watched as they took in the room with equally steely gazes.

"It's all right," I said, trying to force my legs to move across the room. My feet felt cold despite the plush carpet. "We got it under control pretty quickly," I said.

I tried to draw his attention with my eyes to the new Nicki that sat in the middle of a soot covered crib with a juvenile owl perched on her shoulder. It took several seconds for his gaze to travel to the toddler, and when it did he couldn't keep the look of shock from crossing his face. Callum smothered it down beautifully, I thought.

I waggled my eyebrows at him. "I'm sorry for all the trouble," I said. "But everything's under control."

"Yes," he said, drawing out the word. "Looks like it is."

One of his comrades sucked the back of his teeth, unconvinced or put out, I couldn't say.

"You know it's dangerous to try to put a fire out yourself, don't you?" His gaze landed on the owl and his brows scuttled down like beetles. I thought he wanted to ask about it, but in light of a fire and a chance to scold someone, he thought better of it.

"It's only dangerous if trying is failing," I said. "But in this case, it seems as though we were successful."

That didn't impress Callum's buddy. He pushed his way into the room and ran his finger over the soot that lay over the furniture. Then he inspected as though he was white gloving a bit of dust.

He turned a baleful eye on me and scowled as he rubbed his fingers together. "In the event of fire, you're supposed to leave the premises. You should know that."

I batted my eyelashes at the way he stressed the pronoun, as though I of all people, pyromaniac that I was, should know. 

"Oh yes, sir," I said. "I do. But I couldn't just let the house burn down around me, could I?"

"Yes, yes you should. Because saving it is our job." He gave Callum a long look.

"It's true, Ayla," Callum said. "You really should know that. You just get in our way and make things more dangerous if you try to put the fire out yourself."

"But it wasn't a big fire," I lied. Let them try to prove me wrong. All we had to show for it was soot on the ceiling and over the crib. Only the blanket had suffered any real damage. 

"Take a look around," I said, waving my arm over the room. 

The first fireman grumbled and nudged the other two companions, muttering something about leaving Callum to take care of the fire starter on his own. 

They trooped back out of the house, all of them except Callum. I followed him down the stairs with Sarah carrying Nicki in her arms behind me. His shoulders had a tense set to them and I knew that by the time we reached the front door exactly what his face was going to look like. I waited at the bottom step, with Sarah hovering behind me while the fire department withdrew. 

They left with a lot less fanfare than they came, and as Callum closed the door, I felt Nicki's fingers tangle in the back of my hair. She gave it a tug hard enough that I had to turn around to extricate her fingers without losing several clumps of it to her demanding hands. The timing was actually pretty good. I didn't want to see the look on Callum's face.

"What are we going to do with you?" I said to her. I was relieved enough to see her healthy and unscathed that I actually felt a rush of emotion. I did love her, I knew. Past her origins and my anxieties of why I had placed her in our backyard in the time to come, I did love her. It was hard not to.

She grinned broad enough to show me three fully emerged teeth, and I wiggled one on the bottom, thinking of Warren and wondering what had happened to him.

The owl came flapping down the stairs and landed on the banister at the bottom. The tension in the air was uncomfortable. I expected Callum to speak or leave and I wasn't sure which one I wanted more.

He swung around, peeled his jacket off and hung it on the coat rack with great deliberation, then turned to face us. He reached for Nicki, who grinned and squealed and held her little arms out for him. When he hefted her onto chest, his expression that stared out at us over her shoulder was deadly serious.

"The poo is going to hit the fan now," Sarah said.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER 5

Callum cocked his head at Sarah. That green gaze burned a path across the distance from carpet to staircase.

"And exactly why would the shit hit the fan?" he said almost too calmly. "Would it be because the two of you put yourselves and the baby in danger?"

I chewed at the bottom of my lip. It was obvious he wasn't pleased and I thought he was eyeing Sarah because if he turned to me, I'd see exactly how mad he was. He advanced to the bottom step. He was still taller than me and I had to look up at him to keep his eye.

"What should we have done?" I demanded, piqued that he would even get angry in light of the situation. "Let the house burn down?"

He levelled his gaze to me. There was something odd in his eyes, a strange set to his jaw like he was fighting something. I assumed he was trying very hard not to lose his temper and yet, that wasn't the all of it.

"You should have got the Hell out," he said. "Do you know the stats on people who don't make it out because they're trying to save a cat or dog."

"Hello," Sarah yelled. "Nicki is no pet."

"I wasn't trying to imply--"

"And if you haven't noticed, she's twice the age you last saw her. Doesn't that raise any alarms?"

"Maybe a bit but--"

"And we couldn't just let her burn to death, could we?"

He looked uncomfortable but nowhere near ready to give in. In fact, he looked even angrier.

"Don't you think for even one second that ANY of us would have wanted a child to die that way. That we wouldn't have moved heaven and hell to save her." 

His expression was filled with stormy indignation and it didn't soften when he looked at Nicki. Instead, it grew fiercer as though he were imagining exactly how hard he would have worked to get to her. He put his palm over the top of her head.

"I would have risked my life to get to her," he whispered and I noticed that emotion had all but exhausted him.

"We did," Sarah said but she wasn't softening. Residual effects of the panic, I guessed.

"But you're not trained," he insisted. "My life is not the same as yours. I've trained to fight this sort of thing."

"Fire is fire," Sarah said.

"Maybe we should all just go into the kitchen and get some cocoa," I said, thinking of Gramp and wishing here was here. It was exactly the kind of thing he would do. 

Callum's fire bibs bunched up in weird places as he juggled Nicki from side to side. He smelled of soot and char.

I expected him to give in. He just shrugged. Sarah's hands went down along her sides in fists. The owl started flapping on the banister. She gave it a hard look and stormed down the hallway to the kitchen. I heard her rustling through the cupboards and knew she was putting cups of cocoa together regardless of how angry she was. A glance toward the stove proved me right.

I reached out to take Nicki from Callum, but the baby clung all the tighter. I sighed.

A heard a mug drop and then skitter across the floor. Sarah uttered a grumbling curse. I thought I heard her say Nicki's name.

"You know you really shouldn't have stayed in," he said. "You might have both got hurt. Worse, maybe." 

His green eyes shadowed with possibilities I didn't need for him to voice.

"Well we didn't get hurt," I said, trying to console him, but it did nothing to make him relax. I sighed.

"Look," I said. "It's been a heck of a night." I was thinking about how badly it had started and how worse it got, and then just how plain strange it ended up. It was a fair bit to take in even if I weren't Nathelium. "We're all fine more or less. Nothing is damaged except the crib." I nodded at Nicki. "And strangely enough, I think we've all grown from the experience." I tried to smile at the pun but my teeth caught on my lip. 

As bad a joke as it was, it seemed to take some of the itch out of his shorts. 

"I'm sorry, Ayla," he said, inching out of sight of the kitchen and closer to the steps. "Sarah's right; I shouldn't have flew off like that.  I was just so worried when the call came and then to see you all--see Nicki--like this..." 

I laid my hand on his arm, wanting to stop him from saying more. Nicki's new state was perplexing enough, if I talked about it now I'd lose my little exhausted mind.

"If it's any consolation, I don't think Sarah took it any better." 

As if she heard me, Sarah thumped a cup down onto the counter and at the sound, Nicki tried to squirm out of Callum's arms. He set her on the floor. We both watched her spin on her bottom for several moments before crawling up the hallway with the owl hooting along behind her.  

A glance at Callum told me his thoughts on the matter were the same as mine. Just hours ago, she had needed to be toted everywhere. Now she was mobile, if not close to ambulatory. It made me uneasy. A goddess trapped in a child's body had to be a burden. What if Nehkbet  hated me for it? 

What that might mean wasn't something I wanted to consider. Not yet. Tomorrow. When I'd had a good night's sleep and a belly full of bacon. 

As I'd been lost in my thoughts, staring at Callum without actually seeing him, he had somehow moved closer without me realizing it. He towered over me in the hallway. The glint of his green eyes reminded me of old Pepsi bottles. I found myself blinking up at him, confused and awash in emotions and post trauma stress. I had the feeling he might reach out and touch me, maybe even pull me closer. 

I both wanted it and didn't at the same time.

Just two weeks earlier, he'd called me a kid. That I didn't know what to do with my emotions. He also said he would wait for me to figure it out. Now here he was staring at me as though he expected something of me that I didn't understand and couldn't give.

"I imagine it's a lot for you to take in," I said and noted that my voice was shaking. "All of this on top of finding out you have angel blood in your veins."

He squeezed his eyes closed as though he were bracing himself. Two shuddering exhales racked his broad chest. I thought he might be holding back tears. I felt a rush of sympathy for him. I'd struggled too.

I sighed. "It's alright," I said, a whisper that I hoped was empathetic. "I get it. I've been there too."

He blinked his eyes open and they were clear and focused. No tears in the depths anywhere, just an odd far away look that I hadn't expected. Whatever it was moved behind his eyes like a cloud swirling in the centre. 

"I can't sleep at night," he said. It sounded like he needed to clear his throat. 

"That will get better," I said.

He inched closer, out of Sarah's line of sight. "I keep remembering everything. Thinking about everything." 

I nodded. "It was pretty awful," I said. "But eventually you'll adjust." I didn't tell him I had. One lie was enough for the night.

He hummed a thoughtful note that could have been agreement. "Not just that." He traced my jawline with the edge of his thumb. "Thinking about you."

I didn't expect that. I felt my chest flush and my throat went all tight and constricted. His thumb whispered down the column of my throat and traced my collarbone over the edging of my T-shirt.

I couldn't move for the excitement of it, the shock. 

"I'm not sure what it is," he said. "I'm alright until I'm standing right in front of you." His finger paused at the edge of my collar and his black brow quirked in query. When I didn't protest, that finger slipped beneath my T-shirt and tickled the top of my shoulder. I felt my knees sag. It was as though every bit of me wanted to melt against him.

I had no idea what was appropriate right then. I knew he was going to kiss me and I resolved not to do anything stupid like I had at the hospital by pushing away from him. I actually thought I might be able to remain composed, a perfectly adult woman waiting for a much-anticipated kiss. In the moment that I thought I would lift my face to his, my mouth blurted out something ridiculous.

"I met the tooth fairy," I said.

To his credit he didn't back off or show his surprise at such an unexpected statement. His other hand snaked around my waist, cupping the small of my back and urging my hips against his. Every part of my body felt electric with the expectation.

"Did she look like Tinkerbell?" he murmured playfully and lowered his head closer. All evidence of the contrite youth bearing down under an irate girl's temper was gone. Back in its place was the confident, assured man. The bib of his fireman's overalls gaped away from his chest and as he shrugged it back into place, the material emitted a soft bit of smokiness. 

He was a breath away from my lips and his touch down was like a moth fluttering against the corner of my own. I couldn't breathe for the anticipation.

"He," I said against his cheek, unable to stop the flood of ridiculous words. "His name is Warren."

The hand against the small of my back grew more firm. I had the feeling he was waiting for me to turn into his kiss, but was getting tired of waiting.

"Warren?" he said. "Should I be jealous?" He nuzzled his cheek against mine. I could feel the stubble of his 5 o'clock shadow scratching against the surface of my skin. I thought if he hadn't been holding me, I would have had to cling to him to stand up, then I realized I was clinging to him.

It was Sarah's voice, slicing through the air as though it had made a mighty karate chop down between the two of us, that got my attention.

"You met a fairy?"

"Fae," I corrected, dragging my eyes from Callum's mouth to peer over his shoulder. I pulled free of his embrace, but noticed from the corner of my eye that his gaze was still locked on my mouth. My hand went to the back of the door, and I felt around for the knob. Something to cling to get my bearings. Callum wasn't moving out of the way. He still towered over me, looking down at me as though he was drugged. I wasn't sure why he was acting so off, but in some ways, I liked it. In some ways it was inconvenient. Like now.

"You met a fae?" Sarah clunked closer, her shoes tattooing her progress across the tiles. She dropped two steaming mugs onto the pass-through counter. Then she came closer, her arms crossed over her chest. "Those things don't show themselves to anyone." Blonde brows met together over her sky blue eyes and her hand went to her hip.

 I shrugged. It didn't seem a big deal anymore. Maybe it was a sign of how used I was getting to have my life interfered with by supernatural beings. I tried to find a way to push past Callum. He was as movable as a mountain, and I had to give him a nasty glare to get him to shuffle off to the side.

"I should have thought of mentioning it before," I said. "But with everything going on..."

Sarah looked back over her shoulder into the kitchen. I could see Nicki sitting on the floor holding out the owl's wings as though she was dancing with it.

"I still don't know what happened," I said and Sarah looked back over her shoulder at the toddler.

"She's fine as far as I can see," she said. "But what the heck it means, who knows?" 

She peered at me as though I knew the answer and I twisted one hand into the other. I had the feeling we were both thinking the same thing: that whatever it meant was tied to the reason she had been laid to rest in those canopic jars in the first place. 

"Do you think I had something to do with that?" I said, testing Sarah's reaction to help me gauge my own. "Azrael wanted her bad enough. Do you think he knew something about her in the days to come that made her dangerous? That I let it loose anyway?"

"Who knows anything about Azrael or what he thinks," Sarah said. "What has he done except make your life miserable?"

"You got that right." Callum waggled his fingers at Nicki who laughed outright as her owl skittered across the floor in an attempt to escape her embrace. "Besides," he said. "How can she be dangerous? Look at her."

"Maybe it just is, then." It was a hopeful thought, one not sounded out in my chest at all. The tight way it was constricting told me there was more to it than just the way a goddess grew. 

I remembered those three new teeth as Nicki smiled at me earlier. It made me think of Warren, and a suicidal fae was much better a line of thought than the mysterious growth spurt. 

"His name was Warren, the tooth fairy, I mean," I said. "He told me he was very old. Very nearly the first." 

I tried to give the label with the same sense of importance he had delivered it with. But I had the feeling I failed. Sarah's mouth was just twisted up as she looked at me.

I could smell the chocolate clear across the room and it made my stomach gurgle. I crossed the hallway to pick up a mug. 

"It was very strange visit. He wanted me to kill him."

"Did you?" Callum said with an edge to his voice. "Did you kill the tooth fairy?"

I spun on him, trying to figure why he was so strangely hot and cold.

"Really?" I said with an edge to my voice that surprised me. "What kind of monster do you think I am?"

"Yeah," Sarah said, an angry splotch of red on her cheeks. "She's Nathelilum but she's not a killer. What has gotten in to you?" she cocked her head sideways as though she was trying to figure out a puzzle that she didn't like the look of.

He jammed his hands into the pockets of his bibs. "I don't know," he said and raked a hand through his hair. I noticed it was trembling. "I don't know much for sure anymore."

While the drugged look was gone, it had left a sort of tightness to his face that was echoed in his shoulders. "Maybe I just better go." He looked at me as though he expected me to beg him to stay and when I didn't, he sighed.

"I'll come by tomorrow – maybe late afternoon – and we'll do some training. Maybe we both need some physical exercise."

He tried to grin at me, but it came out as a grimace. All I could do was nod at him mutely. I let him go and waited until the door closed behind him before I let out a low whistle. Definitely not normal. Not this night. Not one bit.

"I suppose it's not his fault," Sarah said, sighing as he watched him through the window in the door. "I've known since I was a girl that I was a necromancer. Your grandfather has known he was a Druid since forever. Callum just found out he was crack to the supernatural community a couple of weeks ago. I guess he needs time to adjust."

Time was the least of it; I knew that from experience. I had never adjusted well to any change, let alone a big one like this. I told myself it was lucky for Callum he knew how to put out fires. I had spent a lot of time lighting them.

"So you're willing to give him some slack?" I said. 

"Heck no," she turned around and dropped the curtain back against the window. The glint of humor in her eye said she would, though.

I smiled. "Yeah, maybe he should suffer a little bit." 

"Just a scooch." She pinched her fingers together to indicate how much. "Poor thing," she said. It's a big deal realizing for the first time that the afterworld really does exist but that you will never see either Paradise or hell."

It was the first time she had admitted to caring one way or the other. Her blasé attitude about it surprised me.

"How long have you known?"

She shrugged. "I try not to think about it much," she said, but I had the feeling she wasn't being completely honest.  She blinked at me. "There are Nathelium who aren't fallen angels, you know. If you don't get me, one of them will." She made a great show of smiling broadly. "So if I got to go, I'd rather it was you."

"No one is going to 'get' you, Sarah," I said. "Least of all me. We'll find a way for you to pass blissfully into some cottony paradise."

She snorted. "I'd rather it was a chocolatey paradise." 

I picked up the cocoa and blew on it because I didn't like where the conversation was going one bit. Easier to dodge the matter all together by picking the original thought back up. 

"Well, Callum doesn't seem to be dealing well at all," I said. I had the feeling that he had accepted what he was, but that he didn't understand what good it would do or what it mattered. And maybe it didn't matter. Maybe it didn't mean anything. I just knew if it was me, I'd be fighting it all tooth and nail so no doubt he was doing the same.

I couldn't help shaking the thought that a guy like that, who was used to taking charge and being the heroic fireman would want to know what good he could do with the information, and if it wasn't a positive outcome, he would find it difficult. It had certainly seemed to throw him off his footing.

"He tried to kiss me," I admitted.

She grinned. "I saw that." 

I hung my head, embarrassed. "That's why you interrupted us."

"Not at all," she said, elbowing me in the ribs. "You just really threw me with the tooth fairy comment." 

"Imagine how I felt. He wanted me to kill him."

She sank into the hall chair, crossing one leg over the other. "Not that I don't believe you or anything," she said. "But why would he do that?"

"I have no idea." I crouched down in the hallway, facing Nicki, and waggled my fingers at her. She ignored me in favour of grabbing her owl by the leg and flipping him upside down.

I felt Sarah's finger tapping the top of my head. "Fairies are very nearly immortal," she said. "You know that don't you?"

I looked up at her and saw her holding her mug with both hands. Her dyed black hair was hanging over one shoulder. "Don't you?" she said again.

"How would I know that?"

She sighed. "Of course. Right. You're still very newly supernatural." She grinned over the edge of her mug. "But they are. They are one of the longest living supernatural creatures I know of. Very powerful. Their magic is something that is part of them. Like skin or a heartbeat. If he said he was very nearly the first, he must be older than Nicki."

"Almost everyone is older than Nicki," I said.

She gave me a dry look. "You know what I mean. Older than Nehkbet."

I nodded. Of course I knew what she meant. I just didn't want to think about it. It wasn't something you could forget, and it wasn't something that you took lightly. 

Which was exactly what we had been doing. Acting as though caring for a demigod was normal. We weren't ready for the fire that had happened in her bedroom because we weren't expecting it. 

"I just want to forget about it," I said sighing and pushing on my thighs to stand. "I don't know why he wanted what he did, but he was here. Look, we have enough going on right now, Sarah, without wondering why a tooth fairy is tired of living."

"You don't think it could have anything to do with my family do you?" she said.

We hadn't heard anything from her family since the day two weeks earlier when someone had left a death card from a tarot pack on our doorstep. We had expected horrible things in those first few days, but when nothing happened and no one came to collect Sarah kicking and screaming off to some sacrifice in order to raise back from the dead an old family necromancer, we began to think life was normal indeed. At least we acted so. I began to think it was an empty threat altogether.

"I can't imagine it would have anything to do with your family, Sarah," I said. "They haven't tried to contact you at all except leaving that card. If they left that card."

She ticked the side of her mug with a fingernail. "I wish I could share your confidence, Ayla," she said. "Because I know my family. And it's just a matter of time."

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER 6

When Callum had said he'd come by in the morning, maybe late afternoon, I had totally expected sometime at least after eleven. Especially knowing that both Sarah and I had gone through a tough night. With Gramp gone to his little convention and Nicki threatening to grow out of the T-shirt we had hastily put on her because she had become too big to fit into her little onesie, neither one of us got to bed before 5 AM. 

I might have been dreaming about tooth fairies again, but when a cold blast of liquid shot into the corner of my eye as I lay in my bed, I was up like a shot instead of like a drunken cat and was stumbling bleary-eyed across the carpet in my bare feet before I could even open my eyes.

Whatever it was, I would be ready this time.

"I told you I wouldn't do it," I said, slapping at the stream of water that still came at me, this time soaking my chest, my hair, my neck. No matter which way I twisted, the stream caught me. As I opened my mouth to swear at Warren, a blast went into my mouth, making me sputter.

 "Time to get up," said a familiar voice.

Callum. Knowing it was him and not the very old tooth fairy attacking me sent conflicting emotions through me. On the one hand, I was relieved I wouldn't have to argue with a supernatural creature who had already threatened to pull my teeth out of my head with some very painful magic, and sheer humiliation because I knew my T-shirt was an old and ragged thing that was no doubt completely soaked. Water dribbled out of my mouth onto the floor.

"I told you I'd be by in the morning," he said. "A recruit doesn't make her trainer wait."

I gripped the edge of the bureau with my fingers as I suffered the stream of water hitting the small of my back. "All I heard was afternoon," I said. 

The stream of water stopped and I heard him pumping the gun in vain. Empty. Good. Maybe I could pull a sweatshirt out from one of my drawers before I decided to elbow him in the throat. I was fumbling around inside my sweater drawer when he came up behind me and slipped his arms around my waist. I was so shocked, I froze with my hands clenched around something soft and thick. My hoodie.

I felt him spoon into my back as though he had done it a thousand times before.

"What are you doing?" I said.

Both of his hands wrapped around me, then, and for a second I thought he would bury his nose into my neck. The way he drew in a heavy breath, I certainly imagined he might. Then I felt a tremor run through him and in the next instant, while I was still thinking he was being sweet and gentle, he lifted me straight off my feet and swung me up over his shoulder, caveman style. I'm sure he would've called it fireman carry, but it felt very brutish and primitive and, I had to face it, incredibly sexy.

Even so, I found myself beating against his back with my fists. From my spot hanging down his back, I could see one of my sweatshirts dangling from his hand. 

"What?" he said with a chuckle. "Did you really think you'd get out of training today?"

His words were stern, but there was something deep and unsettled in his voice.

"I wasn't planning to," I said. "But that was before the soaking. A girl needs to get dressed first."

"In my day, I had to put out a fire with nothing on but a pair of boots in minus 10 degree weather."

I jabbed his kidney. "Nice image," I said. "And no doubt you had to walk ten miles in the snow to get to it." 

He kicked my bedroom door open. My head waggled up and down as he ran down the stairs. Thanks to that brutish training he seemed to have an incredible amount of cardio and I wondered how long he would be able to go before he decided he couldn't carry me anymore and would drop me to my feet.

"I think you're lying," I said and then immediately bit my tongue as he jumped from the second to last step onto the floor in the hallway.

"Maybe I am, maybe I'm not." 

He took the fastest route to the backyard out through the kitchen and onto the back porch. Sure enough it was freezing outside. Probably close to 11° and me in my flimsy and wet T-shirt sticking to me in places I dearly wished it wouldn't. 

As soon as he put me down onto my feet, he threw the sweatshirt at me. I pulled it over top of my head.

I was struggling into it when I felt his fingers on the waistband, pulling it down over the stubborn places. I thought his hands lingered a little too long at the side of my breasts, but then he gave a gruff tug and my head popped through the top to fill out the hood. 

I caught his eye staring at my pulse and when I cleared my throat, his gaze jerked upward. It wasn't like him to look embarrassed.

But it was a good advantage to show him just how serious I was, and exactly how ticked off I was to find myself wet and freezing without a single bit of caffeine to warm my insides. I took those few seconds when he was staring at my throat and threw a punch at him. Good and hard. As fast as Sarah had taught me back in the foster home.

My fist connected with his empty palm. I should have known I couldn't catch him off guard. An instant later, he had my arm twisted up behind my back. I bent over painfully, yelling at him to let me go.

"Nice try," he said. "But you aren't far enough along in your training yet Grasshopper to catch me on a bad day."

That rankled because I had worked hard and it rankled because it was true. But that wasn't exactly my fault. We'd not had enough sessions for me to get good at all, and add in all the weird stuff going on, a gal didn't have much chance to improve.

He needed to cut me some slack. What he did was give me a gentle shove, just enough to free me from his grip without leaving me fumbling to the ground. I spun around to face him. The sun was barely touching the tops of the trees for heaven's sake. It was cold out there.

"I haven't even had a cup of cocoa yet," I complained. "What's got you all in a tizzy?"

Instead of answering, his fist whipped out at my face and in the last second turned into a slight tap against my cheek.

Annoyed, I swatted his arm away.

"I'm hungry," I said. "And you're being really annoying." 

"You should have blocked that," he said. "I gave you plenty of time."

"And how would I know how to do that," I said. "You still haven't had me doing much more than running around like an idiot and practising stupid and completely unhelpful katanas."

"What do you think those moves are for if not to use them?"

"Who the heck knows," I said. "Doesn't make any sense to me. Nor does running around outdoor without a belly full of breakfast." 

After the night I'd had I would've expected at least a cup of coffee before being thrown into the fire and he should've understood that. It wasn't fair. 

I spun on my heel and headed back to the porch. Before I got more than two steps, I felt his hand encircle my wrist and pull me toward him as though we were dancing some Fred and Ginger routine. Instead of coming up hard against his chest, however, I felt myself being lifted from the ground, and I had the horrible feeling I was going to be slammed down against his knee like some cheesy wrestling move. 

I let out a bloodcurdling scream in protest, but strangely enough it came out as nothing more than a squeak. Instead of being pile driven into the ground, I was hanging from his hip like a sack of flour. He carried me straight back toward the middle of the yard.

Seriously, I had no idea where he got all of his adrenaline or strength from. 

"Want to tell me what's going on with you?" I demanded as I watched the grass blur past my vision. Herbs with purple flowers turned the sights into a kaleidoscope.

By the time we made it to the step, I was already struggling and he was already pulling me harder against him, wrapping both of his arms around my legs and waist. I let go an ineffectual shout, half expecting Sarah to come to her bedroom window to see what all the ruckus was about. Not that I could see her window. No sooner had I begun my protest when he plopped me down onto my feet. 

He yanked me against his chest, spinning me so, I faced outward as his arm snaked around me. I would have gasped except he spread his palm over my mouth.

That sent me into a panic. I squirmed and twisted and ended up doing nothing more make his grip tighten on me. I decided to stomp down hard on his instep with my bare foot. The jolt of it slammed up my shin, but it also made him let go of me pretty quickly.

Victorious, I spun around with my fist in the air, jabbing out at him like Sarah had taught me: one hand up in front of my face, the other one, my right because it was the strongest, snapping out level to my nose. When my right struck nothing but air, I yanked it back in close and then swung round house with my left. That one connected. I couldn't help smiling as I heard his surprised grunt.

"About time," he said. Then he danced away out of reach. 

The way he was looking at me, I realized he had let me hit him.

"Not fair," I said. "You let me punch you."

"I certainly didn't let you stomp on my foot," he said but he was grinning. "But that was smart. Nice one, Ayla. Although it took you long enough."

He jammed his hand into his jeans pocket and came out with an elastic band. He pulled that up into his hair and wrapped it into a man bun.

"Now it's on," he said.

I realized he'd been testing me. Edging me on.

"You could've warned me," I said.

"I just wanted to see what it would take for you to get serious about the training."

"I am serious." 

"So serious you only give it your best when you're angry?" 

He slapped his hands on his jeans. "That's not serious. You're the one that wanted this. You better give it your best." He loped toward the herb garden, taunting me closer.

It annoyed me the way he cantered about without getting winded, the way he acted as though he was the only one who thought this training was necessary when it had been my idea in the first place. As if he was the one who had to do all the reaping and deal with Azrael and put himself in harm's way. As if he got visits from the tooth fairy and incubi and demigods. 

I looked back over my shoulder to see if Sarah had come to the window yet. She had. She and Nicki were waving between the curtains as though they were looking down at a passing parade of clowns. But this wasn't funny, just a little infuriating. 

He licked his thumbs like a fighter would, then lifted them up, boxer style. 

"Come at me. You got yourself some mini mad skills, Ayla. Time to use them."

I thought of Sarah up there watching me, no doubt measuring my moves. I hesitated.

"Come on," he said. "What are you waiting for? The Apocalypse?"

I charged then. Straight at him. I lunged for his torso, hoping to slam my full weight into him and knock him flat on his back. Instead, I miscalculated and slammed my own nose up against his collarbone. I yowled and clutched at my nose. Was that blood running down my nostrils?

"You didn't duck enough," he said, struggling not to laugh.

I rubbed at my nose, working the pain out. I spread my fingers in front of me to see if there was blood. None. Just a good deal of runny nostril tears.

"I don't want to do this anymore," I said.

"You mean you're not mad anymore," he said. "And that's the trouble."

"If you don't think this is mad, then you have no idea what it looks like." I dropped onto the damp grass and crossed my legs one with the other. The dew soaked through my bottom as I plucked at the grass. I was done. Not one more tussle or punch. I'd just sit her till he left and then I'd go in for bacon.

He strolled over and leaned over me. "You need to be cold and calculating."

I had the urge to reach up and pull the elastic band from his man bun. I knew the hair would reach just to the bottom of his ears and that there would be one small curl that would poke into his ear. Once freed, I'd yank on that hair good and hard.

"You mean like you?" I said, but I wasn't really thinking of Callum, just how he reminded me this morning of Azrael. Hot and cold all at once. 

He dropped his arms to his side and folded onto his bottom beside me. "I'm not cold, Ayla." He lay a hot hand on my knee. "Not when it comes to you."

I peeked out of the side of my eye at him. He was staring at me, all right. 

The hand that was on my knee slid up to the middle of my thigh, that I was still working out whether or not it was a casual movement or an intentional one when it lifted from my leg altogether and his arm went around my back. 

He pulled me close to him in a one-sided embrace and I had the discomfiting thought that now I was being the one all hot and cold. All pique for him disappeared at the feel of his arm around me. Damn hormones.

"You're beautiful, you know," he said. "I dream about that hair."

My hair had made me a target in the foster homes, a great thing to tease me about because it made me stand out when most kids wanted to disappear under those circumstances. If he wanted me to forgive him, he certainly had my attention. Whether or not he meant it when he said I was beautiful, I warmed to his compliment even if I shivered beneath my hoodie. I wasn't totally convinced it was from the cold. I knew that if I lifted my face to his, I would see that smokey stubble on his chin and those intense green eyes staring down into mine. I wasn't sure I could withstand that without throwing my arms around him and making a fool of myself.

His cheek nuzzled the top of my hair as though he were trying to make me look at him.

"Is Sarah watching?" he said.

I looked over my shoulder. Sarah still stood in the window with her palm on the glass and Nicki in her arms, trying to catch the juvenile owl flapping overhead.

I wasn't sure what to do, whether I should change the subject, get up, or simply stay put. Knowing Sarah was watching actually made me feel a bit safe, like I didn't have to make any decision at all.

"Yes," I said, almost embarrassed to hear the relief in my voice. 

"Good," he said.

The hand that wasn't around my back moved to cup the side of my cheek and he tilted my face to his. His lips sealed over mine and in an instant, I was thrown back to those moments when Gramp was in the hospital and Callum had kissed me. I had recoiled out of fear. This kiss was very much the same, demanding and insistent. There was pressure to his lips I both enjoyed and was afraid of. It was only through sheer willpower that I didn't pull away like I had the first time.

His tongue found mine. He tasted of orange juice and toothpaste, both of them so fresh and cool that the contrast of heat and the kiss had me responding even though I had no idea what I was doing. I could barely breathe beneath the pressure and the ache in my throat seemed to only get worse the longer it went on.

He broke away as though someone had slapped the back of his head. 

"I'm sorry," he said, pulling away. The drugged look on his face was partnered by panic. "I don't know what came over me."

Sorry. I wasn't sure why he was apologizing, maybe it was because he still thought of me as a kid and he felt as though he was doing something he shouldn't. Maybe he wanted my reassurance that it was okay. It was more than okay. Every part of my body was tingling.

"It's alright," I murmured.

I stole a look at him from beneath shuttered eyelids. 

"No," he said. "I don't think it is okay." He started to push himself away from me, struggling, it seemed, to find his feet.

Back to training, then, I thought. Although it had no idea how I was going to do that now. Not after that. I was halfway onto my own feet when I realized he was walking across the yard toward his car, not heading for the herb garden.

"Where are you going?" I said. 

"Home," he said over his shoulder.

Confused, I rushed to catch up to him. "What do you mean you're going?" I said. "We have training to do."

I grabbed him by the elbow and tried to pull him back.

He looked down at me with a near look of panic. "I have to get to work," he said with a pained look on his face. "And you have enough to do today before your grandfather gets back."

"Just the exterminator," I said. "Not much else. We're going to set up a tent in the backyard and have a camp out." 

I didn't understand what was happening. 

"You don't have to leave. Sarah will make us cocoa. Maybe some bacon and eggs." I gripped his arm. "Don't go."

I wasn't sure why I felt so panicked, I just hated the thought of him taking off on me. I'd done something wrong, I was sure of it. 

He sighed and laid a warm hand on mine. "It's nothing, Ayla," he said. "I'm fine." He peeled my hand away from his arm and started walking backwards away from me. I followed him automatically.

"You go get some breakfast," he said. "I'll be back later."

We were all the way to the car before he spoke again. Casual and almost like it was an afterthought.

"The Firefighters' Gala is this weekend," he said. "I need a date and you need a chance to show the rest of the team you're not an arsonist."

Flustered, I looked up at him. "Are you asking me out on a date?"

"Yes," he said. "A date. I want to see you in a little black dress and heels instead of a T-shirt and yoga pants." He eyed my legs with a sort of examining study. "Although I must admit, the yoga pants have their own sort of appeal."

Then he spun around and pushed behind the steering wheel and drove off, leaving me blinking after him.

A date. I had a date with Callum. I hugged myself. Finally. Something positive.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER 7

It took me days to find the right dress. I couldn't just scooter to the store, dig through the racks, try it on and buy it. No. I had to do all those things, plus scooter it back home to try on for Sarah to approve. That meant a half a dozen dresses got returned to the store and the process started all over again. The retail clerks stopped being nice the second time. The sixth, they flat out refused to offer a refund or exchange ,and I ended up with an ugly thing with too many bows that I stuffed into my drawer. 

In the end, I came home from school on the day of the gala to Sarah standing at the pass-through counter, running her hands over a silky black swath of material. Nicki was crawling around on the floor at her feet. The owl stared at a few black buttons attached to the material with a hungry eye, no doubt imagining them as delicious beetle snacks.

"What's that?" I said, dropping my book bag onto the hall table and plodding across the carpet in my shoes to see what she was fondling so dreamily.

"Your dress," she said and lifted the thing from the counter to hang in front of her. 

It draped down against her front in a way that was gorgeous enough to make me gasp. Long and flowing and silky black like midnight, it swept along the floor, and when she flipped it over, I could see that the back was made of thin laces crisscrossing all the way from the shoulder to the skirt, which I presumed would begin at the small of my back. It was far too feminine for me. 

I wanted it immediately.

"Gimme," I said, clutching for it and having it swept out of reach just before my fingers grasped the material. I eyed her warily. "Where'd you get it? How?" 

I'd never so much as seen her leave the grounds to get the mail, so visiting the store was out of the question and she had no cash to speak of to buy if she did.

"Let's just say that your grandfather better not have to use his credit card before he gets home from his convention. I ordered it, silly. From an online store. Overnight delivery."

I chuckled at mention of Gramp's convention. It was a week long event in the city and he'd packed several dusty tomes and his best cassock as well as a mysterious looking pouch filled with what looked like hair. His suitcase had been stuffed with herbs he'd grown and dried and tied off with burlap string to pass out or sell as he saw fit. He'd been as excited as a round eyed nerd finding a new comic book. I thought he could use a break from Dyre and heartily approved his decision to attend his first meeting of the magical minds in over a decade.

"He's been eerily silent on the convention front," I said. "You would have thought he'd have texted me or something by now."

 She gave me a narrowed eye.

"You did tell him that Magic: the Gathering was a card game right? He did know that the convention was going to be filled with nerds and not sorcerers and Druids?"

I shrugged. "Not my fault he thought a flyer tacked to the grocery store bulletin board smacked of underground meetings. If he wanted to believe it was his peeps getting together in the city, who was I to dissuade him? And you certainly didn't complain about having the house to yourself this last week."

It was true. She hadn't questioned my indulgence of Gramp's journey and I hadn't dissuaded him. It was lovely to have the place to ourselves and although we'd equipped him with a burner cell phone, he'd only used it the twice: once to send a garbled text that I imagined was a pocket dial, and the other to tell me he was taking a long bath and getting ready for the first casting ceremony later the next evening. I'd expressed excitement for him but didn't dare let him in on the truth.  

I'd planned to deal with that guilt later but then Nicki had Phoenixed herself into a new body. The one moment where I had remembered I should text him, I didn't have my phone and then everything had gone back to normal. It didn't seem right to make him worry when things had been solved. I imagined by now his sulky silence on the other end was the result of his decision to make me think he knew full well what the convention was when he'd signed up. He was a proud one, my Gramp, but he couldn't fool me. I had the sense that he fully intended to show up without notice and catch me at something nefarious. 

I couldn't wait to see the look on his face when he saw just how surprised we were--much less so than he'd be when he saw Nicki. So the joke would be on him, and it would be much easier then to explain why I didn't warn him about the nerd fest. And it would be doubly nice to be able to explain that if I didn't count the visit by tooth fairy, or Nicki's sudden growth, or the sooty ceiling, that things were normal. No Azrael. No sorcery family pounding down my door to extricate Sarah for ritualistic sacrifice. 

So all in all, things had been going pretty damn well as far as I was concerned. Even my classes at school seemed to be getting better. Sending my grandfather off on a wild goose chase felt like something a regular teenager would totally do to get the house to herself. And now I was going to be attending a gala of all things with one of the most incredibly hot men in Dyre. A firefighter no less. I would've had to say life couldn't get any more normal.

I couldn't wait to get that dress into my grubby hands. It had to fit. There were only a couple of hours before Callum came to pick me up and if it didn't, I was going to have to wear the ugly one with the nasty red bow. Even sweats would be better than that. I really didn't want to have to mentally run through the three pairs of yoga pants to see which would be the most alluring.

Sarah must've seen the eyeing the dress because she held it out to me, finally. I noted she let it slip through her fingers with a sigh.

"Don't worry," she said, reading my expression perfectly. "It will fit."

I had to duck as I reached out for it because Nicki's owl swooped down over my head and landed on the floor next to the door. It hooted at me with a long and trumpeting voice, and Nicki squealed in pleasure. She started to crawl toward it and I plucked her from the floor and lifted her into my arms. 

As silky soft as the dress was in one hand it was nowhere near as soft as the skin of her cheek as she laid it against my neck. I breathed in the smell of baby lotion and powder and I nuzzled my nose into the fuzz of her hair. She lifted her honeyed gaze to mine and a small hint of diaper rash cream wafted up to me. Her chubby fist tangled in my hair and gave a tug.

"Little peanut," I said. "What have you been doing all day?"

In answer, she showed me her three teeth and then buried those teeth into my skin as she wrapped her mouth around my chin. I let out a holler and Sarah extracted her from my arms. I swiped the back of my arm across my chin to mop up the drool.

"She's decided to take up biting," Sarah said and showed me her arm. It was scored with several indentations. Despite how angry they looked against her pale skin, Sarah didn't sound as if it bothered her at all. In fact, she sounded rather indulgent. There were times when I wanted to remind her that the Egyptian goddess who was wearing Nicki's skin had at one time tried to suck Callum dry of his energy, but it was hard to believe looking at the cherubic toddler that the original entity was anywhere in there.

I reached out and gripped the tiny hand in mine, giving it a shake and trying to coo to her, forcing myself to see nothing but the chubby infant and not the hard-eyed goddess I'd met in the otherworld.

"Do you worry we did the right thing?" I said. "Merging her with the goddess, I mean. That fire in the crib couldn't have been a natural thing even for a demigod." I whispered the last in case the toddler could understand. "What if there's some awful thing lurking and waiting to take us out in our sleep?"

Sarah rubbed her palm against the toddler's hair, making it stand up. "You can look at this face and say that?"

"I have to say that," I said, letting my voice raise because Nicki was too busy chewing on my finger to make me think she understood what was going on. "Because what if she's actually dangerous? What if she has another growth spurt in your arms, Sarah? What if she catches fire while Gramp is feeding her? What if--"

"What if nothing happens, Ayla?" Sarah said. "You buried her out there, remember? Sometime in the future you wanted the present day you to find her. You wouldn't have done that if you thought she was dangerous."

"But--"

"But nothing," Sarah said, sighing. "We can be diligent, yes, but we can't start second guessing something that is done and over. We can't change it."

"But don't you worry?"

"Of course I worry." She shifted the toddler to the other hip. "But I trust you. Even the you a dozen years from now if it's that long." 

One look at the resolute expression and I knew it was fruitless to argue. I'd have to worry about it on my own if I wanted to keep picking it over. Sarah had decided how she felt.

"Go put that thing on," she said. "I'll put Nicki down for her nap and then I'll be up with some makeup and a curling iron."

I groaned. "Not makeup. It makes my face all greasy."

She glowered at me. "Do you want to look like a filthy-faced urchin wearing a dress from Saks?"

"This is from Saks?" I said.

"Sax," she repeated and spelled it for me. "You think your grandfather is made of money?" She grinned.

As it turned out, the dress fit perfectly. I couldn't stop staring at myself in the mirror as I twisted this way and that, running my hands down along my hips and smoothing them along my belly. It was perfect. And even with the dozen straps crisscrossing the back, my chest was held in check perfectly by a built-in bra disguised by a draping cowl neck. By the time Sarah had applied what she called a smoky eye with a dramatic lip, even I thought I was magazine, ready. 

By the time Callum came to pick me up, I'd begun to suffer an acute case of nerves that could only be assuaged by food. 

I came out from the kitchen nibbling the edge off a piece of bacon to see him standing in the hallway wearing a black tux with a white tie. He'd shaved and combed back his black hair and smelled overly strong of aftershave. 

The look on his face, a mix between confusion and appreciation made me stop short, bacon in hand.

I almost wiped my fingers on the dress until Sarah grabbed at my wrist.

"Go," she said jerking her head toward Callum.

We went. Without a word, I brushed past him onto the front stoop. I fancied I was walking like a model in my high-heeled shoes, but the truth was I was wobbly. They were a little higher than I had expected and I mentally cursed myself for not trying them out and practising in my room before hand. I didn't want him to know how difficult I was finding it to walk heel toe, heel toe toward the car without collapsing onto the grass next to the driveway. 

By the time I was halfway down the driveway, his arm found the back of my hips and he guided me the rest of the way to the car. I felt insulted at first and a bit embarrassed that he didn't think I could make it without twisting an ankle, but then I reminded myself that this was what adults did. They looked and acted composed. And I was a lady. At least tonight. 

Unfortunately, that lasted as long as it took me to get to the car door. He brushed me deftly aside and tried to open the passenger side for me. I gave him a hard look.

"I know how to open a door," I said.

His gaze was inscrutable in the shadows. "But apparently not how to accept a bit of chivalry," he said. 

That little tussle next to the car made for a long and tense trip to the Gala and by the time we arrived, I was completely ready to beg his forgiveness. He looked much like he had the first night I had met him, fingers clenched on the wheel, staring straight ahead. I resolved to let him open the door for me when we parked. Instead, he pushed out his side and started heading directly toward the convention centre, leaving me alone on my side of the car.

I deserved it and I knew it, but I couldn't resist honking the horn. It blared loudly and long, then three short blows that made several of the fancy dressed people turn on their heels and stare in my direction. It felt so good to see the looks on their faces. In the lights along the Parkside I could see that Callum's jaw was clenched. I tooted the horn-again for good measure. 

He shoved his hands in his pockets and for a second, I thought he wasn't going to come my way, but he did. He made his way over to my side and pulled open the door, holding it open while I slipped a high-heeled foot out onto the pavement. I thought I turned my ankle very prettily.

I expected him to be surly, but when I stole a look up at him I could see that he was grinning.

"I don't know what I was thinking ignoring you like that," he said and reached out for my hand. 

"I don't either," I said, immediately contrite in the face of his chivalry. "I'm sorry about my behaviour."

"You mean the horn?"

"Well," I said, glancing around at the more conventionally dressed patrons and imagining each of them were judging me. "That too."

He grinned broadly, showing me those perfect teeth and the dimple in his cheek. "Shall we?" He held out his elbow and I took it, feeling very adult and very star-struck at the elegance of the event.

No more than half an hour later, my feet and ankles were aching in the heels and I took my chance while Callum slipped out to the bathroom to wobble over to the punch table. I leaned onto it, gripping the edges so that I could take some of the pressure off my feet. I couldn't figure out what made women wear such atrocities on a daily basis. Even my toes felt pinched and sore. 

Several glasses of bubbling champagne sat next to the virgin punch and no one lurked near enough to marshal the handing out of such beverages. A drink was what I needed. Not virgin punch either. I was overly anxious and in pain. Booze was just the ticket to ease some of the anxiety of trying to stroll about and dance in heels too high for me to walk in. 

With a quick peek around the room, I let my hand trail over to the stem of a long glass of bubbling wine. I grabbed it and pulled it close, putting my back to the room as I did so.

"Any sophisticated escort would have already made sure you had a glass in hand," a drawling voice said as I put the rim of the glass to my lips. I froze, not sure what to do since I was obviously underage despite the sexy dress. I contemplated setting the glass back down, but it was too hard won and so I upended it before I turned to the speaker.

Which meant I choked on the bubbles as I realized who was standing next to me.

"You're the guy I nearly killed," I said.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER 8

I immediately went into a coughing fit as the bubbles frothed up my nose. Standing there dressed in a tuxedo far more elegant than the one Callum had rented was the blonde who reminded me so terribly of Sarah. The guy who had stepped in front of my scooter just two weeks earlier and who I had knocked unconscious and sent to the hospital as a result.

The last time I had seen him had been in the crypt after Nehkbet had merged with the deceased infant buried in our backyard. He looked different tonight. Dressed to kill. A glass of champagne in both hands. He passed one to me as though he didn't realize I was underage.

"Rory, right? Still working on cataloguing all those religious skeletons?" I said and took the flute from him because he had just seen me swallow down an entire glass like it was water. Better to think I was actually of age than to try to explain myself.

He quirked his head at me as though he found the question interesting. "You remember that?"

I nodded and sipped at the edge of the flute. "It's not every day you meet a guy rich enough to purchase an old church and turn it into a museum." 

He put his glass to his lips and sipped at its edge, peering over it at me. I thought he was studying me; his gaze was certainly intense enough. It was making me nervous.

My chest felt very warm and my legs felt as though someone had poured hot oil down my skin. I figured I should cool it off with another drink, and when I did, everything slowed down to a nice pace. That was better; much easier to focus, though things started to spin a bit.

"You remind me of someone," I blurted out.

Those blond eyebrows rose. "Do tell me." He took the glass from me and set it on the table before plucking another stem from the assortment.

I took it from him with a short nod. "My friend, Sarah," I said. "She has the same hair." I reached out to touch it as though I knew him already. It was soft. Strangely enough, he didn't move to deflect my touch. Instead, he leaned into it, tilting his head so that I could cop a good feel.

"Blondes like us are rare," he said, tilting his glass at me. "Much like redheads."

My eyelids felt a little droopy. When I blinked, I felt as though they were moving in slow motion. I ran my fingers through my own loose tresses, pulling a handful forward so I could look at it. The strands were nothing but a blur of color.

"I wouldn't call this red," I said. "My mother was the one with real red hair. Compared to her, this stuff is just ginger." 

I felt a twinge of sadness as I thought of my mother. Her hair had been flaming red. And she'd been so beautiful. Willowy and tall but with the strength of an oak. I still couldn't believe she was gone and that she had left me alone to face the world. I teared up and swiped the liquid from my cheek determined. She was gone but I wasn't alone. I had plenty of people who loved me. I had to remind myself of that.

He moved closer. He was handsome enough, although something about him seemed cold and distant no matter how close he stood. 

"I can't imagine a more beautiful shade than yours," he said. "Tell me, Ayla, is that burly fireman of yours the father of your daughter? The baby you had with you in the crypt that day?"

I laughed out loud and nearly twisted my ankle out of my heels. "Father?" She's not even my daughter." I giggled. "Hell, she's not even human." 

I tittered and hiccuped like an idiot. Everything felt so deliciously warm. Even the dance floor seemed coated in waves of heat.

A firm grip on my arm from the back startled me and a gruff, warning voice that accompanied it made me swing around, trying to adjust my eyesight from the sudden movement.

Callum. I smiled up at him, pleased to see him. "Callum," I said. "You remember Rory."

"I think you've had enough," Callum said. It took a few seconds for his face to swim back into focus.

"You won't believe this," I said cheerily. "Rory here thinks you're Nicki's dad." I barked out a laugh and took a last slug of the champagne. 

Callum wrenched the glass from my hand and nearly yanked my shoulder out of its socket as he pulled me away from Rory. His glare toward the blonde was icy enough to freeze water, but Rory merely quirked one of those blonde brows with a sort of half interest.

"She's underage," Callum said. "I could have you arrested."

"Could you now?" Rory said and all seeming friendliness left his voice. "And what are you doing dating a minor?" He lifted one brow in a cocky, meaningful way.

Callum sputtered at that. "A date between friends isn't a crime."

"I'm nearly eighteen," I piped up and held up a finger. "One month to go."

I looked from one man to the other in confusion. Except for the fact I had admittedly snuck a few glasses of champagne when I shouldn't have, I couldn't understand what all the hubbub was about.

Callum's arm slipped around my waist and I snuggled in automatically. I felt much steadier on my feet then.

"You're warm," I said, looking up at him.

His lips compressed into a thin line. "Maybe it's time I got you home."

At that moment, Rory cleared his throat, and I remembered him standing there. How could I have forgotten? I gave him a sweet smile. Callum should be proud of me for being so pleasant.

"Nice seeing you again, Rory," I said.

"It's nice to see that smile of yours, Ayla," he said. "Such nice teeth."

He reached out and ran the back of his fingers down along my cheek and for a second I felt as though everything in the room had gone dark. I felt woozy and unsteady.

Callum's arm tightened around me as though he thought I was about to fall. "Are you all right, Ayla?"

I peered up at him with my hand on his chest to steady myself. I had to squint at him to bring him into focus. "I'm not sure," I said. "Must be the booze." 

I glanced toward Rory, thinking to apologize, but he had spun around on his heel and was heading out to the crowds. I watched him pushing himself through the dance floor. Rude. Several dancers glared at his back as he made his progress out.

"He's in an awful hurry," I said and hiccuped again.

"I'm glad he's gone," Callum said.

"Me too," I said just to be agreeable. The next hiccup hurt my chest and I winced.

Callum gave me a long look and I felt as though I was going to take a dive into those eyes of his. "Like seawater," I said. "Green and cold and yet somehow still very enticing."

"I think I should get you home," he said. "I think you need to go to bed."

I chuckled. Home. Bed. There was a joke there somewhere but I couldn't think of it. Instead I leaned against him heavily and enjoyed the way his arm held onto me. All of that cologne washed over me, making my very warm limbs feel as though I was swimming in warm fragrance. 

"Remember the time we slept together?" I said, giggling.

He shushed me angrily and I realized I must have spoken too loud. A lady wearing a long gauzy white dress gave Callum a disapproving look. I waved my hand toward her. "It's alright," I said to her. "We just slept together once."

It seemed silly now to remember how scared I was of him. I couldn't imagine anything better than going home and climbing into a bed where he was warming the blankets.

Callum gripped me by the elbow and eddied me toward the exit.

I peered up at him, wondering how I had suddenly become so much more fluid on my feet than before.

"Do you remember?" I said, wanting to hear him say he did. "When we slept together, I mean?"

"It's not something a man can forget," he said and there was a huskiness to his voice that I didn't expect. He was aiming me toward the door, even in my state I was aware of that.

"Are you taking me home with you?" I said with a titter.

"You've obviously had too much to drink," he said and pushed the door to the convention centre open. I shivered as the cold air struck my bare shoulders. He pulled off his jacket and draped it over me. Both of his arms went around my waist beneath the jacket as he pulled me into a warm cocoon of an embrace. I ran my hands up between his shoulder blades almost as though some part of me was checking for evidence of wings that could never have been there. We stood there in the light for long moments as he looked down at me. I thought he might kiss me again. I waited for it. I even tilted my chin upward, expecting his lips to land on mine.

"Maybe you should stay over tonight," I said. Feeling brave. Must be the alcohol. Maybe I should drink more often. 

"You don't know what you're saying," he said. His face was so close to mine I could see the way one of his eyebrows had a small nick cut out of it.

I thought of him lying next to me, his arm thrown over mine, the feeling of safety and comfort, enjoying that electric buzz that always ran over my skin when he was too close, a buzz that was happening now. Making me dizzy. Making me melt into to him.

"Sure I do," he whispered. "I know exactly what I'm saying."

I felt him clutch at my back almost in a spasm that he couldn't help. Then his mouth claimed mine and this time there was no gentleness anywhere within the kiss. It was demanding and possessive and somehow desperate. And although I wasn't expecting the suddenness of it, I tried to hold my own breath beneath the frenzy. It was making me even dizzier. I was having a hard time keeping my legs from buckling. Even my stomach was flip-flopping around like a landed fish.

One second his hands were on my waist and the next they had climbed to the back of my neck, the heels of his hand gripping my chin and holding it still is he laid his assault on my mouth.

Then as abruptly as that kiss began, he pulled away, the flat of his hand moved to my chest as though he was trying to hold me at arm's length.

"Oh, God, Ayla," he rasped. "What are you doing to me?"

I would have loved to answer that, but the swoon of sudden movement made my stomach lurch. In the next instant, I was doubled over splashing alcohol-infused liquid onto my high heels as he muttered something about thanking God for small miracles.

I couldn't lift my head, just shudder as the sickness took me. Callum rubbed my back and held my hair up over my head. At one point, I realized his shoes were covered in sick and I gagged and fought another surge.

When it was over, he shoved me almost unceremoniously into the passenger side of his car. The smell of vomit lingered and I leaned my head against the window enjoying the cool feel of glass against my cheek. I was mortified, truth be told. Now that I was sitting in the car and had lost most of my stomach to the pavement outside the convention Centre, everything seemed much more clear. 

He helped me out of the car when he pulled into my driveway and left me chastely at the front door.

"It's best if I don't come in," he said and his voice still had that husky tone to it. I had the feeling he was struggling with something but my head was hurting too much already to try to work it out. All I could do was nod miserably.

"Don't come over to train in the morning," I begged. "I don't think I'll manage it."

He laughed beneath his breath and laid his palm against my cheek. It lingered there for a long moment as he looked down at me.

"One of us should get a good night's sleep," he said and then shoved his hands into his trouser pockets with deliberation and spun on his heel. I watched him walk all the way to the car and drive away.

Sleep. It would be the saviour of us all. Take the most horrible events of the day and throw a cover of black over them, disguising them until enough time can go by that the pain or shame isn't quite so bad. I couldn't wait to get up the stairs and into my bed. 

Upon opening the door, my stomach threatened to rebel again as the stink of burnt popcorn greeted me. Sarah had no doubt forgot about the popcorn in the microwave again. The shriek of the owl upstairs made my head hurt.

 I had the feeling I wouldn't make it up the steps before I succumbed, but I managed to stumble up each one of them by clinging to the banister and using it to propel me upward. I'd stop by Sarah's room, let her know how much of a hit the dress was. Two handsome men paying attention to me. Pretty good score, I thought. Made the ego feel all warm and fuzzy.

But something was off. The light to her room was blazing and there was a shuddering mass of black all along the floor from the hallway into her bedroom.

I was still reeling from the effects of alcohol and sickness added to a bit of ego burst, but I was pretty sure that shuddering mess was bugs.

It was the way Sarah sat in the midst of it all, surrounded by what looked like an army of cockroaches and an angry looking owl screeching at the mess that clinched it for me.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER 9

It was bad enough seeing my best friend bawling like a baby as she sat cross-legged in the middle of the hallway with old mascara running down her cheeks and her hair stuck up everywhere as though she had been running her hands through it. But seeing her there looking so bereft gave me images of nights in the foster home when she had comforted me in those first days after I lost my parents. I wanted to be there for her. She needed a hug, and if it wasn't for the writhing sea of black all around her, I'd have charged the bedroom door in my wobbling heels to give it to her. 

Instead, I minced my way forward in those heels right straight to the edge of a sea of black and clicking cockroaches standing at attention. They reminded me of a squadron of Roman soldiers. I shuddered involuntarily, fighting the urge to strip every fibre of clothing from my body in case one of those evil little buggers decided to use it to piggyback me to another part of the house. 

"I'm coming, Sarah," I managed to get out from a throat tight with revulsion. "I'm coming," I muttered to myself. So many of them. So damn many. I couldn't imagine kicking my way through that sea.

Sarah nodded clumsily, but I didn't think it was because she could hear me. She was way past that. It was an automatic response. She was scared. Damn the little buggers. What the heck had brought them here, anyway. Why were they surrounding her and holding such a close, unmoving position all around her?

"What's going on?" I said, loathe to push my feet through that muddle. "What happened?"

She gagged and stuffed her hand in her mouth, her throat working to speak. Shock, I realized. If it weren't for the after glow of booze, I might be feeling just as wooden. A few roaches after dark? Par for the course. A horde of them, frozen like that with their little antennae waving? Enough to make you think you're nightmaring the heck out of the night. Thank God for the dull stupid high of alcohol.

"Doesn't matter," I said, holding my hand out toward her. "I'm coming." I wavered on my feet and caught myself against the doorframe.

Sarah needed me. I might be a bit drink addled still, but it was dissipating. I had to kick some butt for her. That was what good friends did. Except. Except I had to walk through that ocean of insects.

 "Sarah," I said, trying again because really it would be no mean feat to ignore my own blossoming panic. 

The owl hooted from its perch on Sarah's headboard as it stared down at the insects. It should be ecstatic at such a banquet laid out in front of it, and yet it seemed despondent and somehow angry as it peered balefully down. Just a touch disappointed.

"I'm coming," I said. "Just hold on."

When Sarah lifted her gaze to mine finally, the hairs on my neck prickled. 

"I tried," she said. "I tried to stop them, but they took her."

"What do you mean they took her?" I managed to say through clenched lips. "Who are they?" 

I eyed the quivering sea of shining black backs. 

The dullness of the booze was already draining through my toes and when one of them spread its wings right by my foot I gasped. Yup. There went the last of the drunk. 

"Sarah," I said again. Firmer this time. "What's going on? Who took who away?"

"Three of them," she said. "They took Nicki."

I swallowed down hard as that sank in, and swayed on my feet was enough to make me reach out for the wall. 

"When?" I said. My voice shook. One small word and I could hear how scared I was.

"Just a few minutes ago," she said.  "Check your phone. I left a message." 

Her smartphone lay on the carpet next to her. I hadn't carried mine. It no doubt still sat on my bureau blinking into the darkness. Didn't matter. There was only one thing that did.

Sarah held my gaze across the black tide and I can see how puffy her eyes were. She waved her hand over the air above the floor. The owl swooped over it, calling down at her until it was able to gain unsteady footing on her shoulder. She didn't seem to notice its claws digging into her collarbone. 

"I tried to raise what I could to protect her." She sniffled. "But all I had were these."  

She said the word these with disgust as the sweep of her arm encompassed the sea of bugs all around her. I realized she had used whatever magic she could to call out to whatever dead things were near and since we had so recently fumigated, the only thing available to her was a horde of cockroaches. 

My gaze flicked to her arms. Yes. Several scratches, red and wealing. She had indeed done what she could while I was out frolicking and throwing myself at Callum. I felt a wash of shame.

"I'm coming," I said to her because I needed her in that moment as much as she needed me. 

I clutched my stomach as I tried to make myself as small as possible so I could get through the yard of bugs that surrounded her. I was still swallowing down the rise of bile when, within three steps of her, the roaches seemed to think I was a threat and launched themselves at me. 

That did it. I shrieked and started swatting, my arms flailing around ineffectively. A long, keening sound erupted my from throat and something brushed against my neck. 

There was no rational thought after that. Only blind panic. I twisted my ankle and fell with a sickening crunch into the black tide.

"Do something," I screamed. "Sarah, you have to do something."

As quickly as they'd struck, they scuttled away but it was long moments before I lay on my back, staring at the ceiling, not trusting that my body would be strong enough to even roll over to face her.

Sarah's face loomed over me from above. The black ends of her dyed hair hung over my vision like curtains. Those sky blue eyes of hers, red rimmed and puffy, landed on me with something akin to pity. I could hear the owl pecking at the carpet as it collected up the roaches. 

"Three Fae," she said, flicking as many fingers within my line of sight over my stomach.  "That's what it took to get her out of here, and it's all my fault, Ayla," she said. "I wasn't paying good enough attention to her.  I had put her to bed and was making popcorn."

"It's not your fault," I murmured. "You can't be with her all the time."  

I scraped my foot along the floor, trying to rid my feet of the feeling that bug carcasses still clung to my toes.  I kicked off my shoe as well, but I didn't feel any better.

"You said three Fae," I said. "What did they look like?" I braced myself for the answer, feeling as though I knew exactly who was to blame.

"Like regular fae," she said. "Ethereally beautiful. Shining. Very small at first but regular sized when they grabbed for her. One of them was actually quite fat."

"Balding?"  I said with my chest squeezing in on me as I braced myself for the worst answer she could give. "He didn't happen to have a Hello Kitty T-shirt?"

She gave me a hard stare. "How do you know that?" 

"I know because the tooth fairy is fat and bald," I said and turned my head to see her reaction. It was exactly as I expected. Her face clouded over with indignation.

She scooted along on her bottom to find the foot board of her bed.  She used it to climb to her feet and I noticed for the first time that she was wearing socks.  Red wool ones from Gramp's drawer. 

"He messed with the wrong necromancer if that's what he's after," she said.  "He hates living so much? I'll bring him back a dozen times if I have to."

The owl hopped along the floor next to me, scooping up another dozen paralyzed insects. 

"I should have killed him when I had the chance," I said.

I crawled along the floor to scoop up her cell phone.

"What are you doing?" she said.

"Calling the police." 

"And tell them what?" she said. "That the tooth fairy broke in and kidnapped our infant demigod?" She ran the toe of a red wool sock across the floor to kick the cell phone away from me. "Don't be ridiculous.  They don't even know we have her.  She doesn't exist officially."

Of course she was right. Phrased like that I realized how helpless we were. I sat back on my haunches and watched as Sarah pushed herself up onto her bed, an expression of worry and resignation on her features that I imagined was much like my own. We had no recourse. We had no plan. I opened my mouth to mention a dozen thoughts and possibilities but clamped it closed again as I knew we had no where to start. 

Sarah perched on the bed with her elbows on her knees as she eyed me. There was a hard look to her gaze that wasn't normal for her. There was something terribly cold in her eye that I wasn't used to seeing. But if I didn't recognize the hard look in her eye, I totally knew the stubborn way she clenched her jaw.

"What we need is some bird seed and cold forged iron, preferably in the form of a very sharp blade," she said after a long time.

"Assuming we ever find out where he took her, I get the blade," I said. "But I'm not quite so sure I understand about the birdseed."

"Fairies are compelled to count tiny things," she said. "At least I think that's true.  Maybe we can lay a trap for him with birdseed and you can stab him."  She gave me a hopeful look.

Someone cleared their throat from behind me just as my ears started to buzz and my calf branding started to ache. Sarah didn't have the courtesy of a warning and she startled and grabbed a sharp intake of air. I didn't need her reaction to know something stood behind me.

I swung around with dreaded clogging up my throat.

There stood Warren, looking pasty and somewhat disgruntled as though he'd been surprised to walk in on someone talking about him.

I realized he was clutching a very large and very old looking blade.

"I'm afraid it's too late to consider stabbing me," he said.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER 10

Sarah leapt to her feet, ready, it seemed to charge him, and I took a reflexive step sideways, putting distance between him and me. Sarah's fists clenched into balls at her sides and the anger on her face was palpable. He waved at her with his free hand. In a heartbeat and no more, she froze with her fists cocked at chest height. 

That he would incapacitate her robbed me of the fear of the knife he held. I started to charge him, fully intending to slam the top of my head directly into that fat stomach. I found myself stuck like a bug to flypaper, unable to do more than wave my hands at him.

"Do it," I shouted at him. "Just try to hurt us. You'll be sorry." I wasn't sure how or who would bring down the vengeance on him, but I was angry and scared and worried about Nicki.

"Hurt you?" he said. "I'm not here to hurt you."

I noticed a sad looking slump to his shoulders, as though he wanted us to believe he wasn't there at all to do us harm. Trickery, that was all. Manipulation for some warped purpose. This was the creature who had just abducted a member of my family as a means to get back at me. I wasn't quite as naïve anymore as I was when I started this life, not quite as ready to believe just one sense. 

He was wearing the same Hello Kitty T-shirt but his skin looked just about as bright as the grey creep that covered the material. Another ruse no doubt, carefully constructing his appearance to look pitiful.

"You look worse, Warren," I drawled. "The baldness is a nice touch."

"Nice touch?" he said, his voice getting shrill even if he sounded as though he had a rattle kicking about at the base of his throat. "You think I choose to look like this?"

His indignation surprised me, and even though whatever hold he'd had on Sarah seemed to let go with a sag of her shoulders, I knew he'd lasso her again if we showed any sign of fight. Sarah didn't seem to care. She threw something at him and he ducked just in time to avoid the missile. My shoe, I realized when it collided into the wall and stuck heel first into the gyprock.

"Where is she, you bastard?" she said. "What have you done with her?"

Everything about her in that moment was electric. I had the feeling she was going to start chanting a spell to bring the roaches back. I held my hand up, pleading, just in case she did. 

Warren swung his gaze to hers. "My apologies, necromancer," he said. "Taking her wasn't my choice." He side-eyed me. "It's her fault. You should be blaming her."

That was rich. I nearly choked on my own indignation. I tested my ability to move slowly, not wanting to fall if my feet were still stuck. I lifted one foot off the floor and then the other. I chose my words carefully.

"You kidnapped a member of my family and you stand there telling me it's my fault?" I stormed him before he could think of gluing me to the floor again. Strangely enough, he did nothing to stop me. I was across the floor in seconds, my finger poking into the fat folds of his chest. 

With a strength I didn't realize he would have, his hand gripped my wrist and bent it backwards. I yelped in pain. 

He held my wrists still in a vise like grip as I cringed beneath the strength of it.

"My master has a message for you," he said, holding my gaze with his own. "It's why I'm here."

"I'm not interested," I ground out, confused by his use of the term master, but too proud to show it when I was busy trying not to look as though he was hurting me.

"Not you," he said with a note of disgust, his bushy brows gathering together. "The necromancer."

Sarah made a sudden movement as he mentioned her that that made me think she was going to leap on his back, but I should've known she wouldn't have stooped beneath her dignity to do such a thing. Instead, she headed for the door. I heard her trampling down the stairs. The distant rattling of the cupboards and drawers jangled its way up the stairs.

"You made her mad, Warren," I said. "Best you tell us what you did with Nicki. I can't promise she won't take you out where you stand."

She thudded back up the stairs in record time and stood filling the doorframe. She did indeed have a knife. Gramp's favorite butcher knife as well as a bag of rice. She looked manic as she stood there with it held out all the wrong way for stabbing. Even so, she took a mere two heartbeats before she charged the room. She didn't get within two feet of Warren before he made a circular motion with his free hand and caught her in a sort of yellowish webbing of light. She lifted straight off her feet and hung in the air, levitating almost obscenely. The knife thunked to the floor.

"Give her back you awful creature," she yelled at him.

"I didn't want to take her," he said. Then he levelled his gaze at me again. "You had your chance, Ayla," he said. 

"I should have killed you when I had that chance," I ground out, as his fingers bit into my skin. I wasn't equipped to do any such thing. I hadn't been then and I wasn't now.

"Be that as it may," Warren said. "You didn't. More's the pity." A strange expression rode his features, but if I had to put a definition to it, I'd have to say it was a cross between disappointment and fear. I couldn't quite place it, but it made me feel as though I had missed an opportunity.

"You can't bully me into killing you," I said and Sarah snorted from where she was struggling to break free of the web. 

"I told you," Warren said. "It's too late for that. I don't need you anymore."

"Then why are you here?" I tried to twist in his grip and found that it only made my teeth grit together in pain.

Warren swung his gaze to Sarah. "I'm here for you, actually," he said.

Sarah froze. "Me? You don't need to bully me into killing you either," she said. "I'll be happy to do it."

He gave a sad little smile. "I already told you: It's too late to consider killing me. I have a message for you from the master."

I winced beneath his grip. "You have a master? Strange for such an old guy."

He seemed to ignore that as well as me altogether. His only interest in me, in fact, seemed to be in keeping me from raking his eyes out. 

"You need to know that my master says I must pull her teeth, and very painfully, unless the necromancer goes to him." His tone was the same as that of a child repeating a history lesson.

I think Sarah was as shocked as I was because nothing but pure silence came from her side of the room. 

"He's waiting," he said, giving her a very pointed look. "It will be very painful. I assure you."

I felt the blood drain from my face. "You would hurt a small child for no reason?" I said.

He gave me a long look and then pushed me backward so that I staggered free of his hold and bumped into Sarah. We hung together, shoulder to shoulder. 

"You think hurting children gives me pleasure?" he said. "I told you before. Teeth are power. A tooth fairy's power and source."

"If you touch her," I said. "I will kill you. And I will make sure oblivion comes for you very painfully." 

He gave me a sad smile. "You're a slow learner, Ayla," he said. "I told you I'm already dying. I don't need your help anymore."

I clutched at my stomach because it had started to hurt and noticed my hands were trembling. Whatever chance I'd had to prevent this was gone. Evaporated with my refusal to kill him, and now Nicki was somewhere strange. I tried not to imagine her crying, afraid, lonely without her owl. I tried not to think of  whether or not someone was hurting her right then.

I tried to say something, a protest, a pleading. Nothing would come out of my tight throat. It was Sarah who found her voice, and it was cold and firm.

"This master of yours," Sarah said and pushed out from the wall to stand directly in front of him. "What does he want from me?"

 He tilted his head at her. "Haven't you figured it out yet?" he said. "I'm called each night by a master and forced to do his bidding. I'd rather go to oblivion but you took that choice from me." He sighed low and long. "Now it seems I'll be doing both."

I heard Sarah's sharp intake of breath. "A fae mancer," she said with a touch of awe in her voice. "You're being controlled."

Warren put his finger to the tip of his nose and pointed at her with the knife holding the blade. 

I had never heard of a fae mancer, and I didn't care how impressed Sarah was at the idea of facing one. I only knew one thing: whatever he called himself, it was no more than a likely excuse to wreak some truly ugly kind of payback and I wasn't going for it.

"Please, Warren," I said. "You're going to tell us you can't help what you're doing? What about the begging me to kill you? What about the threats to hurt me if I didn't?" I would have lunged for him if he didn't have such a clenched grip on the knife.

"If I could help myself," he said. "Don't you think I would? I'm the tooth fairy for Oberon's sake. I'm older than your Bible. I don't find being controlled by a fresh young fae mancer pleasant whatsoever."

In light of how impressed Sarah seemed at his vocation, I almost thought she was going to be sympathetic when she spoke, but instead her voice turned cold and hard.

"You know what I am, right?" she said. "You know I can raise you a dozen times if you so much as hurt one hair on her head. And I will. I swear I will raise and kill you a dozen painfully agonizing times if you so much as look at one of those little nubby teeth." 

Her voice choked on the last and I could tell how upset she was. 

"Bring her back," I said. "Just bring her to us and no one will hurt you, Warren."

He swung rheumy eyes to me. "I told you, I can't. I begged you, Ayla. Begged. You could have avoided all this." His shoulders sagged and he sighed. "Doesn't matter anymore," he said. "I am his whether I like it or not. He will take the last of my essence and then oblivion will have the husk that's left. Then my guilt over all of this will be gone."

Sarah pulled at her black braid as though she wanted to be yanking viscera from his belly. "You're wrong," she said. "This suffering of yours will never be over. I promise you."

He hung his head. "I'll deserve it."

If it was a ruse, he was playing it out to the letter. Something nagged at me. If Warren was telling the truth and he wasn't in control, then this master of his wanted something bad enough to try using Nicki as bait. He obviously had no idea what the toddler was capable of. Which meant he thought Sarah was the only one with power.

"What does he want from her?" I said. 

He sighed. "He is young and inexperienced but he is what he is and he has found me. And now he uses me." He looked panicked all of a sudden. "Time is running out. You have to go to him. It's the only thing that will keep me from doing his bidding. If you want her unharmed you need to go now."

"So if Sarah goes with you," I said. "You won't hurt Nicki."

He neither nodded nor shook his head. He just waited.

"It's no use asking him certain things," Sarah said. "He won't be able to answer them." She turned her gaze to him. "What is it that your master wants?"

"You," Warren said. "Go to the crypts. You'll find him there."

"And what then?" I asked. Dread was already creeping up my spine, making the back of my neck feel clammy. This wasn't right. Not one piece of it. 

He shrugged. "All I can tell you is that he needs her." 

I noticed he stressed the word tell as though it was important, as though I should realize it was. He gave me a sly smile, one that seemed secretive and urgent. He ran his index finger along his bottom teeth, tugging on the first two and waggled his eyebrows at me.

"Teeth are a tooth fairy's source and power," he said, repeating the phrase from before but stressing each word this time. 

"You said that already," I said, frustrated. "Tell me what he wants."

"I think he's trying to tell us, Ayla," Sarah said, uncrossing her arms and leaning forward to peer at him. He opened his mouth wide then closed it with a click.

I remembered the feel of his fingers against my cheek as I'd been sleeping. I'd been losing my teeth in the dream. Had he been trying to send me a message? 

"Drop the knife," I said to him and it fell instantly with a thud to the carpet. Its handle knocked against my instep as it came to rest.

"You want my teeth?" I said. I wasn't sure what I would do if he said yes. Hadn't he just said it would be painful.

"Do it," Sarah urged. "For Nicki."

That swept away all my hesitation. I swallowed down the liquid in my mouth and opened wide. His fingers tasted like chocolate and raspberries. At first I ran my tongue along his index finger to lap up the flavor, but then he had both hands in my mouth, the thumbs and index fingers gripping the bottom of my dentures, and I was nearly gagging on his grip. I panicked. I slapped at his hands and gagged as I tried to yank his hands away. In the next second, my teeth felt like transmitters running wires and energy up to my brain. There were no images that flooded through the cortex, only emotions and words. Whether it took moments or hours, I couldn't be sure, all I knew was that when he let me go I looked at him through a blur of tears.

"You need to go," I said to Sarah.

She gave me a questioning look, but I just shook my head at her. I wasn't sure I could put into words all of the things that I had gathered from the connection between myself and the fairy. All I knew was that I needed to get her out of there because I was going to grant his wish and if things went wrong and I wasn't able to reap him before his master called him home again, then Nicki would be in a terrible amount of pain. Every moment we wasted was one more that put Nicki at risk.

"Go," I said again. "I'll follow you. I'll text Callum and will follow you."  

I hoped she read in the words that I wasn't about to let anything happen to her either not by a long shot. But for now, we needed to maximize our opportunities.

"We won't leave you to face him alone," I said. I gave her a thin smile that I hoped she would take it as encouragement. I also hope she couldn't read in my expression the fear that was running along my spine. "We just need to buy some time."

She licked her lips, uncertain and hesitant. She gave a long and pointed look toward Warren. I knew she wasn't hesitating because she was afraid to go. In fact, I knew she was on fire to help Nicki, but she wanted Warren to pay. I gave her a brief nod, encouraging. She needn't worry about that score.

"Go before Warren is called and I don't have a chance to finish this," I said and the next second she was running from the room. The sound of her footsteps pounding against the stair treads only paused long enough to push on some shoes and probably a coat. The door slammed on the way out. I thought I heard my scooter rev to life.

I turned to Warren. "How do you want me to do this?"

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER 11

Warren gave me a contented smile. "Quick," he said. "So he doesn't know what's happening. He already knows what you are. You can't wait."

"Are you sure he can't see what's happening to you right now?" 

I knew who his master was. In the seconds, I had been joined to Warren, his magic and power had pulsed through my teeth and sent me a host of images. I'd recognized the face the bond showed me immediately. Rory. A distant cousin of Sarah's through her maternal great-grandmother. A man born with the ability to steal magic from the fae and control them, enough that he'd already lived what should have been two lifetimes. No wonder Sarah hadn't recognized him. 

Through Warren's magic, I had seen into the connection he'd shared with the fae mancer. Through his power, I experienced everything Warren did, felt the things he did. None of it was good, most painful. 

Knowing it, I was wary about his master seeing what I was planned to do now because Rory needed the fairy and would not be pleased if he knew what was about to happen. He might even call Warren back before I had the chance to intervene in his suffering. 

It was true when he said that Rory was young and inexperienced. Compared to Warren, he was young and with the benefit of age and centuries of power, Warren had been able to use the intimacy of the connection Rory forced on him to understand was happening. 

Even as the agony of having his magic siphoned through a thready link that sizzled between Rory's fingertips and his temples, Warren had stared into those sky blue eyes and read all his intent. I had felt that agony. It was more than just pain; it was the soul-hollowing feel of losing yourself. There was grief, yes and pain, but there was also an incredible sense of desolation. He had come begging me to put an end to his suffering because he could see no other way to stop the inevitable. 

Warren now knelt on the floor in front of me and lifted his face to mine as he clung to my legs with meaty hands. Hands that I now knew were puffy with sickness not fat.

 "You know, then?" he said. "I had enough magic left to transfer it?"

I choked on the words. "Yes. I know."

"And you know that he's been siphoning my kind for decades?"

I nodded. "I also know what it is he's really after."

Warren shuddered and crossed his arms over his barrel -sized chest. "A creature with that sort of power gaining true immortality. I can't be responsible for that happening."

I knelt down in front of him so I was on the same level as him. He was slightly taller than me in his human form so I had to lift my chin to look him in the eyes. Taking in that face, I could tell that what I had earlier mistaken for pudgy fat was really nothing more than swelling. The fact that he was bald now when he had sported a sparse comb-over before was just another manifestation of his true power being siphoned away. 

I found myself wondering what he must've looked like before Rory got hold of him. I could tell that beneath that swollen façade and drooping eyelids was a being of intellect. Perhaps not truly benevolent, but certainly not evil. He deserved a quick death, I knew. It would be the merciful thing to do. And yet I hesitated. 

"You can do it, Ayla," he whispered. "I won't struggle. In my human form I'm more vulnerable, and now without most of my magic..." 

Everything in his body sagged as he let that thought trail off. I knew that of all the things that happened to him, losing his power was the worst. 

"What about the spell?" I said. "Can he manage it?"

Before I took this ultimate step, I wanted to be sure that it was truly going to interfere with Rory's plans. Not because I wasn't going to put Warren out of his misery; quite the opposite. I fully intended to relieve him of his suffering, but at present he was the only connection I had to Sarah's family and their plans.

"I do. His family has wanted immortality for centuries. But it's not such an easy thing to acquire. Even supernaturals like me can only grow very, very old but not live forever."

I nodded. I knew that from Sarah. Some lived regular human lives, like she would. And some lived for centuries. None of them were truly immortal. 

"They needed a necromancer's magic," Warren said, his tone urging but not rushed. He wanted me to understand it all, it seemed. Grasp exactly what was at stake. "Only one other was born into their line but she's been dead for centuries." 

He cupped my face with his palm and I only realized that he was doing it to distract me when I felt him press the knife in my hand. He gave me an encouraging nod.

"They have a necromancer now," he said. "And they've always known the ingredients for the spell to harness death."

My fingers clenched on the handle. I thought of the ingredients to the spell that I had gleaned from Warren while his grip had been tight on my molars. The bone of a soul who has cheated death. The life-blood of a raised necromancer. The flames from an angel's disgrace. All very complex and enigmatic in nature.

I thought of Sarah hopping on my scooter and racing all the way to the crypt after she had refused to leave the property for weeks out of fear. Now she was Hell-bent on saving Nicki. I wonder if she also knew the immortality spell but had kept it to herself because she understood the consequences of immortality or of someone having that much power. No wonder she had run all those years ago. No wonder she was hiding with us now. Doing so was robbing her family of what they needed and taking herself out of an equation. 

Sarah had told me before that they planned to sacrifice her to use her blood to raise her family's greatest necromancer, the only one in generations. She had told me plenty of times that spells are very particular. Life-blood defied the very specific condition of raised. How could they both be true? 

"They mean to use Sarah to raise the nun," I said. "Use her life-blood to raise another necromancer, but that's only one part to the spell."

"Why do you think they let her stay missing for so long?" he said with a wry smile. "Those other two ingredients always posed a bit of a problem, but not anymore."

I didn't miss the way he stressed not anymore. "So you're saying he has the rest."

"You know it as well as I do and you didn't need my magic to tell you so. He came to find the bones of the nun, but when he discovered Sarah here... And then found your little raised demigod... that opened up new possibilities. Two thirds of the spell were suddenly within reach."

"A bone of someone who has cheated death," I said out loud piecing together as I spoke. 

"Teeth are bone at their barest element," he said. "And you must agree that your infant demigod cheated death. It provided him a wonderful opportunity."

I thought of the moment I had faced off with Azrael in the other world, declaring to him that Nicki would never be a casualty for the top of his cane. In my defiance, I had told Sarah to raise her and then begged the goddess to take possession of her so that we could fix two problems at once. So, yes, little Nicki, our own demigod had cheated death. 

My stomach might have sank as I realized that Sarah, who never went anywhere without that bone she had stolen from the crypt, was walking into a trap. Rory didn't plan to release her or Nicki at all. Instead he planned to use them both to power up the spell. But only if he had Warren and Sarah. 

"Hurry," Warren said. He looked over his shoulder as though he thought someone was behind him. "It's nearly time. I can feel him calling me."

I looked him in the eye, telling myself that letting him see a friendly gaze was the least I could do. I took his hand with my free one and I squeezed his fingers. "I'm sorry," I said.

A lingering smile of contentment threaded itself onto his mouth. "Don't be," he said. "It's a mercy."

I sucked in a breath. I needed to do it all at once or I wouldn't be able to do it at all. But this was much worse than tearing off a bandage. This was taking another life with calculated intention. It didn't matter that he was asking for it. He was kneeling right there in front of me, breathing audibly. I could see his pulse in his throat racing like a terrified rabbit hopping across a lawn.

I felt his hand gripping my wrist and his fingers splaying across the back of my hand. He wanted me to do this. He couldn't do it on his own because he was forbidden by Rory. Still. It didn't make it any easier. In seconds he would no longer exist. The suppleness to his skin would be gone, the glint in his eye, snuffed out.

I wasn't sure what to expect when I ran the blade across his throat. I didn't expect to feel tears on my cheek or a burst of purple light spilling over me as though it was liquid. It tingled when it touched me. The very human-looking Warren with all of his portly fat and trembling jowls disintegrated into a cloud of prismatic light that hovered there in the middle of the bedroom. I watched it sparkling there for long moments, trying to find Warren's face in the cloud. I should have known better. There wasn't enough of him left from Rory's attack to leave a personality anywhere within the essence.

I fell back on my haunches, wiping the tears from my cheek with the back of my forearm. The blade clattered to the floor next to me and I waited for what I knew was going to come next. What always came next after I took the life essence of a supernatural creature.

It was only mere moments before searing pain burned itself into the spot beneath my right armpit. I had time to wonder what shape the tattoo would come in as it branded itself down into my bone through my skin. Then the pain became too great and I dropped onto my side, curling into a ball with my silk-clad knees pressed against my nose. I thought I heard my dress tear as I rocked back and forth in an effort to wait out the pain. I had been there before and I could get through it again. It was the other thing on the other end of that pain that had me nervous. 

Because as far as I was concerned, at that moment, the pain was nothing. Not really, not in comparison to who would come next. 

And come he did. In all of his glory, the mighty Angel of Death. Azrael. 

He wore a white T-shirt this time with faded jeans that had a tear in the knee. Black Dr. Martin boots peeked out from the stuff of the hems. As usual, it wasn't what he wore that made him magnificent. It was the glow that seemed to come from beneath his skin, that prickling sort of energy that rode the current of air. Even his aroma: candy floss and caramel and sunshine on a summer day that brought with it a strange sort of longing that I didn't understand. It was both hunger and thirst. It was desire and terror.

Yet, he was the absolute last person I wanted to see in that moment.

"I don't have time for you," I gasped out. The waves of pain were still riding my body and I just wanted to get out of there. I needed to text Callum and catch a ride to the crypt to save Sarah.

I expected Azrael to turn on me, but he didn't. Instead he waved his hand over the glittering cloud and with each pass it dissipated more and more until it was completely gone. During this whole time, he said nothing to me. He didn't even look at me. I should have been relieved. After all, it was what I wanted. Yet, I couldn't resist talking to him again.

"I'm sure you have some scathing words for me," I said. After all, I had stolen a fare from him that he wanted very badly.

He didn't so much as turn around. 

"It's clear you hate me," he said. "Let's just keep this strictly business." 

From behind, I could see him run his hand through his hair. It swept down his back in a long mane and he gathered up into a man bun. So many different faces and shades of this angel, that I never knew what kind of appearance he wanted to pull out.

"I think I prefer the buzz cut," I said absently.

This time he did spin to face me. For the first time, I realized he had his cane trapped underneath his arm. I could just make out the head of the grieving angel on the top. Oblivion for the fallen, I finally understood why it was silver cast in the form of a hunched over and weeping angel.

"I trust you have your brand," he said cooly.

"I do," I said and touched the spot beneath my arm where it was still burning. Not so bad anymore, more like a bad dry skin razor burn. Uncomfortable, but not agonizing. It always took so much out of me, and I found myself splaying my legs out in front of me as I sat on the floor looking at him as I waited for the last of it to disappear. I knew from experience that it would take me several moments before I would have enough stuffing to even stand, let alone chase after Sarah. I tried to believe she hadn't arrived yet, that there was still time if I hurried. The scooter only went so fast.

"The necromancer?" he said. "And the druid and the Nephilim? You still have possession of them?"

That rankled. "I don't have possession of them," I said. "They're my family." 

I noted he left out Nicki altogether. No doubt, he didn't want to be reminded of his failure to collect her up into his cane.

He shrugged. "I tell myself you keep them close to you in case you need three final fares all of a sudden. You know, contingency planning." 

He grinned at me, showing me perfect teeth in his smile charming enough to make a heart stop and yet all I could think of was the callous way he'd referred to the people I loved.

 "After all, I'm sure oblivion would be preferable for them instead of Hell. You'd be doing them a favor."

He finished his cold assessment by crossing his arms over his chest, apparently deciding that rippling pectoral muscles might impress me more than his words could. 

Where my family ended up spending their eternity was not on the docket for conversation at the moment. Right now, their living present was all that concerned me.

"You can think what you like," I said, feeling as though my legs had finally gained some strength. I tested them out by rolling onto my knees and looking up at him. "But I love them. And they love me."

He sucked the back of his teeth. "Maybe at one time the Nephilim might have come to love you, but right now, he's just attracted to your residual incubus affect. Don't kid yourself about that, Ayla."

That stunned me.  Of course. It explained everything about why Callum was so off, why he'd suddenly found me irresistible. I felt betrayed somehow. Hurt and foolish. Whatever expression rode my features as I chewed over those words and tried to keep my disappointment hidden, he noted it with a cock of his head and stepped closer. His candy floss smell shifted subtly. It wasn't strongly sweet anymore, but rather more of a fresh herb and mown grass smell.

"I hit the mark, didn't I?" he said. "He's been fawning over you, hasn't he? Unable to resist touching you, looking at you. Despite his best manners, he seems incapable of obeying his own reason? And you've been falling for it."

My stomach churned. It was true. All of it.  

He fell to a crouch in front of me. Those prismic eyes clouded over for a moment, almost as though he didn't want me to see what was going on behind them. 

"I don't want to see you get hurt, Ayla. He can't give you what you need," he whispered.

As though he knew what I needed when even I didn't.

"Your own kind," he said as though he had heard my thoughts. "You need to come home." His hand lifted, seemingly ready to light on my chin but then he dropped it again to his knee. "I don't want to see you hurt."

But I was hurt. And it was he who had done it.

"I wish I could say the same thing about you," I spit out, before I could stop it. It wasn't entirely true, but in that moment I wasn't thinking about anything except how much I had wanted Callum's emotions to be real. I should have known better. It didn't matter how close to adulthood I was, Callum would always see me as a child that he couldn't care for beyond friendship. I'd been kidding myself if I thought or hoped otherwise.

"I want you to leave," I said. "I have to go somewhere and I don't want you in my house while I'm gone." 

I wasn't exactly sure why, it wasn't as though he was going to go through my underwear drawer or anything. But the thought of him lurking around in my personal space without me there to gauge his every reaction to the things he saw unnerved me. I remembered the way he had picked up my mom's picture weeks earlier, and I couldn't stand the thought of any of the things that meant anything to me being run through those fingers and judged.

I tried to push myself to my feet. I swayed a little before I was able to stand, and was only able because he steadied me by putting a firm grip on my elbow. His warm touch on my bare skin made my throat hurt all the more. I was going to cry. I knew that and I didn't want him to see it. 

I wrenched my elbow out of his grip, but couldn't look in his eye. I didn't want him to see pity there. I wouldn't be able to stand it.

"I can stand on my own," I said, but I nearly fell against him as though my body wanted to remind me that I most certainly could not. One last gasp from the brand searing into my tissues as though to remind me of its power over me.

He did nothing but let go a soft, dark chuckle that was anything but condescending. Somehow that made it even worse. I crawled to the door when my legs gave way under the pain.

He appeared in front of me and I used the wall to pull myself to my feet. I inhaled deeply. Faced him.

"Might I ask where you're going? No druid here. No necromancer." He lifted his chin to the air as though he were a bloodhound scenting out its quarry. "No demigod, either." He gave me a suspicious look. "What are you up to, Ayla?"

He was so much taller than me, he had to stoop over to look me full in the face. I noticed he had left a very short stubble on his chin as though it was an accessory to his scuffed jeans. I wondered if he knew how much I liked that look and pushed the thought irritably aside. What he thought about was no concern of mine unless it meant some danger to my family.

"It's none of your business," I said and pulled in another oxygen-laden breath. I almost felt as though I was hyperventilating and couldn't catch enough air. Every time he was around me, things felt so complicated and confusing. The tingling across my skin was more even more distracting than what I felt with Callum, but it didn't mean it was a good thing. In fact, I found it downright annoying. 

I pushed past him and headed for the hall, relieved to feel my legs feeling much steadier.

"Wherever you're going, it must be an awfully nice party."

I froze in the doorway. I remembered I was barefoot and still in the dress I had worn to the Gala. It only made me feel more determined to escape. 

I looked at him over my shoulder. 

"I'm going to throw myself with all my incubus aspect at the nephilim," I said. "And then I'm going to do some ridiculously inappropriate things to him."

I spun around to see the effect that statement would have on him, but he was already gone. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER 12

I texted Callum before I pulled on my coat. Azrael had reminded me of a few things that I could use to confront Rory. Namely, he'd reminded me I took on aspects of those creatures I'd reaped once they were gone. I'd almost forgotten it because the last couple of weeks had been so normal I'd nearly felt like a regular girl again. The incubus aspect meant I had an intoxicating allure. That explained Callum's actions and Rory's seeming come on at the gala but it wasn't the aspect I planned to use. No. Not at all. The aspect I needed tonight was the one the doppelganger had given me when I'd first become a Nathelium. 

Glamour.

Well, that and a messenger bag full of knives; not the least of which was that archaic blade that Warren had brought me. I threw in the bag of rice Sarah had left behind for good measure.

Sarah had my scooter and I had already wasted too much time with Azrael. I started jogging toward the crypt at a pace that had me breathless in minutes. Callum found me hanging over my knees, dragging in wheezing breaths and struggling not to puke. To say I was relieved to see that little beater GTI pull up alongside me would be an understatement. 

Straightening up made a wash of streetlights blur and then pinprick down to nothing. I swayed on my feet for two or three seconds to let the dizziness of moving to quickly pass. I really had to do something about my cardio when all of this was over. 

"You okay?" he hollered out his window.

"Peachy," I rasped out and yanked the passenger door open. The car smelled strongly of cologne.

I slipped in and yanked the door closed.

"Get moving. The crypts." 

It was about all I could get out between gasping breaths.

"Nice to see you too, Ayla," he said. He looked like he'd been in bed when I messaged him. There were visible crease lines on his cheek from his pillow. "Care to tell me what's going on? A text that says come over and not much more sort of gets a guy curious." His hand snaked across the cabin and grabbed for mine. I shook it off both because I knew it wasn't real and because I couldn't think about what that meant when Nicki and Sarah were in danger.

"Not the time," I said, a bit too flatly, but the sting of Azrael's taunt was too raw yet to be kind.

The overhead light finally blinked out, but not before I noticed a bit of lingering soap froth just behind his ear and it squeezed something in my heart. I'd so wanted it all to be real I'd not questioned it long enough to give credence to my doubts. Now I knew better. If I cared at all, I wouldn't let him act against his real, true nature or feelings. I tried to throw him a smile to soften the blow but he was looking out the windshield as he drove.

I settled back and laid my hand against my chest, trying to quell the burning in my lungs, telling myself to breathe slowly. Drag one in, let one out.

"Rory took Nicki," I said when I found I had enough air in my lungs to get more than a couple of words out. "I didn't want to scare you. Sarah has gone to get her back."

To his credit, he gunned the engine without comment and slipped down a backstreet where he could speed up a bit.

We were still at least ten minutes from the cathedral. Sarah had at least a ten minute head start. I knew my scooter well, it was a decent mode of transportation, but it wasn't fast. If we were lucky, we would get there fast enough that we could stop her from facing Rory.

"And what are we going to do when we get there?" he said when he got onto a straight away.

"We aren't going to do anything," I said to him, watching the blur of houses flicker by. "I'm going to do something."

"So you need me to muscle him for you while you do it?"

 I stole a peek at him as he shifted. "No," I said. "I need you to muscle Sarah while I take on the bad guy."

He swung his gaze to mine just long enough to flash me a frown before he aimed his gaze at the road again.

"And you think I'll just sit by while you do that?" he said.

I spluttered. "Why wouldn't you?"

"What kind of man would I be if I let you do that, Ayla?" he said. "Whatever you think of me, I'm not that kind of man."

I knew he would argue with me over it, and I knew I couldn't risk Sarah or Nicki's welfare by letting him be the hero just because his male ego couldn't take sitting around and doing what he thought would be nothing while the woman went in to the danger zone. I needed him elsewhere.

"It's too dangerous," I said. 

"Exactly my point."

I pushed my back against the passenger door so that I could face him. He was driving fast enough that he couldn't look at me for a long, but when he did his face was filled with foreboding. I realized it was about more than just his ego. He was worried. About everyone. Just like me.

"Dangerous for Sarah, I mean. And for Nicki. I need to know you can get them out of harm's way." 

I took the chance and reached out to touch his arm as he shifted again. A tremor slipped over his face when I did that. Maybe I shouldn't have used the incubus card. It wasn't fair.

"Don't," he said. "It's hard enough."

I gulped. It wasn't fair to use his reaction to me in the too close, too small car cabin to get my way. He had no idea he was under the influence of my incubus affect and I imagined he was struggling to maintain his true feelings for me much the same as I had done in the face of the real incubus. It was a drunken, almost drugged haze that the creatures enveloped around you, and although I doubted I had that kind of quality in my aspect, I no doubt made it difficult for him to remember what he believed about me: that I was still a kid and that I was still too naive to understand my feelings for him. 

None of that was important now. The only thing that mattered was Sarah and Nicki.

"I need you, Callum," I said. "I need you in the most important place. Getting them out of there."

"What about you?" he said, flicking his gaze toward me and then back to the front again as a cat raced across the street and caught the light of his headlamps.

I shrugged. "I have a plan. A good one."

"How good can it be?" he said. "You're not ready, Ayla. You don't know nearly enough to take on a... what did you call him? A fairy mancer?"

"Fae mancer," I said, although I wasn't sure there was a difference. "And I don't have to fight him; I just have to distract him." I smiled to myself at the genius of it. "I'm going to become Sarah."

He looked at me sideways over his arms as he took a sharp corner. "Become Sarah?" he said. "What does that mean?"

"From the doppelgänger," I said. "I gained its ability to change the way I look. In fact, every time I reap something, I get some aspect of it."

I stole a look at him from the corner of my eye, wondering what he would think of that.

He nodded but said nothing.

"That bothers you," I said, gauging his silence as discomfort.

He shrugged. "It freaks me out," he said. "But I can deal with that later. What I want to know right now is what you're gonna do after that? It's not much of a plan."

He shifted hard as he slowed down for a stop sign and waited there for a long moment as he stared at me from across the car cabin. The street light shining inside caught him in profile, shadowing the edges of his cheek. I wanted him to trust me. 

I hadn't thought that far, really. But I didn't want to admit that to him. The farthest I got in my plan was pretending to be her while Callum grabbed Sarah and Nicki and got the heck out of there. I just assumed everything else would fall into place.

"I'll be okay," is what I said and his jaw clenched.

"You didn't answer me, Ayla," he said. "What is it that you're going to do?"

"Nothing much," I admitted. "Just pretend to weave a spell that will bring a dead nun back to life." I pulled from my messenger bag the knife that I had used to euthanize Warren. "And then I'm going to make that bastard pay."

I could see him squirming in his seat. No doubt he hadn't had a chance to get used to all of the cold and calculated things that I would have to do as a Nathelium. Heck. I wasn't used to it. But I was willing to bet that if Rory had been siphoning fairies for generations that he wasn't exactly on anyone's books as being officially a registered living human being. No doubt it was why he had disappeared from hospital so quickly when I had accidentally run him down.

The journey was much faster in the car, and in no time we were parked alongside the Cathedral. I stared at it through my window, noting that it still looked scorched and derelict. 

My scooter had been abandoned on its side at the very perimeter of the parking lot where it turned to grass. So she had ridden as far as she could and pretty much jumped off. I worried we were too late already.

"Are you ready?" Callum said, touching me lightly on the arm.  For a second, his finger trailed along down my forearm in an almost sensual way, but then he snatched it away as though he realized how inappropriate it was. He jammed his hand in his jeans pocket, where it worked itself into a ball.

"I don't think I'll ever be ready for all of these things," I said, noticing that his gaze was pinned to the pulse in my throat. I felt both sorry for him in that instant and sorry for myself. I knew he was struggling with his attraction to me and I knew that it was a nothing more than compulsion.

I grabbed for my messenger bag and slung it over my shoulder.

I pulled in a bracing breath and flung my door open. I concentrated very hard as I stepped outside to think of Sarah and how she would look. I imagined her voice in my head and the soft way she looked at Nicki when the baby was sleeping. Callum came around the back of the car and did a double take.

"That's very good," he said. "You fooled me."

I looked down at myself, spreading my hands out as though they would look any different than my own. "Do I look like her?"

"Right down to the blonde roots." 

He sounded relieved, actually.

I shook my hands out at my sides, working all of the conflicting emotions through my muscles as I let go the glamour. I didn't know how long I could hold it in so I didn't want to waste it and lose focus at the most critical moment. Better I wait and try to pull it to myself again when the time was right. It was important that I got everything exactly correct. 

"I can do this," I muttered. 

"We both can," he said.

The trip down the passageway gave me a strong sense of déjà vu. How many times had we travelled this passage to meet with evil on the other end? Both of our cell phones played flashlight apps against the walls as we moved, our hands running along the stones. Where I couldn't see, I felt, making sure to know what sort of curves or twists were coming so my feet could meet the challenge. I knew when we were getting closer to the burial crevices. The walls in that area were smoother, with less moss and detritus clinging to the walls. 

I imagined at some point someone had cleaned them up much like people did cemetery plots. Or maybe the sanctity of the area kept things from growing.

As before, every single burial plot was empty and I knew they were so because we hadn't tucked any of the skeletons back into their places after we'd faced down Sarah's skeleton army. The only one that had been left undisturbed was the one that held her ancestor, the necromancer. But now, the nun's crypt she had taken a bone from seemed to be empty.

"Almost there," I whispered to Callum. We were travelling as fast as we could while trying to maintain the element of surprise, and I didn't dare speak out loud. The brush of his shoulder against mine as we moved was a bolstering one.

"Something up ahead," he said.

In the moment he said it, I realized it was true. Something wavered in the shadows ahead. The movements they made in the darkness caught our light off and on shone back at us with a sort of surreal wavering glow. When my light panned across a face with gaping eye holes, I startled and dropped my cell phone as I grabbed for Callum's arm. He tried to pull me close, protective and instinctive, but the embrace was more romantic than protective. I let go his sleeve and pushed away. He hung his head and sighed heavily.

"It's alright," I said. "I'm alright," I said lying through my teeth. 

I fumbled for the messenger bag against my hip to ground myself. I knew what those things were the moment I had seen the gaping sockets. Skulls. Sarah had set up her skeleton soldiers again, getting them ready for the attack, protecting herself from her flank. Almost military, and yet I knew she was far too angry to be so calculated.

"They won't hurt us," I said, telling myself I believed it. "They belong to Sarah."

I heard his breath let go in a hiss. So he had been as nervous as I was. That made me feel better, and I felt pretty doggone relieved for at least for the few moments it took me to realize that Sarah was standing there in the midst of them, swaying side to side with her hands hanging next to her. Blackish liquid dripped from her fingertips, pitter-patting like music on the passage floor.

Blood, my mind whispered, and in the second it took for the word to travel my synapses to my muscles, I watched her collapse.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER 13

Both Callum and I reached her at the same moment, but as we skidded to a stop, we realized she hadn't actually struck the floor at all. One of her skeletons had caught her and was holding her aloft, cradling her. As relieved as I was to see she hadn't fallen, the thing's grip was less comforting and more supportive. Bony hands gripped her beneath her armpits, keeping her standing but it didn't instill any sort of relief; rather, it felt somehow creepier knowing she was counting on the undead to support her. 

The skeletons all about, surrounding her did nothing to accost us, almost as though they understood we were there to help her.  It bolstered me, and as we drew close, they closed in around us to form a protective shield. From several layers of standing skeletons I could see the door to the crypt was slightly ajar. Light flickered from the other side, casting shadows on the skeletons closest to the opening. I could hear murmuring coming from within.

I looked at Callum, trying to tell him with my eyes that we needed to be quiet. He nodded. Sarah peered up at me. Her eyelids were drooping and those blue eyes of hers  looked angry but dim.

"Sarah," I rasped. "What were you thinking?" I didn't need an answer. I knew exactly what she was thinking. Saving Nicki was all she was concerned about, even to her own safety. But something had kept her from charging into the chamber beyond, and that alone made the hair stand on my arms. It didn't help that she looked pale and limp. Whatever she had attempted, it had taken the stuffing out of her.

Thank God for Callum in that moment. He went into full medical alert. He ran his hands down along her arms, testing for injury, thumbed her eyelids upward and peered inside her eyes. Tested her pulse.

"She's physically fine," he said. "Self-inflicted cuts notwithstanding." He pressed his palm against the worst of them to apply pressure. She'd found a way to power her soldiers with her own blood, and no doubt couldn't manage much more without losing full consciousness. I knew her magic took a somewhat special ritual, and without all of her ingredients, she no doubt had to use something a little more powerful even if it was much darker in nature. I didn't want to know what.

"What's going on?" I whispered as I lay my mouth against her cheek. "What did you do?"

"It took too much," she said lifting those blue eyes to mine. I slipped my arm around her waist, pulling her from her skeletal handler and easing her onto the floor. Her hair tickled my skin as I pulled my arm out from beneath her head. The skeletons moved away enough to give us room and their movements were so silent it felt as though they were whispering to themselves.

Empowering her weapons no doubt took too much from her. If we didn't act fast, I didn't know what would happen. 

She clutched my sleeve. "She's inside," she rasped out. "I didn't have enough. This was all I could do."

I knew she meant Nicki was in the chamber. She had tried what she knew to rescue the toddler. I remembered the way she had sat surrounded by the cockroaches in our house. She had spelled everything she could to weaponize them, and she had done it again within hours to raise her skeleton soldiers in an attempt at rescue. It wasn't just the amount of blood she had lost, it was the amount of essence. Of energy. The stress of losing Nicki, the fear of facing what she had been running from all these years, her anger. A body could only take so much.

"Let me take over," I said. "Let me pretend to be you and fool him into thinking you're going to do the spell." 

I ran my palm across her forehead to see if the glistening there was cold perspiration or just the flicker of light against her skin. It was perspiration. I swallowed down my nerves as I realized that.

"He's not keeping her," I said. "He's not going to hurt her. Not if I can do anything to avoid it. Besides," I said. "He can't do anything without Warren."

She gave me a feeble smile.

"All we have to do is get her away from him," I said. "And we have Callum for that."

"Damn straight," Callum said, interjecting for the first time. I noted that his voice sounded tight. He was worried. Whatever he had told me, I wasn't sure he was being truthful. There was a finality to the way he agreed with me.

"I'll distract him, let him think you plan to do his spell, let him think he has won." I didn't bother to add that once Callum had got hold of Nicki, that I was going to ram Rory's sneering grin back down his throat.

"Doesn't matter," she said. "We won't get her without a fight."

"No one said we won't be fighting," I said. 

I unsnapped the front of my messenger bag and dug carefully around the side where the handles were until my fingers felt the heavy wooden weight of the archaic blade. I pulled it free and lifted it in front of her face. 

Callum let go a sharp intake of breath. I wasn't sure whether that was a breath of surprise or frank appraisal. Didn't matter. Rory wasn't getting out of there.

"You'll need the incantation," she said and I felt her hand cup the back of my neck she pulled me closer. 

"At least enough of it to make it look authentic until Callum can storm the room," I said. 

I was nervous but at the same time, I kept telling myself he was just a man after all, who had no power of his own. We had faced worse than the couple of fairies before. We had faced an Egyptian goddess and an empowered doppelgänger. Heck, I had faced a maniac intent on killing me. 

So why didn't I feel better?

"I'm going and I'm going to pretend that everything is exactly how he wants it," I said. "Callum is going to grab Nicki. We need a distraction. Can you do that?"

She nodded. "Easy peasy," she said and lifted a hand toward her soldiers.

I stared into her eyes wishing they weren't quite so dim. "They don't have to do much, Sarah," I said. "Just make a hell of a racket. Do you understand? Just enough to confuse him. Don't do any more than that."

I waited for her to nod. 

"Why don't you make the run for Nicki?" Callum said, being infuriatingly reasonable. "Let me take out the big threat."

I glared at him. This was no time to be arguing. 

"It can't go down like that," I said. "It's the element of surprise that works in our favour," I said. "Any hesitation puts her in danger. You get a bead on Nicki and you run for her and you get her out of there and when you come to this door, you pull Sarah along with you. That's the best plan. It just takes microseconds for the plan to go wrong."

"No," he said. "I can't let you do that."

"Don't worry," I said, the lie formulating even as I spoke. "I'll be right behind you. This isn't a suicide mission. It's an extraction. That's all. We'll worry about the rest later."

He nodded, finally, seemingly satisfied that all we would have to do was run in and round out.

I sucked in a bracing breath and pushed myself to my feet. I nodded at Callum, indicating that he and Sarah should take their place at the edge of the door so that they could peek in. They moved so silently, the skeletons shifting out of place to create room, that I was immediately impressed. I shook up my hands. Stared long and hard at Sarah, taking in every detail of her appearance. I needed every bit of help I could.

When I heard her gasp, I knew it had worked. I ran the incantation through my mind again with the secret smile. If everything went right, I would only need a few words of it.

"Remember," I whispered. "He can't hurt her anymore. He doesn't have Warren, so he has no way to get that tooth he needs. We've already won." 

I waited until the skeletons had eddied back into place, effectively cutting both Sarah and Callum off from view from anyone inside the crypt. Then I yanked the door open all the way with a flourish. I stood there, waiting for Rory to catch sight of me.

The room was filled with lit candles. They emitted fragrant air that reminded me of smoke and incense and I almost laughed out loud as I imagined they were scented candles from the local grocery store. Such a vain, foolish, little man. Then I realized there was a censor just behind him that sent tendrils of burning incense toward the ceiling.

Rory stood right where the altar would be above us inside of the Cathedral. He swung his gaze to mine, almost in surprise but then a look of smugness came over his expression. I tried not to show that look in my own face. I wanted him to think I was Sarah. That I was afraid of him. That I was afraid I wasn't going to get my loved one back. That I was ready to do anything he wanted.

"I'm here," I said. "Now where is she?"

"Where is my tooth fairy?" he countered.

"Not my problem," I countered. "I've come as asked. Now where is she?"

He cocked his head at that as though he was thinking it over. "You'll get her when you're done," he finally said. "But if I don't have my fairy, I guess I'll have to have one of my minions slice off one of the poor little tot's fingers. Bone is bone, after all." 

Monster. That's what he was. Pure and simple. I must have paled because he put a finger to his lips and brightened visibly as thought the idea of my discomfort pleased him. 

"Actually, maybe that would be easier." He knit his brow in thought. "However, it might be too much of a shock for her little body. Souls that have cheated death are pretty hard to come by. I'd hate to negate the spell by risking her bleeding to death right in front of me."

I thought my stomach was going to rebel with each word. Evil. That's the only word that kept rattling through my mind as he stood there. He'd thought this nefarious thing through for weeks, no doubt, and I imagined each cold possibility being run through and struck out one by one. 

I was painfully aware of the eyes behind me through the doors, watching my every movement, waiting to catch sight of Nicki. It was taking all of my energy to hold the glamour, to not let the tension show on my shoulders. I didn't worry about the revulsion I knew was twisting my face. He'd expect to see that and I had no problem showing him my hate.

"Well?" I demanded. "I'm not doing anything until you show her to me."

A short smile tugged at the corner of his mouth but he snapped his fingers. From out of the smoke of the censor a very tall and lithe young man stepped out and took his place beside Rory. He clutched the hand of a toddler and was glittering and beautiful, almost as magnificent as Azrael was, but I knew he wasn't an angel. Fairy. One of Rory's controlled minions. This fairy didn't look happy. In fact, he looked pained and resentful. I could use that. I hoped Callum recognized it as well.

Nicki, on the other hand, caught sight of me and clapped her hands. The fairy's arm shook at each delighted slap of her hand against the other. She thought this was all a game, apparently. And I was glad for that. It meant she wasn't traumatized. Yet. 

"I'm glad to see you're sensible," he said. "It's about time you decided to do your duty."

"Some duty," I said, feeling argumentative. "Just my life''s blood."

He shrugged. "It's about family loyalty, Sarah. It's not like we can't bring you back again under the right circumstances."

"Right," I said. "Like I can trust you."

I clutched my messenger bag, feeling for the knife handle through the material. Didn't matter what Sarah's family planned to do with her or whether or not they would resurrect her after she initiated the spell. I was going to end it right here and right now.

 "Let's get this started," he said. "I see you have what you need."

I nodded, trying to keep myself from smiling because we had this. We totally had this.

I no sooner started the incantation, when Nicki let out a little squeal. My gaze flew to hers and for a second, I met her eyes before that thick, filmy membrane slipped over her body and flames leapt up from the bottom of her tiny, bare feet. They licked up over her face, and I only had time to think, not again, when they engulfed her and the fairy next to her.

In the next instant, the heat of the flame blasted me and I fell backward from its power.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER 14

It might have been the distraction I needed to rush Rory, except the ball of fire that swept over Nicki wasn't just a small coil of flame contained to a crib. It was much bigger, more befitting the size that she was now, that of a toddler and not an infant. Even the Fae who had been gripping her by the elbow, trying to keep her in one place had been repelled by that membrane just before the fire licked up from her heels. He had ended up either being consumed or had disappeared, electing instead to pop into some other dimension.

I gaped at Nicki. It was seeing her through new eyes that made me realize that sudden fear didn't make you scream right away. It left you confused and struggling to make sense of what was happening.

 The scream comes later, when you know you should be afraid. 

Even so, my scream came out more of a strangled cat cry, and the Fae who had held her wavered into view for a moment before disappearing again when he noticed she was still blazing brightly.

She'd be fine. She had to be. But all that kept running through my mind was, what if this time, she wasn't. What if she died right there and I didn't get a chance to let her know my unease around her didn't mean I didn't care about her? She was just a kid. She probably hadn't been able to work out why Sarah was the one to spend the most time with her, cuddling her before she slept, and tucking her in. Couldn't have understood my reluctance to get too close when I didn't understand it myself.

I stood there paralyzed from fear and indecision for a long moment before I realized this was it. This was the moment I needed. I didn't need to go through with the ruse at all.

Rory, too, had been surprised by the burst of flame and had lunged backward on instinct. He was terrified. I could tell. No one wanted to get burned alive, least of all a fae sorcerer who planned to live forever.

I could do this. I could use this time and I could save her. I shoved my hand into the bag and wrapped my fingers around the knife handle. The cold weight of it reminded me of Warren and I felt the sting of pity and remorse. That too was on Rory. He deserved what was coming to him far more than Warren had. I was determined to make him pay what he owed.

I had to nail down where he was, and when I found him, I pinned my gaze to that spot, gauging his distance, imagining myself already racing toward him, where I would aim the knife point, plan the thrust. Told myself it wasn't living flesh I was stealing breath from but an evil monster that needed to be extinguished. An evil thing that had put my family in danger.

I tried not to stare at the ball of flame that was the small child I'd defied Azrael for, had brought into my home and helped nurture. I tried to tell myself she was going to be okay. 

I had to push through the heat right now, use it for the distraction it was to get to Rory. Hope that Callum wouldn't be like me, too paralyzed by shock at the scene to seize his moment. He was a firefighter. I tried not to think about the fact that he had no gear, no hose, no protection. Or that Nicki might not even come free of the flames unharmed this time. 

No. Now was the time to move, not think.

But it was so hot. Even Rory had flung his arm over his face in reflex to protect himself against the heat  and the Fae crony was gone.  I knew exactly how impossible that fire was to withstand; I knew  its power. This was my chance. I sucked in a breath and ran for Rory even as Nicki's fire grew to lash out in all directions. I felt something on my arm sizzle and smelled the aroma of burnt hair.

Before I made it more than five strides, a whoosh of air whipped my hair in my face. A pop sounded and my calf tattoo burned. A firm hand touched down on my waist, followed by an arm wrapping around my midriff. The fae. Right next to me. I caught sight of his pudgy jaw as he yanked me to his side, effectively halting my progress. With an ease that surprised me he threw himself sideways out of the way of the heat and flames, pulling me with him. We tangled together on the floor, and I struggled to wrest myself from his grip.

"Not like this," he said in my ear. "Not after what you did for Warren." 

What I did? I'd killed Warren. Was this retribution? 

"You're helping Rory?" I barked out, disbelief dripping from my voice. I knew what Warren felt about Rory's control and I couldn't believe any fae would want to help Rory no matter how much he hated me. 

In answer, the fae pinned me by my arms to the floor. The knife clattered to the stone tiles as I fell backwards.

"You saved him. I owe you the same."

I realized he was trying to save me. Stupid Fae.

I groaned out loud. He'd ruined it. My chance to get to Rory was gone.

"Let me go," I yelled, you don't understand." I craned backwards over my shoulder as I lay there, small pebbles embedding in my back. Callum. Where the heck was he?

I couldn't see either Rory or Nicki anymore either no matter how much I twisted. All I could make out was the gleaming eyes of the fae above me as he shielded me with his body. The heavy scent of cinnamon hung in the air around me and with horror I realized there was another fragrance cloistered beneath that spicy smell. One I had smelled before in Nicki's bedroom. Those fragrant, holy spices. 

It was happening. If I waited any longer, she would have transformed and my opportunity would be gone. 

I twisted in the fae's grip, looking for Callum. No doubt he'd figured out that showing himself at all when he couldn't even grab for Nicki would be foolish, and he'd waited. But where was he now? Would he be ready? This was his chance, dog gone it. He needed to take it.

The messenger bag somehow twisted from my grip and fell to my side, making the strap pull tight against my neck. It scraped the skin raw. One hand was still caught on the lip of the opening and it kept me from pushing myself onto my side as it bit into my scraped skin. 

"Let me go," I said again and squirmed. I tried to catch his eye. "I'm alright. Everything is okay. Just get off me."

I craned my head backward, searching for Callum. Something was going on beyond the door between him and Sarah. Strange noises that I didn't expect. Arguing, maybe? Yelling? Perhaps seeing Nicki combust had thrown him, she had held him back, not realizing it was a better distraction that I could've ever created.

There was no time to assess that. Rory must have recovered himself because he called out to the Fae but then, halfway through the syllables, the sound cut off like something had gripped him by the throat.

Callum. Callum had him by the throat. The burly fireman had thrown himself into the fray during the chaos and confusion, bless him, and had managed to yank one of the fae mancer's arms up behind his back. All I could see was the back of Callum's head and one broad hand wrapped around Rory's throat. Those sky blues eyes of the fae mancer bugged out beneath the pressure of Callum's grip.

We had him. Some miracle had bloomed in the dusty crypt and we had come out on top. It wasn't exactly the plan, but it was good enough. I couldn't help a stifled, excited laugh. 

It was then that I realized the fae had let go of me. His head snapped toward the sound of Rory's choking and his eyes glazed over as he rolled off me. 

He stood and took drugged steps toward Rory and Callum. I strained for him, yelling at him to stop. 

No use. Callum had no idea or no care that the fae was coming for him and Nicki was still burning brightly. I pushed onto my hands and knees, preparing to launch myself at the fae. I was aware of a roar of air that clapped over the chamber like thunder. Every bit of air that burned on my face felt as though it was being sucked from my skin by a vacuum. 

It had no effect on the Fae. He merely waved his hand in the air over Callum's back, and on the last swirl, pulled a gossamer bit of pulsing violet webbing from the ether. He threw it over Callum's back and it spread like a virus over his entire body. He spasmed, thrusting his chest and arching back. He let go a cry of pain.

A moment later, both he and the fae disappeared with a pop, and left Rory gasping for air, his hands clamouring for his throat. He glared at me. I thought he might accuse me of cheating but both of us seemed to realize in the same moment that something was different in the crypt. There had indeed been a vacuuming out of the flames and in its place that dissolution had left a slim child with long russet hair in place of the fire. Nicki, I realized.

My relief came out in a long sigh.

 She had grown at least five years during her phase, and she stood there grinning from ear to ear with a gap in her smile. Every feature on her face seemed lit from within and even though I should have been terrified for her, I couldn't help the unaccountable swell of pride that blossomed in my chest. She was okay. She was more than okay. I could already see the magnificent woman who was peering through the child's body, and despite the fear of the moment, I grinned back. Happy to see her. Alive. Well. And yet something was off. I had a nagging sense I was missing something. That something wasn't quite right about her.

Rory blinked three times in succession. Then he laughed straight out loud, a harsh victorious sound. "That was some show."

I didn't care why he sounded so pleased. He could gloat and boast all he wanted. His time was limited.  I might not have been able to use the distraction she had provided, but that didn't mean the plan was done and over with.

"It's all right," I said to her in my best most soothing voice. "Everything is going to be okay. We're going to get you out of here."

I tried not to think about where Callum was, but I vowed in that moment that I'd bring him safely home, too. I didn't know how, but I wasn't going to abandon him.

Nicki took a step toward me, and I opened my arms. Rory grabbed for her before she could move further.

I thought she was struggling to speak, and imagined that such sudden growth couldn't possibly come along with all of the learning that took a regular child years to acquire. She had only been with us for a little over two weeks. Not nearly enough time to have gathered the intricacies of language. 

"You're going to be okay," I said. "I promise you. I won't let him hurt you."

"Of course, she'll be fine," Rory agreed. 

"Damn straight," I said. "In fact, you're going to hand her over right now. Her and Callum."

Rory's finger slipped beneath Nicki's chin and he tilted that round face up toward him. 

"You're pretty brazen for a girl who has no poker chips, Sarah," he said, turning his head to look at me. 

I couldn't think of a single thing to say in argument. He was right. Heaven only knew where his Fae minion had taken Callum.

He stooped down at Nicki's feet and retrieved something from the floor. Her eyes followed his every movement. When he rose again, his fist was closed but he shook it in front of him as though he was juggling something inside.

"You said you wouldn't hurt her if I came," I said, remembering that I had taken on Sarah's glamour. In the stress of the moment, I had forgotten that, and I was relieved the glamour still held. 

I lifted my chin. Defiant. "You agreed to let her go after you got what you wanted."

He shrugged. "Well, I've yet to get what I want," he said. "But I'm well on my way. It's just that a fella doesn't live as long as I have without making sure to have some insurance. Everyone will be fine so long as you do what I want." 

He opened his fist and splayed his palm toward me. Lying against the pink of his palm were two white pebbles.

Not a pebbles, I realized. Teeth. Nicki's first teeth. I almost groaned out loud at the irony of it. But it wasn't her fault. She couldn't have known transforming at that exact moment would play into Rory's hands.

"Seems we don't have to wait for Warren after all," he said. "Since he's obviously busy with Ayla, no doubt trying to get her to kill him again." He cocked his head at me, giving me a squinted look, almost as though he expected me to protest. When I didn't he sighed.

"So should we could started? I believe you were about to use that knife to start the bloodletting for the spell..."

Warren's voice rang through my mind. Bone of a soul who has cheated death. One ingredient down out of three, but that didn't mean Rory would get the others. What was pretending to do one little part of the spell going to hurt.

"You promise to let them both go?"

He lifted a white brow. "You doubt my sincerity?"

I said. Nothing. I held his gaze with my own, telling myself that those sky blue eyes would be clouded and inanimate within moments. I stooped over to pick up the knife, clenched my fingers around the handle. 

I could just go for it. Race across the crypt and ram the knife beneath his chin. His cronies were gone. He had no protection.

He seemed to watch me struggling with my decision. It took several steps toward me as though he wasn't afraid whatsoever. As though he was inspecting me from top to bottom, he walked a circle around me.

"You need more convincing," he said from behind me. "I don't have any trouble with that," he said.

As if I had conjured one of his minions just by thinking about them, the second Fae bully appeared next to Nicki. He leaned over her, stroking her hair gently. Then he tilted her chin, pulling her face toward him. I watched her smile slowly and then take his hand when he reached out for it. In the next instant, both of them were also gone.

So much for my plan. So much for hesitation. I had lost both chances. I felt sick.

If I struck now, I would be putting Nicki in danger. And probably Callum too. 

"Start the incantation," he hissed in my ear. 

I wasn't sure how we were going to manage the plan now. I only knew a few of the words from the incantation.  Surely he would know soon enough that I was not Sarah, and then what would he do to Callum and Nicki? 

Maybe I could gain some time. Maybe if he thought I was going along with it, he would be lulled into dropping his guard on the fae he controlled and they would release both. I knew they weren't willing accomplices. At least one of them wasn't, and he'd had that same puffy look to his skin that Warren had. 

"You promised to bring me back?" I said, trying to look complicit

Rory waggled his head. "Of course. Family is family after all. You'll be glad of it when it's all done."

I let my breath go in a hiss. Shook my hands out. The thought of cutting my skin made me queasy. I was trembling. I stared down at the knife, willing myself to put the edge against my skin. I didn't know how Sarah found the courage to do it. She was much braver than I ever gave her credit for.

"Do it," Rory said.

I laid the blade against my skin pressed. A small bubble of red welled up on either side of the blade as it bit into me. I grit my teeth. A wave of queasiness passed over me, making me stagger.

"Finito magnus," I started to chant. "Opresso infinitum." 

Those were the only words I remembered. I faltered on the last, knowing I had no more. I had failed and all was lost. And yet, through the silence of my hesitation, I swore I heard a chant coming from behind me. It sounded odd, as though it was coming from around me and yet was being thrown with a ventriloquist's skill toward me. 

Sarah. Filling in the gaps for me. Rory was so enthralled in the spell itself, staring at some point above him as though he expected a portal to open, that he seemed not to notice. About the time his body went tense and he levelled his gaze at me, the spell had already threaded out to nothing.

Rory's sky blue eyes pinned to mine. He looked confused. 

"Those aren't the words," he started to say. You're not doing the right spell..."

My mouth clamped closed in surprise and yet the chanting continued. A horrible clatter sounded as dozens of skeletons burst through the door, nearly spilling over each other in their haste to get into the room.

"You're not Sarah," he said. "Oh tricky, tricky, Ayla."

My glamour had fallen. The ruse was over, but it didn't matter. Sarah's minions were charging the room, heading for Rory.

He stepped back, surprised, just before they swarmed around him, sealing him off and barricading him against the wall where the altar would be in the narthex above.

Sarah was giving me another chance. I clenched the knife and streaked across the chamber as she came into view from the sidelines. She stood there in the open door frame, and I took three long strides. I was almost there. The skeletons were beginning to part to let me in.

Sarah's voice rose with a commanding timber. Her soldiers had Rory trapped and the look on his face was murderously angry. I hefted the blade high over my head as I charged. Three more steps, that was all. All I could think was if he died, he'd lose control of his fae.

But then some of the skeletons began to clatter to the stone floor.  One by one, they fell into crumpled and broken heaps.

I swung my gaze sideways for the briefest of seconds. There stood Sarah, both arms outstretched and bloody. She was leaning against the wall, her legs trembling and knees buckling. Something on her face told me things were not okay.

"Sarah," I said, skidding to a stop several feet away from Rory, realizing she was about to collapse because every single one of her skeletons barricading Rory had fallen to pieces on the chamber room floor.

Then she did. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER 15

Whatever I'd wanted to do to Rory escaped me. It just didn't matter. All I knew was Sarah was down, and nothing, not seeing Rory's smug look, not being afraid for Nicki, not worrying about Callum mattered one bit compared to that. I just ran. My heart pounded in my ears. It had been too much for her, with all that strain already, calling out to her magic with nothing but her own blood was just too much.

I skidded to a stop and hung over her, tapping her on the cheeks. She was out. Out cold. I peeled her eyelids back with one hand and felt for her pulse with the other. I couldn't find it. Stupid fingers were too nervous to land on the right spot.

"She's dead, Ayla," Rory said, from a distance a bit too near for my comfort. "Surely you can see that."

I couldn't take in the meaning of his words. All I could do was stare at his mouth as he spoke, thinking he didn't sound aggrieved one bit. I shot a glare over my shoulder. He was indeed standing over me, leaning to the side as if he needed to see. Catching my glare, he shrugged at me. 

"Most definitely dead," he said.

"No," I said, laying my head down on her chest. No heartbeat. No feeling of respiration. I sobbed deep in my throat. "Sarah," I said again "Come on. Please. Get up."

I massaged her solar plexus, feeling for the place to start CPR. It had worked for Gramp. I had saved him. It couldn't be too late for her.

Rory crouched down next to me and I felt his arm sling over my shoulders. I wouldn't look up at him. I wouldn't stop delivering the CPR. It had to work. I had a virtue aspect from the maniac in the Cathedral, and that instilled in me his same ability to intercede in humanly things. Surely, I could make a difference. 

I was sweating already, and with a dead sort of calm, I watched Rory lay fingers against her throat. He made a murmuring sound, lips clamped together. My brain went cold. Devoid of any useless thought. All that kept streaking through was it had to work. It just had to.

Rory brushed her silky black hair away from her face and then twisted her arms away from her sides to show me how much blood had spilled from three cuts along the inside of her forearm.

"Martyred herself, poor thing," he murmured.

I kept pumping but I wanted to smack him. How dare he.

"Get away from her," I said through clenched teeth. "Back the hell off."

He looked hurt. "She's not out of reach, you know. Not out of reach at all for the right people. The right price."

As if to punctuate the statement, I felt a tingling run across my skin. My calf ached. The mark beneath my armpit ached. Even my ears buzzed. She was fading. Her essence was hovering, ready to dissipate, waiting to see if I would reap it.

Rory seemed to sense a shift. He scooched closer. His breath on my face held a tang of copper, as though he had been sucking on pennies. 

"You can get her out." He leaned in to peer into my eyes even as he lay his hands down on the backs of my hands. "If you really want to."

He pulled my hands from Sarah's chest and held them against his. I could feel the beat of his heart instantly, magnifying the difference from the deadness of Sarah's flesh. His heart sped up as I touched him and he sighed with something like longing.

"I want to help you, Ayla," he said. "It's just that I can't. I don't have the power. But you know someone who does."

It didn't escape my notice in those moments that he didn't tell me the most important thing. That he had two parts of the spell complete. But even that didn't matter. I could have cared less about the spell. I swayed back and forth in front of him, watching with disinterest as his face moved one way and then the other.

"You killed her," I said.

"No," he murmured. "She did that all by herself with a little help from you. But you can fix it." He reached out and touched my cheek at the back of his fingers. Again, he shuddered as though the touch meant something to him. When I didn't say anything, he sighed heavily.

"I told you how you can fix this," he said. "And maybe if you succeed at that, you'll save the other two as well."

He lifted his silver brows meaningfully. I understood he was threatening me, threatening the lives of Callum and Nicki. He waited several long moments, watching me, probably waiting for me to say something. If he was, he wasn't going to get it from me. I knew by the smell of candy floss and caramel that started to envelop meant that the ordeal was far from over. 

"I'll give you a few moments," he said. "You can either say good bye, or you can find a way to save her." He rubbed his palms down along his pant legs. "I'll just slip out so you can make your choice." 

Rory pushed himself to his feet and strode through the door of the crypt. I knew he wouldn't be gone for long.

He had left the bait, and I knew it for what it was. Even so, when Azrael showed himself finally, I had only one thing to say to him.

"You can't have her," I said. I was vaguely aware that it was reminiscent of the things I had said to him of Nicki. But I was painfully aware that this time there was no Egyptian goddess longing to be free and alive again to take over a body. Sarah was well and truly gone. And Azrael would want to send her to oblivion.

I expected him to gloat and I looked up at him sideways. "You can't have her."

This time he chose to come to me as the same old man I had met in the Cathedral. He looked weary and fatigued wearing that façade. The old Birkenstock sandals and red wool socks reminded me that Gramp was still out of town, and that I would have no one to comfort me. I should have texted him back. I should have told him what was going on. Now there was no one to understand what had happened or to help me fight for Sarah or Callum or Nikki. We would be back to just the two of us again. 

Azrael knelt down next to me, boring into my eyes with his own. They were changing colours again. Swirling around with prismatic intensity. They reminded me of Kaleidoscope's. He was thinking. Considering. Or something was bothering him. I had learned that much about him at least. Not that it helped.

Azrael seemed confused at first, and he reached out with a long finger to touch the crest of my cheek. I was surprised to realize there was liquid there. Even more surprised when, in the moment his skin touched mine, my face crumpled. He swiped the liquid into my hairline and cupped my face between his palms. It was too much for me to bear, that compassion. That one, silent and gentle bit of compassion was so bewildering and so unexpected that I didn't care how I looked, how hard my face screwed up into a strangled mask of emotion. It didn't matter. Nothing mattered. Certainly not a bit of vanity. I couldn't help sobbing. All I kept saying was no, no. You can't have her. 

No movement from him, no change of expression, just a spinning of those colours in his eyes as though they were out of control. When I was spent of the tears, I couldn't help pounding him in the chest, throwing one jab and then two. Each time my knuckles struck his chest, I thought of Sarah and the boxing lessons she had given me in the halfway house. And then I cried all the more.

"It's all your fault," I said. "You could've helped me. Now she's gone."

Gone. The word was so final. This was Sarah. My foster sister. The girl who had taught me to fight in those foster homes, who had stood up for me when I needed it. The girl who laughed with her whole body, the one who crammed her face with chocolate every chance she got. I couldn't imagine myself not sitting around with her anymore. I had just found her again after all these years. And now she was gone. It was insufferably unfair. And all because of him, actually. If I had never met that maniac in the Cathedral, if Azrael hadn't set him on me, none of this would be happening. I would have found Sarah in the Cathedral, and I would have brought her home. And everything would be fine.

I pushed myself to my feet, every intent to run working through my muscles. I had to get out of there. I just couldn't face any more. Not anymore. The adrenaline was racing through my tissues, urging me to flee. Fight or flight had come for me and all I could think of was running headlong down the passageway out into the open air. I didn't want any of this to follow me. I couldn't stand facing it.

Everything turned to a wash of water. My nose was stuffy. I could barely breathe for the tears that were clogging my throat. I fell in a crumpled heap long before I reached the doorway. It was over. Rory had Callum and Nicki. Sarah was well and truly gone and now here I was facing down the Angel of Death again, and he didn't care one bit about the people I loved.

Whatever hope I had been clinging to was gone.

I was vaguely aware of the scuffing sound of his sandals as he approached. I could smell the candy floss and caramel swathe me. I knew he was crouching in front of me. I knew he wanted me to look up. Didn't matter. Even if I did, I wouldn't be able to see him through the tears.

"Ayla," he said, nudging me.

"Please don't cry," he said. There was a strange tightness in his voice.

"Please," he said again.

That made me look up at him. I hadn't yet heard the Angel of Death beg for anything, and certainly not for anything from me. He always ordered. Commanded. 

One quick peek at him, seeing the strange look on his face, the prismatic eyes swirling. And I couldn't bear to look anymore. I squeezed my eyes closed. I preferred the darkness behind my eyelids to the strange look on his face.

That was when his finger went beneath my chin. He tilted my face up to his.

"At least you don't have to reap her for me," he said. "That's something."

It was such an ungodly and callous thing to say that I fully intended to scream at him. But what came out was nothing but a wail. My head fell to my hands and I worked at my face with greasy palms.

"But it's true," he said. "You won't have to worry about that anymore." His voice sounded tight. "I would think you would be happy about that."

I swiped my forearm across my nose, collecting up snot and tears. I peered up at him. "I would rather have that problem than for her to be gone."

"But she's not gone," he said very matter of factly. "She's just in hell."

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER 16

Just in hell. As though that was preferable. How could he even say that as though it was a positive thing?

"Don't you feel anything at all?" I choked out. I wanted to point at Sarah, draw his attention to the fact that a young woman was crumpled on her side, a casualty of using her magic to avoid evil, but I couldn't. I couldn't bear to even look her way. 

He blinked at me and with the movement, subtle as it was, the façade slipped and he was no longer the grandfather figure wearing Birkenstock sandals. He was the adult man wearing an Armani suit. Far too handsome for eyes to look at without taking a heart captive. Even so, that attractive facade didn't move me.

In fact, it infuriated me.

"If you haven't come to reap her, then leave," I said. "Or help me get her out of here. I can't just leave her lying there." My voice caught and I barely held back a sob.

Azrael's mouth twitched as though he wanted to say something but couldn't for the life of him imagine what it was.

"I need her, Azrael." I said. "I can't do this nathelium thing without my family. She's my family. Don't you understand? Don't you get it? They don't hold me back. They help me. They keep me grounded." 

"I'm sorry for you," Azrael said. "Truly I am."

I looked into his eyes and saw sincerity there. There were some swirling behind his gaze, but it was a slow and mesmerizing movement. Something truly different than I had ever seen before. There was even a slouch to his shoulders. An earnestness in his face.

I waved my arms over my head as though to indicate the heavens somewhere. "Then help me. Give me the tools I need. Sarah is a tool."

Contrary to what I had hoped, his face darkened. "You have me," he said. "That should be enough."

I knew he wasn't going to help. In that moment, I understood the angel of death thought about nothing but himself. Nothing but collecting up the fares that he needed to send to oblivion or into nothingness. All of the angelic souls he had collected into the cane of his. That was what he measured his time by. That was how he measured value.

I felt so bereft in that moment, that I couldn't look at him anymore. I hugged my knees to my chest, resting my chin on my knees. It was too much. There was no way I could go home. It wasn't a home anymore without Nicki or Sarah. No one but Gramp. Thank God, he was out of town and spared.

In the next moment, Azrael's arms went around me so completely, that at first, I was surprised. And then he tugged me forward, folding me into his arms so that I could feel the beating of the heart in his chest. That was when I finally fully let go. I sobbed in his arms as though he was the only one that could comfort me. I didn't care who it was that was there. I didn't care that it was him. All I knew was that I needed some support because I wasn't going to be able to leave this crypt without it. I didn't want to leave. I didn't want to face anything.

After a long moment, I felt his finger beneath my chin again, lifting my gaze to meet his. He brushed a tear from my cheek. Smeared it into my hairline.

"It will be tough," he whispered. And there was such a compassion and pain in his voice that I couldn't process it. "It might be the most difficult thing you've ever done. Hell will try to swallow you whole. It will want you."

He was offering to help. I was sure of it. I swallowed down all the questions I wanted to ask because they all seemed inconsequential in the moment. All I needed to know was that he was going to help me.

"It's dangerous you have to understand. If Lucifer understood that there was an angel in his domain, he would never let me go."

Hell. He meant to take me to Hell to reclaim Sarah's soul. So that's what Rory had meant. I didn't care. Whatever it took. 

"Just get me there," I said.

Azrael looked at me for a long moment, almost as though he wasn't breathing. Then he twisted the grieving angel handle from off the top of his cane and held it in front of me.

"The handle of my cane is only for the fallen. She won't be able to ride in there for long because the divine magic will try to purge her. We must be quick. And every moment you are there, it will take away that much more of your consciousness. Your memory. You have to resist that."

I stared at Sarah's form, thinking I should move it, maybe put her somewhere more comfortable. She looked so terrible lying there alone.

"We can't move her," he said, following my gaze. "She needs to find her way back to it." He hefted his cane in my line of sight. 

I stole a glance at Sarah as she lay on her side. That beautiful hair dyed to a matte black because she'd been on the run from her family and her natural silver blonde hair was too noticeable. I thought of her bravery when she'd faced the doppelganger she had empowered out of desperation, the way she nurtured Nicki, the way she fit in with Gramp and me. She was too critical to my life now to let her go without a fight.

I swallowed down my fear. 

"I'm ready." I knew my chin was trembling and that I was shivering all over. But this was Sarah. She would face it all for me. I knew it.

The pad of his thumb ran along the bottom of my lip. He held my eyes with his and his lips compressed into a thin line. He sighed. "Always the virtue," he said. "Always thinking you can intercede for good."

"What would be the point of living if I couldn't?" I said.

He sat back on his haunches, staring at me for a long moment. It was so uncharacteristic a posture for him that I felt an unusual sense of kinship. I was glad he was there with me, glad I wasn't alone. I was acutely aware of Sarah's body lying on the other side of the crypt. So recently warm and alive. Now suffering somewhere in Hell because she had sacrificed herself for me. 

I watched as a variety of expressions crossed his face. The normally blue eyes started to swirl again. A kaleidoscope of colours moved through his irises. He bit down on his bottom lip.

In a movement so sudden, it made me gasp, he had wrapped me in his arms again. His embrace was suffused with the smell of caramel and it swirled around me as though I was suspended in warm taffy. An electric buzz went down along my spine.

"You need to cling to me," he said and that usually cool voice, full of confidence and arrogance, was ragged and harsh.

I nodded quickly, still frozen in place by the sudden embrace. It rocked me to my core, his actions, and I could barely move for shock. All I could do was waggle my chin up and down.

I felt small against him, as he suddenly felt so much bigger. Broader. I could feel beneath his suit the unyielding hardness of muscle. I had been in Callum's embrace just a few times, but I understood what regular human muscle felt like. This was different. As sinewy as Callum's body seemed, it was nothing to the way Azrael felt.

"You're sure?" he said. The palm of his hand cupped the nape of my neck as he leaned away to stare down into my eyes. His other hand slipped down to the small of my back. I had the feeling he was cradling me backwards, but I couldn't tell. For all I knew we were hovering in the air together. I seemed weightless.

My throat was so constricted I couldn't form a verbal response. I nodded. Again like a fool.

"Say it, Ayla," he urged. "Say it out loud."

"Yes," I breathed.

He let go a lengthy breath that sounded somewhere between relief and longing.

"It's going to be intimate," he said. "In order to bring you there, it needs to be more intimate than a man and woman together could ever be." His eyes fell to my mouth. "Are you ready for that?"

I swallowed down a lump that had built at the base of my throat. So many conflicting emotions battered my tissues over Azrael, so many awful feelings of shame and grief over Sarah. If being that intimate with him meant he would know all that, be keenly aware of everything I tried to hide from myself, then I wasn't ready. Not by a long shot.

"Yes," I heard myself say. "I'm ready."

When he spoke again, his voice sounded clogged. As though at the base of his throat, something hung there, trying to block his voice.

"You'll have to touch that dreaded cane handle," he said with a smirk, but there was an almost earnest humour in his voice. He very nearly sounded like a shy boy. "Do you think you can manage that?"

I nodded.

He blew out a long breath, and the air from his lungs moved my hair back away from my face. It too smelled of candy floss and caramel. Perhaps a hint of licorice. All of my favourite things. I found myself wondering if Sarah had been in my place, would he have smelled like chocolate. I wondered if the human souls he took had found him alluring.

"Say it one more time," he said. "I need three verbal agreements."

"Yes," I said.

No sooner was the syllable out of my mouth when his hand was burrowing up beneath my shirt. I felt his fingers whisper up along my belly and for an anxious moment I thought he was going to cup my breast, the way Callum had. I almost panicked. Did I want that? How would I respond? And then his palm scooted up passed them chastely and landed just between them, right over my solar plexus. The flat of his palm pressed along my skin, warming it as his fingers splayed over my chest.

"Touch me," he said in a hoarse voice. 

I swallowed down nervously at the look on his face. He had been right. Already it felt far more intimate than anything I had ever experienced. Even so, this was for Sarah. I could do this. I slipped my hand up beneath his shirt, was surprised to find his belly smooth of hair and hot to the touch. Each ripple of muscle beneath my palm quivered as I moved along his skin. 

I was vaguely aware that I was being eased down onto my back and I wasn't sure exactly what was happening until my head lay cradled in his palm. With surprising gentleness, he eased me onto the cold floor. The coldness of stone tried to creep into my skin, but as he murmured encouragement, I felt my whole body flush with new warmth. With each tentative inch my fingers gained of his chest as it sought his solar plexus, I felt a new wash of heat.

"That's it," he murmured. "Higher. Yes. Right there."

He shifted subtly and I realized he was leaning over me, his eyes bore into mine, held them captive. I imagined clouds and caramel and gossamer wings. In the next instant, I felt him pressing something hard and unyielding against my side, urging it into my free hand. 

"Almost there," he said. 

His cane handle, I realized. I would have to take it or touch it and I sucked in a breath, scared and reluctant.

"I'm opening myself to you, Ayla," he murmured. "Can you feel it?"

"Yes," I said because it was the only word that I could form. Every piece of my skin seemed to be on fire. For an instant, I had the horrific sensation of hurtling through open space, feeling as though every tissue straight down through my bone was flaming.

"Ignore it," he said. "It's residual memory, that's all." His breath was coming faster.

I thought for a second, I wouldn't be able to breathe.

"Push through it," he said. "You're almost there."

It was as though I were pulling off a Band-Aid. I thrust my hand upward, planted my palm on the same spot as his was on my solar plexus. I splayed my fingers out like his. Something shifted. I felt as though we were joined. I sucked in a breath, all of the pleasure of eating caramel and candy floss striking my brain like dopamine. I was giddy with it.

"Now, Ayla," he said. "Touch it."

I dropped my hand onto the top of the cane, curling my fingers over the shoulders of the grieving angel. I tightened my grip.

In that second, both of us sucked in a breath in unison.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER 17

Hell was nothing like I expected. Quite frankly, it was beautiful. The walls of the passageway I found myself in seemed to be made of crystal. They refracted light and images of rolling meadows and blue sky back a thousand times, each one glowing more brightly than the next. The tiles beneath my feet were smooth and warm. Gold, I thought as I looked down. How I'd ended up barefoot was a mystery, but I wiggled my toes to test that, yes, I was standing there, realizing that Hell was a breathtaking landscape of unsurpassed beauty.

Along the edges of the passageway floor was a gunnel much like a street gutter except filled with running silver. The streams caught light from somewhere and winked at me. When I looked up to see if the illumination came from a sun or lamp of some sort, the tawny sky rolled with mottled golden clouds as though the sun was just beginning to set above me. 

I turned around, circling on feet that squeaked against the tiles, to find Azrael. 

What I saw as I spun to find him behind me stopped up my throat. The words hooked into my voice box, unable to free themselves as I regarded the Angel of Death the way he truly was.

If I thought he was beautiful in the human realm, he was magnificent here, terrifyingly beautiful and not the human looking man I saw and sparred with on Earth. While I grudgingly admitted to feeling an inexplicable compulsion both toward him and against him, I understood right then where the heart of it lay. It was this seed of incredible beauty, hidden beneath whatever facades he elected to show that my human heart must have known was lurking and connected to. It lurched at the sight of him even as I wanted to rail at him for deceiving me. 

He towered over me with shoulders at least three times the width my own. The black hair that he so often shifted from buzz cut to a man bun in the human realm trailed behind him here like a cloak with black curls at each end. The only thing that belied the fact that he was the Angel of Death and not a regular angel was that each ringlet was tied off with a tiny bone. 

Something stirred within, some memory like a dream batting at my consciousness like a kitten with a thread.

Even as I noticed that his chest was bare and gleaming like marble, silky black material scuttled over it to join together with tiny silver buttons. He was gathering energy from somewhere, clothing himself from nothing but air and thought. In that instant, I realized we had entered naked, and I jerked my chin down, frantic to see if I was still nude.

With relief, I realized I was wearing a long gauzy dress much like a silk nightgown. It had a Gothic novel feel to it with ragged edges and a tank style top that molded to every curve perfectly and made me feel even more womanly than the gown Sarah had ordered for me to go to the gala. A sob tried to squeeze up my throat as I thought of her. Without thinking, I squeezed my eyes closed and reached out for the wall. She was the reason I was here. We had work to do. 

I opened my eyes to see him watching me and it wasn't until I caught his gaze trailing to my collarbone, I realized material was still gathering over me and he was carefully trying but failing to avert his gaze until I was fully clothed. For some reason, the delicate scalloping of the tank top edges shifted to a cowl top and the womanly dress into a tunic style garment that was too loose fitting to feel anything but chaste.

"I thought you might be embarrassed," he said and came up next to me. Strangely enough, as tall as he was, towering over me when I looked up at him, when he came within my space, it was as though he was exactly the same size as me. 

"Thank you," I said. And I did feel grateful. I spun in place, testing how practical the gauzy dress might be.

"I might have thought yoga pants would be more practical," I said, peering up at him.

He shrugged, but a hint of a smile tugged at the corner of his mouth. "Yoga pants are a more evil human creation than the string bikini."

I couldn't help smirking at him. "Don't worry," I said, recalling Callum's similar reaction to the clinging material. "You're angelic virtue is safe with me."

While I had intended it to be a joke, his expression went stony and a long tense silence drew out between us. I crossed my arms over my chest defensively, not sure what to say.

"So," I said. "How do we get to Sarah?" I said. 

He smiled down at me, encouraging. "You'll find her," he said. "Whether I like it or not, you have a bond with her. You'll find her."

"Is this where we go?" I whispered. I thought it might not be so bad after all. Golden floors, crystal walls.

"No," he said with a shake of his head. "As bad as this place is, where the fallen go is far worse."

"This is bad?" I said, sucking my teeth. "So far, Hell is a piece of cake."

"Would you rather see Hell for what it is?" he said. "Or what I'm transforming it into for you?"

In that moment, I realized that whatever the realm truly looked like or felt, he was warping it for me just like he had given me clothes.

"You don't have to do that," I said. "I can take it."

The corner of his mouth tugged as though he wanted to smile. "Very well," he said. 

In the next instant, everything shifted. Sensations, optics, everything was different. The crystal walls I'd thought had been refracting light, transformed into molten mercury, running down over grotesque gargoyle faces. Mouths gaping and closing. Eyes opening, spilling liquid fire.

In the same moment the crystal walls fell, the soles of my feet stung as though a thousand hornets had stung them all at once. Not a golden walkway after all, but a floor of burning orange coals. I yelped and hopscotched about, finding the gunnels of silver liquid and dunking my feet in. Except the silver liquid was as hot as the coals and although my skin wasn't consumed, I wanted to get off just to escape the pain.

I let out a shriek of pain. Before I could register Azrael had moved, I was lifted into his arms and relieved of the pain in my feet. He cradled me in his arms and I could feel his heart thrumming beneath his chest as he strode unaffected across the coals. I watched his face for signs of pain. There was none. 

"You could have just given me shoes," I said.

He chuckled. "That wouldn't have been any fun at all."

A raucous din of noise, like a million voices whispering manic things in my ear began to swell around me. Everything sounded worse than mere pain. They sounded terrified. No doubt along with the visual alterations, he had also buffered the sounds from me.

"Is this it?" I said, watching the mercury walls blur past me. I wasn't sure he could hear me through the din of voices, but he peered down at me. Those cerulean eyes of his wrinkled at the corners.

"We won't have much time," he said. "We can't stay here long. The longer you stay here, the more used to it, you get."

I nodded, making a mental note. Get Sarah. Get out. Never come back.

"Where is she?" I said.

"You'll have to reach out to her," he said. "Don't be surprised if you don't find her right away."

A flash of images ran across my vision, frightening enough that I quailed in Azrael's arms. I hadn't expected it and even as I cringed, I was pretty sure someone had reached out for me with long bloody fingers and black talons and I only narrowly missed capture by Azrael swerving sideways.

"Hmm," Azrael murmured. "That was a nasty bit of business."

I could feel his heart thrumming harder against my rib cage. I tried to crane over his shoulder to see what had made a grab for me, but he adjusted me with a bouncing hoist so that I couldn't see anymore.

"Best you hide your eyes here," he said, peering down at me with shifting colours in his eyes. "But don't worry. I won't let anything happen to you, Ayla."

Something uncomfortable squirmed its way through my chest, and it got worse the longer he looked at me. 

From somewhere past me, I could hear growling and snarling. I was always one to want to see what was coming at me, but equally as certain I didn't want to face it when it arrived. But this wasn't some make-believe bogeyman lurking outside my bedroom door. This was hell. So I did as I was bid, and hid my eyes in his shirt. I pressed ever closer as someone let out a horrific shriek. My heart was hammering. My mouth went completely dry and I could barely swallow.

"It's okay," he said. "I've got you."

Got me. The further we advanced, the less confident I felt he actually did have me. Twice, I felt him lurch, as though I was falling from his grip and he had to catch me. The noises were awful. The heat was terrible. Something snarled close to my ear and I was certain I felt a rush of air just as something clapped down a hair's breadth away from my earlobe. 

I thought he might be running, but I didn't hear the tread of footsteps, just that blur of crystalline walls passing me by and the occasional flash of open mouths and snarling teeth.

"There," he said, at length. "The worst is over for now."

He hiked me up into his arms higher. I peered up at him.

"That's her over there, is it not?" He jerked his chin in the direction opposite us. I twisted in his arms, peering out. Yes. There she was. I would know that black hair anywhere. Even if she was balled up on her bottom, knees to her chin with her arms wrapped around her legs. Even at this distance, from across a broad lake of shimmering silver, I would know her.

"Yes," I said, getting excited. "That's Sarah." 

I didn't dare hope that the worst was over already, because it really hadn't been that bad. I almost didn't dare think that maybe everything would be okay. 

I twisted around in his hold, looking up at him. He chose to show me his bluest gaze, one with pin prick pupils and long black lashes.

A flutter went across my chest. He really was gorgeous. Magnificent was the only descriptive word. Whatever things he had chosen to show me as a façade in the other dimension, was nothing compared to this. He was almost painfully beautiful to look at. My throat ached as I tried to swallow down something that felt very familiar. It almost felt like longing.

"That wasn't so bad," I croaked out.

There was a wry twist to his mouth as he peered down at me. 

"Hmm," he murmured in a dry tone. "Easy peasy."

"How will we get to her," I said, ignoring the sarcastic tone.

I felt him shrug. "We walk."

As simple as that, then. I started to twist out of his grip, and I thought he might have let me at first.

"Can you swim?" he said.

"Of course I can," I said.

"Good," he said and dumped me onto my feet. It was only when my soles touched ground,  I realized he had put shoes on my feet for me. It seemed inconsequential in the moment, however, because a sudden and fierce growling had begun to sound around the both of us. It seemed painfully close, and when it was followed up by a vicious sort of snarling, I thought my legs would go out from beneath me. I didn't like the sound of that one bit.

"Azrael?" I said.

He put his palm on my chest, pushing  me ever so gently away from him. 

"I know," he said. "It's been stalking us for quite a while now."

Stalking? A clog of fear made my bladder twitch. My heart stuttered as I leaned sideways to see past him arm, a very large, three-headed dog braced for attack.

"Has he separated into three yet?" he said almost too calmly.

"Into three?" I said, confused, and then even as I finished speaking, I watched as the beast split into three even larger wolves. Foam curled from the edges of it each mouth and dripped onto the floor to sizzle like acid into the coals. We were only a mere four yards from the shore and the beasts had already fanned out behind us, each one of them advancing. They seemed to grow for every step forward until I could've sworn they were two stories high. I had the irrational urge to turn my back on the thing and run.

"You're trembling, Ayla," Azrael said.

"Shouldn't I be?" I couldn't tear my eyes from those muzzles.

"I told you," he said. "You're safe with me."

As though to dispute that fact, all three of the beasts leapt at once.

The one on the left seemed to leap higher, its paw swiping out at the same time. If Azrael knew it was coming, he didn't so much as flinch. Instead, he remained still just long enough for the gargantuan strike to miss him and then he leaned sideways, pushing me at the same moment toward the water's edge. I felt him thrust a round object into my hand. It burned as it touched me, and sizzled. The grieving angel cane top, I realized.

"Go," he said. "Touch her solar plexus with it."

I pin-wheeled back, arms flying over my head in my haste to escape. Even so, I couldn't stop staring at the trio of snarling beasts and the one angel squared off to hold him back. One wolf launched into the air and landed square in the middle of Azrael's chest. He staggered backward and landed on his shoulders. With a great kick, he launched the mutt into the air.

"Run, Ayla," he yelled. 

"Not without you," I yelled and searched frantically for something I could use to beat the next dog off of him. "I can't leave you here to face those things."

He shot that wry grin at me again. "Easy peasy. Now go."

He rolled over, scrabbling to find his feet. I had expected him to be more graceful, but I imagined even an angel can get his wind knocked from him time to time.

He found a wavering stand as the dogs circled him. 

"Go," he yelled. "I've got this."

I hesitated. I took a deep breath, telling myself I could do this. I was a good swimmer.

The water was close. The edge was just right there. I launched myself, headfirst into the water.

But as soon as I touched it, there was no wet liquid to cool me off.

Instead, it was nothing but a rising sea of roaches.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER 18

A wave of insects closed around me and I went mad with panic. There was no rational thought. No Sarah. No Azrael. There was only my skin and the way they scuttled over my arms, finding their way up beneath my dress and into my hair. I needed them off me. I needed out of the sea of bugs and I needed to set fire to the lot of them so they couldn't so much as lay a sticky foot down on another bit of flesh.

Adrenaline soaked me through and through. And if I would have let the drenching of it take me, I could have stood there in one spot forever, screaming silently, flicking at anything that touched me. 

I could feel myself shutting down. I was human. Not a spirit. I didn't belong here. What had made me think I could do this? I had expected pain, terror, but not this. Every sensation seemed somehow heightened because I was real flesh and skin and bones and hair. The Sarah I had caught sight of before I dove into the lake had been curled up in a fetal position on the other side. She wasn't writhing in terror like I was, swimming in an ocean of creeping scuttling bugs. She was alone and I knew for her, that was probably all the Hell she needed. 

I had to remind myself that she was the reason I was here. She needed me and she needed me rational. I don't know how I did it, but somehow through the adrenaline soak, I was able to draw a hitching breath, and force my limbs to still. 

Standing as quiet as I could, I let the insects crawl over me. Twice I shuddered in revulsion and that seemed to agitate them. So. My fear was what they fed on.

At least I hoped to God that was what it was. Perhaps if I didn't show any fear, perhaps if I forced myself to walk carefully, quietly through the writhing mass, I might make it to the other side. 

I tried. One step and they swarmed again and I sobbed out loud. The lake had been incredibly wide. Even swimming it, I knew it would take me an hour, at least. I couldn't just couldn't wade through a sea of insects for an hour.

But I had to. I knew I had to. I shuffled one foot forward. 

Several of them crushed beneath my foot. The slime of their bellies ran along my ankle. The stink of insect guts wafted to my nostrils and I gagged, doing my best not to double over. I could hear my own breath coming in ragged gasps. I was pulling in harder than I was letting go. I was acutely aware of every shiver that crossed my skin. Every step I took, I told myself that the bugs were just little buttons cascading over my skin. I was able to do that for at least four steps until one of them decided to burrow into my ear. 

I flipped out. I swatted my ear, shook my head, screamed out loud for Azrael to save me already. I couldn't do this anymore. I needed him.

Azrael and the three-headed beast were out of view. No doubt the moment I'd stepped into the pool, Hell had swallowed them from my sight. I had to do this alone. With tears running freely, I sucked up the snot. My chest spasmed with every breath, but I kept moving. 

Somehow, I made it across, and by the time I reached the other side, I was sobbing openly. My legs were wet bags rather than firm pylons. 

I fell to my knees on the other side and clawed my way up the bank. The roaches slipped off my skin and scuttled back into their container. I rolled over onto my side, facing them. Sure enough,  the writhing sea turned into a calm lake again. It didn't fool me, however. I knew if I touched the edge, that smooth silver surface would turn black and writhing.

I rolled onto my belly and pushed myself onto my hands, up to my knees. The stink of a thousand bugs clung to my skin. I was coated in goo and dead carcasses, but I couldn't bring myself to scrape them off. I didn't want to touch the mess. I didn't want to touch any of it.

Enough. I'd come for Sarah. She was still sitting with her knees wrapped up to her chin. Every now and then she looked over her shoulder with a look of terror on her face. Then she would cringe and swat away at something above her head. I thought I could hear an owl screeching, but I couldn't see anything. I remembered her telling that owls were a harbinger of death. Maybe she felt as though it was after her. Maybe she didn't even know she was dead.

I called out to her, but she didn't even look up. That couldn't be good. 

I didn't know how, but the cane handle lay at my feet as though by some miracle it had left my hand as I'd leapt in the lake and appeared again on the other side. I didn't question it. I just picked it up and strode for Sarah.

I was spent by the time I reached her. There wasn't a single muscle that wasn't turned to Jell-O.

"I'm here to take you home," I said and fell to my knees in front of her.

She lifted her gaze to mine, but there was no recognition in her expression. Instead, her fingers crawled up her face to find her hair. Her fingers tangled in the mess, pulling at it, twisting it. Mad, no doubt. There wouldn't be anything left inside of her to reason with if I waited much longer. That was okay. I didn't have much left in me anyway. I wasn't even sure anymore why I was there.

I just wanted to lie down. I wanted to roll over onto my back and sleep. After all, I'd been through hell already. I deserved a rest. I flopped over onto my back, staring up. That was better. Something niggled in the back of my mind, telling me I was forgetting something. 

I struggled for a moment, trying to pull at the thread of it, and losing sight of the last grasping piece. Didn't matter. I was out of that mess of bugs. That was all that mattered. There on the bank, I was safe. 

Except for that incessant screeching. It was keeping me from falling asleep and for the life of me, I couldn't figure out where it was coming from. I twisted my head, trying to find the source. It wasn't coming from behind me. All that was there was a young woman, fighting off a very large owl with incredibly sharp claws intent on landing on her head. Once it landed on her shoulder and pecked at her eye. It looked painful. Good thing it wasn't me. I'd already been through enough with all those bugs crawling on me.

Even so. There was something about the owl. Something about that girl that told me I should probably care.

Someone hollered from across the distance. Calling my name. Sarah. Sarah, it said.

Sarah. 

That wasn't my name. No. My name was Ayla. Sarah was the name of the girl sitting there and I had come here to get her out. I rolled over onto my side to face her.

"You have to get in here," I said, brandishing the cane handle at her. She ignored me and I had to crawl closer.

I tried to press it against her chest. I was sure that was what I'd been told to do. Just press it there, like so, and she could ride the portal. But I couldn't do the same. I would get stuck in there, so my ride had to be different. That was right. It was coming back to me now. I couldn't ride the cane handle or it would swallow me. I wondered if I had thought to ask how I was supposed to find my way out, and imagined that I had. Of course I would. It was Sarah who was the tricky one.

She fought me. Batting out at me, swiping at me. She landed a punch on my jaw and we ended up tangling on the bank together, rolling over and over each other. I saw one moment when the owl descended upon her again and she screeched and let flail with her arms. That left her open. I grabbed the chance. Pressed the cane onto her chest.

She let out a single sound that might have been a gasp and then she was gone. 

The balmy sand beneath my side started to grow warm. I looked down. Sand was gathering into larger pebbles. Pebbles into rocks. Rocks into orange coals.

My entire body felt like it was on fire. I had to find a way off. There had to be somewhere, something to relieve the heat. 

The lake. Of course. I ran for it, fully intending to plunge headlong into the icy water. I was mid-step, my hands over my head, preparing for a perfect dive when I remembered. It wasn't a lake at all. It was an ocean of insects. And I had just came from there. I skidded to a stop just in time.

"No," I heard myself say. "Not again. There has to be another way."

A heartbeat later, in the ocean was gone. The insects were gone. Instead, there was a very tall, looking man standing in front of me.

"There is another way," he said.

I looked up to see perfectly triangular eyebrows and blazing red eyes. His cheeks cast an ethereal glow that I couldn't mistake. And as if I had no imagination whatsoever, he wore a red pin-striped suit. 

Lucifer himself.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER 19

Everything in that moment clarified. I remembered everything as though a fog had lifted. There weren't any small realizations, or pieces of a puzzle coming together like you would expect. No. I just simply knew everything the way I knew I had red hair. The way I knew I had ten toes and ten fingers. The way I knew I had a mole on the back of my shoulder. There wasn't a moment when I had to learn those things. They just were always part of me. And so standing in front of Lucifer, I recognized him immediately. And I remembered. 

Everything.

The mission I chose to take on all those eons ago for the good of the creator's universe, the shedding of my own wings when I knew it was those same marks of my divinity that kept me from helping the less fortunate. The scorn of the others, angels all, like Azrael, who saw no benefit to saving the more lost souls, those who wanted salvation but were outside the fringes. Souls not quite human but living human lives and outside the realm of paradise. 

Souls like my grandfather, born a druid. Like Sarah, born a necromancer. Like Callum. Like Nicki. Souls very much like Lilith the day I decided to give up my wings to try to save her and the scads of angels who had foolishly decided to follow the angel in front of me now. 

I'd failed to win them back. They wanted to be on Earth. They were done with Heaven. It had cost me my wings and my home, and I'd lived hundreds of incarnations, returning to purgatory over and over knowing I'd failed. I'd lived each and every one of those human lives with the complete knowledge of what I'd been, of what I'd lost, knowing how many incarnations I had left to suffer before I could even scratch the surface of the debt. 

I'd grown tired and despondent, begging to be sent this time without my memory. I couldn't bear it. One more incarnation knowing what I'd lost, feeling so homesick I would have taken my own life if it wouldn't add another century to my sentence.

But the fast track. Azrael had known as the Angel of Death what I, as a lowly fallen angel from the Virtue choir, couldn't. That reapers gain lifetimes of payment. Nathelium, reapers of the supernatural essence, gained the grand prize--if they succeeded. Trouble was, they never did. 

It was the cosmic riddle, set up by the Host of Angels who hadn't fallen, a way to punish those who tried to cheat their way through their penance back into Paradise. They offered the hope of return, knowing that the fast track could never work and that the fallen who tried would always fail and end up with the final punishment. Into the top of Azrael's cane they would go. Oblivion.

Osriel had tried, back in the cathedral when he'd tried to reap me. He'd come close, but he had failed because that last reap was always a fallen angel, and it was impossible to accomplish.

For one long sweet moment, I felt superior. I should have felt fear, but I felt cocky. There was something about me that was different than him and it made me feel arrogant.

I knew it was because he hadn't merely fallen, but had been banished. He could never return. Never earn his wings or see Paradise. Then I realized I might never see it either. I had done irrevocable things and that in the end, we were the same.

Even knowing it all, and knowing that I would no doubt forget again as soon as I crossed the Threshold, none of it mattered. What mattered was getting Sarah home. She didn't belong here. She was better than this eternity. The only way to get her out was to deal with the devil himself. And he was vain.

"What's with all of the suits?" I said, looking him up and down and indicating the red pinstripes that covered his pressed suit. I was surprised at least to hear that my voice sounded confident and strong. "You and Azrael both seem partial to them."

He lifted one corner of his mouth in a smirk. "You know me?"

"Of course I know you, kinsman."

"I expected as much," he said and strolled close to me. "An angel, even a fallen one, can't be in Hell long without knowing what they are and knowing it's not quite right. But that will change as you get used to it here."

He circled me as I stood there clenching to the top of Azrael's cane. Lucifer went round me three times, and I knew he would reverse direction and go around three more. It was part of his nature. Like fairies needed to count birdseed and rice, Lucifer had a terrible problem with OCD. 

I wished he would hurry. I knew the clock was ticking no matter how fluid time really was. 

He halted in front of me, a perfectly arched black brow lifted delicately. 

"So you say Azrael is here as well?" he said, crossing his arms over his chest. "How delightful. What can I do for you?"

"Nothing," I said. "I'm just in and out." I crossed my mental fingers that he wouldn't mention Sarah. I hoped I could get her past him.

He tapped his teeth with the fingertip. "A fallen one deciding to make her way in to my realm? Must be a reason."

One more tap. I knew there would be two more and then another two sets of three before he was done. I groaned. Clenched, the cane tip in my hand. Too many seconds had already gone by. Hours in  human time. I wasn't sure how long Sarah could hold on in there.

"I know all about the little task you set for yourself," he said. "Get in. Get out. Never come back. As though you're too good for this place. Better than me."

"I am better," I said. "You chose to betray your creator. I wanted to help his creations. There is a difference."

He snorted, so uncharacteristic for him. He was always so careful about revealing his true thoughts. 

"You know what they say about good intentions..." he let the thought trail off meaningfully even as he spread his arms wide to indicate our location.

"Now here you are," he said it with glee. For a moment, the angel he once was showed through the facade that had slicked itself over his body, one built of resentment and hatred, and for that moment, he was even more magnificent than Azrael.

I clenched the cane tip. I could hear Azrael's voice in my head telling me not to tarry. I needed to get out. And soon. 

"Get out of my way, Lucifer," I said.

He pointed at my fist. "Maybe that little necromancer in there doesn't want to leave." He jerked his chin at the top of Azrael's cane. "You want to take a soul from me? You want to steal her from me when she's rightfully mine? You must pay."

There it was. The bargaining moment. I slitted my eyes at him. I was ready. I was more than ready with the bargain.

"How about a trade?"

He shrugged. "The trade would need to be equal to or greater than what you're getting."

I hoped he would think what I had to offer was worth Sarah's essence. I had to believe it was.

"A fae mancer," I said. 

His turn to look wary. 

"You have a fae mancer?"

I grinned. "I will have."

"Done," he said.

"And a way out," I said, glancing at the lake I knew would transform the moment I dipped a toe in. 

"Done," he said.

Before I could ask anything else, like what portal he meant, or what other way out, I felt a burst of heat rising up from the coals of the floor. I caught one last sight of his smirk before I was engulfed in a wall of flame. My scream was nothing more than a garbled emotional groan. I clutched the cane handle, terrified I would let go of it out of fear, and although the journey was short, I was sweating by the time I felt myself slammed unceremoniously and painfully back into my body. 

Home. No more lakes of insects or burning coals. Just home where I had to do battle with a fae mancer and revive my best friend from death. No biggie, really. I could have laughed if my throat would listen to my mind at all. Instead when I blinked my eyes open, the wall of fire was still around me. It blazed high, roaring like the beat of a thousand wings. 

Smoke tendrils lifted from the blaze all around me, fingering their way up through the cavernous crypt to find small crevices to squeeze through. I blinked against the heat, my eyes drying faster than I could water them. The heady scent of fragrant oils coated my palate when I breathed in. Everything was too hot. Everything was too dry. 

I scrambled onto my hands and knees, twisting around on them as I searched for a way out of the center of the circle. I had to get to Sarah. I couldn't waste a single moment. But the fire didn't dissipate. 

Confusion and panic had hold of me. Beneath the fragrant smell of holy oils, I could make out that smell of sulfur again. 

There was no way through. He had tricked me . I wasn't in the crypt at all, I was still in hell. 

I ran my hands over my clothes. The cane. Where was it. 

A new wave of panic washed over me. What had I done with it? I hadn't dropped it. I couldn't have.

It took several blind moments of scrabbling around in circles to realize that I really was in the crypt again. The stone floor was too familiar, the rough edges of stones as I dug and clawed about was too real. Not like the drugged familiarity of Hell. Lucifer hadn't tricked me. I had to keep telling myself that because it had to be true. He had sent me home as promised, it was just that the place I had returned to, the body I had landed back into was still halfway between the realms. The smoke tendrils continued to rise around me, the fire kept blazing. 

I could hear murmurings and shrieks in the back of my ears, residual effects of the realm I had just left. I shivered involuntarily. I was lucky to be out, but there wasn't time to rest on that victory. I needed to find Sarah. And I needed to get a hold of that cane handle. Could it be that Azrael had taken it back somehow, that as I had travelled back to the portal, it had returned to him as if by magic.

I was sweating. Fatigued. The very air seemed to sap my strength. I thought I could see a face through the flames. A shock of blond hair. So while I had returned to the crypt, so too, it seemed did Rory.

"You better hurry," he said. "She's not doing so well."

"I can't get out," I said, trying and failing to find an uneasy stand. 

It took several attempts before I managed to get up without falling again. I stood in the centre of the flames, my gaze wavering on them, looking around with a harried gaze to catch sight of the grieving angel. I finally found it lying on its side close to the edge of the flame. It was glowing red. Catching heat from the fire. I leapt for it, grabbing it into both hands without thinking about how much it would burn. I expected it to blister my palms, but as it touched my skin, it went cold. The flames in front of me seemed to fall back just an inch, but enough I could see Rory much clearer. There was one narrow break in the wall. All I had to do was  step through it.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER 20

As if reading my mind, Rory leaned sideways into the opening. He smirked at me.

"You're taking your time," he said.

With a bracing breath, I found an unsteady stand and stepped through. I swung my gaze left and right, searching for Sarah. I saw her lying where I'd left her except this time her chest was arching off the floor in spasm. Her limbs were throttling the floor of the cavern. I wasn't sure, but I thought her mouth was frothing red foam.

"Oh my God, Sarah," I said and sprinted forward. I fell halfway, not realizing how much exertion my legs had been through. They were spent. The muscles fatigued beyond what they could stand. I was vaguely aware of Rory standing next to me.

"Oh for heaven sake," he said. "Just toss it at her." 

I'd never been much of a baseball player, and I prayed that the portal would know what to do with itself if I tossed the silver angel. With the feeling that there were others watching me besides Rory, I underhanded it up into the air, aiming it in what I hoped was a perfect arc toward Sarah. As it reached its peak, it lit up with a bright blue light glowing so radiantly, I had to squint to watch it. Steam came hissing out from it like a teakettle. 

I almost laughed out loud in relief when I saw the portal land on her chest and the steam snake its way up into her nostrils. Success. I had done it. Even her limbs stilled as her chest lowered back onto the floor. I watched it rise and fall three times in rhythmic succession, my breath captured in my throat. Wake up, I wanted to yell. But I couldn't find my voice box. It was easy. Almost too easy.

I waited. Breath held. Rory seemed to be waiting as well. There was a tension in the air that was so electric, it could've lit the room. 

I scrambled forward on my hands and knees, trying to reach her. I was close enough to see the pores on her skin, but as I reached to touch her, to slap her lightly on the cheek to wake her up, I realized I couldn't push my hands any further than the perimeter of her body.

"Protective circle," Rory said from behind me. I slipped a look over my shoulder to see him tapping his foot with his arms crossed over his chest. He was holding onto the rib bone Sarah had stolen from the nun's skeleton. It looked frayed and broken on the end.

"I couldn't exactly trust you to keep her here after the little stunt you both pulled." He shrugged. "So I made sure she can't leave. In fact," he said, looking sideways to the left. "I made sure none of you can leave until the spell is cast."

I felt sick. So he wasn't as young and inexperienced as Warren thought. I followed his gaze to where Nicki was held by a sickly looking Fae. The same as before. Neither of them would hold my gaze. Controlled. I knew that. I wondered exactly how angry they were about that. The one on the left seemed to be losing his hair.

"Where's Callum?"

"The Nephilim?" he said. "Ah yes, that was a surprise. I had no idea you were hiding such a source of power."

"Where. Is. He?"

Rory crossed one ankle over the other. "Presently he's being fed a diet of dreams while my fae siphons his energy. I can't plug-in, you understand, but he can. Your Nephilim's pretty much a universal donor."

I licked my lips nervously. I hadn't counted on Rory using Callum that way. I had forgotten and now felt ashamed I'd brought him into all this.

"You either show him or no deal."

He sighed audibly, but then he flicked his wrist and the air in front of the fae wavered. At his feet was a curled up and unconscious Callum. He looked ragged, almost like Warren had looked in the days before I had taken his life. He was pale and gaunt.

Sarah coughed herself awake, and looked sideways at me.

"Ayla?" she whispered through a scorched sounding throat.

I heard my breath hiss out in relief and sank down on my haunches She was okay. She was alive. I expected the relief to bring a smile to her face, but instead she started to cry. The fire behind me was warming my back uncomfortably. I could feel the sweat drying even as it moved its way through my tissues. My shirt where it touched my skin burned. None of that mattered. Sarah was safe and alive. I had done it.

"We did it," I said to her. "We brought you back."

All she could do was nod her head through her tears. I could tell she was still trying to gather her words. Still trying to find a way to believe that she had escaped hell. I watched her swallow down four or five times before she managed to stop trembling.

"I can't move," she said.

"I know," I said, looking sideways at Rory. "He has you pinned somehow."

Her eyes rolled around as they took in the drawn circle on the crypt floor that I hadn't noticed at first. She nodded. Then she jerked her chin in the direction of the flame behind me.

"What's that?"

I shrugged. "It was our way home."

I thought she teared up at sight of it, but it might have just been the heat. Or the stench. The smell of sulfur was enough to make me gag.

"You said we," Sarah said. "Who helped you?"

Azrael, I started to say, but I realized as I thought of him that he hadn't returned with me. Part of me was worried and the other part thought that maybe the angel had decided he'd done enough to help a necromancer he should have reaped. If I thought more, it was thankfully interrupted as Rory clapped his hands together. 

"Come now," he said. "Time is wasting. Let's get things started."

Sarah's eyes strained toward him. She shook her head. I swallowed down hard.

"I can't do it," she said. "It's not right."

Give her points for courage, but at this point, what did it matter? She couldn't know Rory only had two parts of the spell or that he'd be dead long before he could complete it. Just let him release Callum and Nicki, and he was toast. I surreptitiously glanced about for Warren's cold forged iron blade.

"It's alright, Sarah," I said, trying to tell her with my eyes that we were still just buying time.

She shook her head again, the silky black tresses settled over one shoulder, letting the ghost of her roots show through plainly. 

While I thought Rory might be angry, he just appeared resigned. Crossed his arms over his chest and sighed. 

"I thought you might say that," he said. 

There was a strange sound like the noise of a vacuum sucking air and a shiver went through me. The fae from earlier, the one who had tried to save me from Nicki's flame appeared with a popping sound. While I was still eyeing the way he looked pale and sickly, he threw the same sort of webbing over me Warren had used on Sarah. It clung to me like a spider web.

Rory stepped closer, inspecting me head to heal. He addressed Sarah, but his eyes didn't leave my face.

"We're quite done with your friend here, Sarah," he said. "But I can't seem to find the will to get rid of her. There's just something about her. Something I can't put my finger on. " 

At that point, he looked over his shoulder to where Sarah was lying in the middle of her circle. The fire at my back roared silently but I could feel the heat of it washing over me.

"But I will do what I need to," Rory said to Sarah. "I'm sure you don't want anything to happen to your friend here. Seeing as how she went to hell for you and all."

Sarah's chest heaved as she struggled to breathe. I knew she was trying to pull in enough breath to speak. I wished I could breathe for her, help funnel all her fear into a tiny pinprick where we could stomp it dead. I couldn't. I couldn't even find my way out of this stupid webbing.

"Let her go," she managed.

Rory glared at me and the Fae next to me ran his fingers over the webbing at a nod from the fae mancer. 

"I'm sorry," he whispered.

I glanced sideways at him, confused until a wave of pain trembled through the web to reach every part of my skin it touched. I gasped in surprise and pain. He gave me a minute shrug as though he couldn't help himself and then a wave of emotion flitted across his face and he squeezed harder. "Warren was my lover," he said through gritted teeth.

I wasn't sure whether he meant he was sorry he was hurting me, or sorry that Warren was dead. And I didn't have time to find out. Rory strolled across the crypt, heading for a makeshift altar where he had stored a mortar and pestle. He pulled my messenger bag out from behind it and reached in for one of the knives I had brought with me.

"I've been alive a long time," Rory said. "And I've waited a long time for this." 

He lifted the blade and inspected the edge. Then he sauntered back over to Sarah. For a man who seemed to be in a hurry, he was taking his time. I wasn't sure whether I should be thankful or impatient.

"You want me to leave her alone," he said to Sarah. "Maybe I will. But you have to hold up your end of the bargain first." 

He tossed the knife into the middle of the circle and it clattered into space next to her. With what seemed like an insurmountable amount of effort, she rolled over onto her side and her fingers found the blade handle. I tried to work my way through the webbing, but the Fae at my side just sent another tremor of magic through it. It pulsed, transmitting a screech that didn't just enter my ears, but every pore of my body. I winced and cringed, trying to shut off the noise.

It didn't just hurt, it was too loud. The kind of loud where you want to cover your ears but can't. And yet through it, I could still hear Rory talking. Telling Sarah that she needed to start the ritual. And something else. A whispering perhaps as though through a radio signal that wasn't quite hitting its tuning. I cocked my head to listen, trying to filter out the painful, high-pitched keening.

Rory was busying himself by dropping a handful of teeth, Nicki's no doubt, into the mortal and lifting the pestle from the side of the bowl. He began to grind into it like an alchemist would, taking great pains to make sure everything was turned to fine powder.

"Come along, now, Sarah," he said, glancing up. "My friend there is about to get orders to make that web a whole lot more painful."

I braced myself, but the pain didn't increase.

Sarah sucked up her sobs and seemed to steady herself. She struggled to find a sitting position, and managed to find a place on her knees. She gripped the knife and stared at me. She mouthed the words sorry. I shook my head at her. She had nothing to be sorry about. 

Rory called out her name and she glanced sharply over her shoulder. I watched as he lifted his fist in the air and then counted down with his fingers. One finger up. Two fingers. I knew that is soon as he lifted that third, a wave of pain would run over me.

Sarah shouted. "Okay," she said. "Just hold on."

She struggled to find her feet as Rory paused in his count. A nasty smile slithered across his face.

"Good," he said. "Good girl." He nodded at the Fae next to me and while I expected the web to loosen, it only tightened further. I cringed as I waited for the next screech of pain to ride my skin. The fae next to me cringed as well. He looked so puffy and inflamed, like he was billowing from the inside out, and yet his skin looked wan.

I gave a thought to Warren in that moment. Poor thing. He had known what was coming. I had taken his life for him far too late. Maybe if I had done as he'd asked, we could have avoided all this.

Even as I thought it, a question tremored through the web like a secret whispered in a hushed room.

I glanced sideways at the Fae at my side. He was losing his hair. Getting a little fat. He was Warren's lover, wasn't he?

Yes, came the silent response, like a synapse firing through the threads to my skin. I was about to send out a questioning pulse myself when Rory barked at Sarah that she was taking too long.

"Do you know what time it is?" he said. "I might look patient, but I've been waiting generations for this. I will not wait another year."

I scrabbled through my mind, trying to think about what day it was. All Hallows? Was it really already Halloween? I thought I recalled something about it being special.

 Rory set the pestle down and lifted the bowl in both hands. He carried it over to Sarah who I was horrified to see had already cut into her palm and was sobbing as she stared down at it. Rory stepped right inside the protective circle and placed the bowl under her palm. For some reason, I could hear every drop as it fell into the bowl. It made a sort of sizzling sound as it landed.

"Living blood," Rory said. He looked up at Sarah. I couldn't see what was going on between them, but the end result was that Sarah clenched her jaw tightly. He had no doubt threatened her. 

"You did me a favour by taking your own life, Sarah," he said. "You made gathering this living blood a whole lot easier. Now you're both power and raised necromancer." He cocked his head at her. "You should feel pretty important. That's no small feat." 

He swung his gaze to me. "Of course we can't forget Ayla. Without her all of this wouldn't be possible." He chuckled darkly. 

He ran the backs of his fingers along my cheek until they found my hairline and pulled locks of it free from the webbing. "Maybe it's that hair that has me so enamored. I find it terribly intoxicating."

He put the full of his palm against my cheek then. "Why do you think that is?"

I knew exactly why, but I wasn't about to tell him. The incubus aspect.

"I'm going to kill you," I said through gritted teeth. "Make no mistake."

He lifted his silver brow. "And how would you do that?" he said. "Once the spell is finished, there isn't anything you can do to me. And with Azrael in hell, I'll be master of death altogether."

I blinked at him. I hadn't heard what I thought, surely. Azrael still in hell? It didn't make sense. He had far more skill, far more strength than I did. I had nothing to bargain with except the hope of reaping this fae mancer in front of me. Azrael had the wealth of a billion souls at his disposal. Surely at the very least he would leave the way he got in. 

An uncomfortable niggling feeling wound around my mind. I had the portal. I had used it to carry Sarah safely through. 

My gaze strayed to where Callum lay unconscious and where Nicki stood like a rigid little soldier, then shifted to where Sarah knelt with her blood dripping into a marble bowl. The sizzling still lent a subtle hiss throughout the space.

The realization struck with lightning speed and felt just as charged. Azrael had stayed behind so that I could escape with Sarah. For some awful, wonderful reason, the Angel of Death had made a sacrifice. 

"It won't matter," I said to Rory. He had a finite amount of time to complete the spell, and without that last ingredient he might as well be a lifetime away.

"And why not?" he asked.

"You don't have all the pieces to the spell." 

He smiled. "Don't I?" 

He gave a long look over his shoulder toward where the fire from the portal still blazed, emitting its distinctly sulphurous stench throughout the crypt. It had burned down lower, only about knee high now, but still sent off waves of searing heat with a fire that didn't consume a single thing around it.

That was when I realized Rory did indeed have the last ingredient.

Lucifer had sent me home on his own flame of disgrace.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER 21

Rory grinned at me as though he had just risked a million bucks at Black Jack and won the load. In a way, I supposed he had. And it felt very much like I was the House who had to pay out. With great sense of ceremony, he spun to face Sarah. 

"Are you sorry now that you ran off?" he said.

She shook her head, no doubt unable to do much more. I imagined we both felt the same sinking sense of defeat. She surprised me, though, when she answered him. 

"No," she said her voice remarkably strong. "It was the right thing to do. No one should have power over death who wants to use it for self-interest." She looked defiant. I could have hugged her. It certainly gave me a boost to see her on her knees, bleeding into a bowl and still willing to shove her attitude back in his face. My hero, the necromancer. 

He chortled at her words and plucked the mortar from the floor in front of her. As he straightened up, his gaze went in the direction of the crypt door, head cocked as though he heard something.

"Start the incantation now," he said. "Maybe you can still save these paltry lives." 

He jerked his chin toward Callum and Nicki. The fae standing next to him shifted from side to side and his hand reached out to hover over Callum's head. There was a short, sharp jerk of Callum's body and then it went still again. Nicki started to cry.

Sarah looked at me, blue eyes so much like Rory's wide with fear. No doubt she knew what I did, that we were running out of time. That once she started incantation, it would be over and he would have what he wanted. But what choice was there? 

I shook my head at her, trying to tell her it was over. Just do what he wanted. I couldn't stand the thought that Nicki and Callum might get hurt, and I knew she couldn't. 

What was one immortal fae mancer to her life or Callum's or Nicki's?

Rory seemed to take my head shake as an indication that I was refusing and he gave a curt nod at the Fae beside me who had spun the web that covered me head to heel. 

A wave of pain went through it into my skin. At the same moment, the fae groaned out loud. He felt every bit of pain he sent to me. 

And he was getting sicker. Like Warren. Poor Warren. I wasted his death, and he sacrificed himself for nothing. That he went quickly instead of painfully like this fae beside me was small consolation. I pitied the poor thing as much as I pitied myself in that instant. If it was going to be finished, and Rory was going to win, maybe I could at least offer Warren's friend something to cling to, that would make it easier for him to bear the suffering. 

"Warren went peacefully," I muttered out of the side of my mouth. 

"Do you think I'll ever see him again?" he whispered back in a voice soft with longing and exhaustion. 

"I'm sure of it," I said even though I knew it was a lie. Small lies for the sake of comforting someone couldn't be bad. Warren had gone to oblivion. Azrael had reaped him and there was nothing left of his essence for this Fae man to find, let alone see. 

I heard the hollow, rasping sound of Sarah starting the incantation. Soon it would all be too late and none of it would matter.

"I could end it for you, if you like," I said. " It won't hurt and I'll be quick."

"Are you sure?" he said, and he hung his head and looked out the side of his eye at me. No doubt he didn't want Rory to hear what he was thinking. I took the hint and kept my voice low.

"I can," I said. "But you have to help me. Just loosen the webbing," I said.

I stole a glance at Rory to be sure he wasn't watching and saw him pluck the bowl from beneath Sarah's hands. He stared down into the bowl and then at her. He seemed to be studying her words. Making sure the incantation she had begun to mutter was accurate. There was a smug smile playing across his face. He thought he was winning. 

"Just step away," I said to the fae beside me. "It doesn't have to be much."

"I can't," he said. "I don't have control."

Of course. Rory did. How else would he be able to make these fae folk work their magic to do things they didn't want to do? And even if the fae could loose me, the blade was all the way across the crypt on the floor. 

I sighed in frustration. Sarah's voice had already shifted in tenor and she began to sway back and forth. I flicked my gaze to the skeletons, hoping she was raising them. Nothing. The skeletons lay where they had fallen before, in a pile of bones. 

Even so. Something was different. Maybe it was the play of shadows across the pile of bones that I hadn't noticed before. Maybe it was the distant hooting sound coming from down the passageway and leaking through the door. Maybe I was just imagining it all because I desperately wanted a way out.

"I need Warren's knife," I said to the fae, loading on the nostalgia.

"Wand," he said, correcting me. "It was his wand. It has been spelled to be a blade. Cold forged iron," he said and sighed. "He must have really wanted to die."

Rory sent a sharp gaze our way. One glance at his irritated face also gave me good sight of the door past him. Something white and furry was peeking through the crack. A head, I realized. It poked in. Pulled back. Bobbing in and out as though it was looking for something.

An owl, I realized. Nicki's owl. Reflex sent my gaze to Nicki. She was staring at the door. I looked sidelong at my fae captor, wondering if he saw the same thing I did. His face was expressionless, lost in his own thoughts and grief, no doubt.

Sarah rose up from her knees. "Mortis dominus," she shouted, lifting her face to the ceiling. Her movement, her tone, her very posture seemed to indicate a sense of culmination. The end was coming. I knew it even before Rory broke out into a full on smile. 

In that instant, the owl flapped into the room and flew over Rory, letting go a load of excrement just as it reached the middle of his head. He swatted at it, forcing the owl to swoop down past him and land on the floor in front of Sarah.

A bright light blazed from across the crypt right about then. A sound like a rush of air blasted at me. A blast of heat followed it and I pulled my arm up to my face instinctively. Nicki. Transforming again. Like Phoenix fire, flames licked around her feet and then rose up around her, shielding her from view. 

"Now," I said to the fae and in an instant, he pulled the web from over my head. My heart was pounding so hard I had no idea how I managed to sprint across the room, grabbing for the blade. 

The Fae yelled at me. "You promised," he said. 

He sounded pitiful and pathetic. And I knew he was suffering. My heart ached for the sound of betrayal in his voice. I had one chance. Rory or the Fae. 

I hesitated. 

That one moment was enough for Rory to spin around and face me. He eyed me as I stood there, clenching the knife. With an almost leisurely movement, he held his hand up toward the Fae and with a pop, Warren's lover was standing next to me again, poised to throw that web at me. 

Reflex rather than premeditation commanded me. I rammed the tip of the knife up beneath his jawline and into his skull. I heard my own sob as I did it, but I caught the smile of contentment that crossed his face. He let go a little sigh before he disappeared. Gone. Reaped. 

I pitched forward, the knife ahead of me like a lance.

Rory smirked at me, then nodded toward where Nicki was blazing brightly. His other fae had leapt free of the chaos of fire, but had left Callum where he'd lain. With a flick of his wrist, Rory called that fae back to service and he scooped Callum out of the vicinity of the blaze, now spreading like proverbial wildfire, and lifted Callum from underneath his chin high above his head. Callum's feet dangled from the floor just inches off the floor. 

I dropped the knife with a clatter to the stones.

"Don't hurt him," I said. "It's not his fault. None of them. I'm to blame."

Rory's face didn't look forgiving one bit. He had started to sweat from the heat of Nicki's flame and in the light of it his jaw was clenched. 

"Please," I whispered. "I'll do anything. Just let him go." I fleeted a gaze to where Nicki was, lost now behind a wall of flame. I prayed she was okay in there. Something about her fire this time was not normal. 

I felt the heat of the chamber like a suffocating cocoon that she had endured in her crib. This was larger and growing bigger every second, and it scorched everything it touched. I could see the moss on the stones singing and turning black. 

The heat Nicki threw off was far too much for the small space to contain. It was gathering and gorging on the oxygen. I felt as though my chest had been laden with lead weights and every expansion of my lungs was agony. 

It was beginning to rival the hellfire that had brought me back. Even Rory seemed to sense it and he stared, dumbfounded at the way it began to crawl up the stone wall behind her and trail along the floor as though it had sentience. 

I looked sideways at Sarah. She was back on her haunches again, struggling to stay up. With the loss of blood and the heat and the return from a death, I imagined she was far worse than spent. I needed to stop this. Stop it now. I'd lost already. I couldn't lose the people I loved too.

I thought of all the terrible things Rory had done as I stood there, indecisive. Despite being a supernatural creature who no doubt had some dubious history, Warren hadn't deserved the suffering Rory had inflicted on him. Neither had the Fae I had just executed out of mercy. I remembered how Warren had mentioned that Rory fully intended to pull Nicki's teeth from her by the root long before their time and how painful that would be. 

A man who would deliver such threats, should understand what they meant. He should feel that pain himself before he inflicted it. I wished he could feel it all, every last pit of pain he wanted to inflict on others. I wished it with everything I had.

As if by magic, the fae crony disappeared and Rory dropped to his knees. Both hands flew to his jaw. His face contorted the way it would if he was going to have a good cry. He was in pain. Pain. And I had caused it. I stared at him, dumbfounded for an entire heartbeat before I realized the truth and the source. It was Warren's aspect kicking in. 

I lunged at him. It was an awkward takedown at best, but better executed than the one I had attempted in the garden with Callum. I ducked my head down, charged with full thrust and didn't pull back out of fear one bit. I knocked him flat on his back. He writhed beneath me, the pain of his tooth forgotten as the wind knocked out of him. 

I couldn't kill a man with nothing but a toothache. I needed a knife. I'd dropped it. Back before I'd lunged for him. I searched frantically for it until, just a foot away, I could make out the glint of flame lighting the blade. So close and not close enough. I could strain for it and still not grab it.

My hesitation gave Rory the chance to twist free and crab far enough away from me that he was dangerously close to Nicki's ever-growing fire. I had the feeling he was trying to get to his feet and the heat of the room was sucking his energy. 

"What did you do?" he said, rubbing his jaw.

"Payback," I said. "From Warren."

"I was going to spare you," he said. "Now? Not so inclined." 

Didn't matter how inclined he was. He wasn't going to come out of this whole. Not by a long shot. If I had to pull every doggone tooth from his mouth, I would. 

"He owes you," I said. "We all do." 

I imagined his back molars. I told myself just how they would hurt if they were yanked out with pliers. 

He screamed and his hands flew again to his mouth. It was the moment I needed. I threw myself toward where I had dropped the blade. I ended up a finger's breadth away, still not close enough. He moaned out loud, but I couldn't keep up the ability to hurt him. I wasn't skilled enough at it. It came only from fear and anger, not control. 

I could hear him scrabbling along the floor toward me. I tried to send a jolt of pain to his mouth again but couldn't. I was too much in a panic, trying to hard to reach the knife.

"You little witch," Rory said from behind me. Close behind. I strained ever forward, trying with my toes to push just that extra inch.

Firm fingers wrapped my ankles; a yank backwards sent me face first into the floor. I yelled, frustrated and afraid. Kicked out. Then felt something give way beneath my boot. 

I heard him swear and my ankles were freed long enough for me to realize I could move again. I tried to crawl again toward the knife. 

My scalp burned. He had my hair. Handfuls of it. I thought I heard the sound of popping as several strands came loose. I shrieked in pain and he yanked, twisting my face sideways and up so I could look him in the eye as he crouched next to me. 

His face was contorted in rage and it made me gasp out loud. Blood covered his chin and ran freely down his neck.

"You're too late," he said through a mouthful of blood. He spit out a round, cavity laden tooth. He thrust his arm toward Sarah, pulling my hair with it and forcing me to see she had crumpled to her knees. 

"No one can help you," he said, then he jerked my chin to where Callum was still struggling to find consciousness. I winced with each movement. 

He gave my head a shake, and my teeth clamped down painfully on my tongue. I sobbed despite my resolve to seem strong. The fires roared around me: one at my back the other at my front. It was over. All over.

"The spell is done," he said. "You're no more than a bug to me, a cockroach waving her little antenna."

He pulled at my hair again as though to remind me just how vulnerable I was and I shrieked in pain. Both of my hands went to his, trying to yank his fingers free of the knots he'd created. He just twisted ever more gleefully and I caught his eyes above me. He was enjoying each yelp of pain, every shriek I let out. In that moment I knew one thing. If I couldn't kill him, I'd make him in toothless agony for the rest of his days.

The effect was immediate. He let go his grip on my hair and fell back onto his shoulders, gripping his mouth. I wasted no time. The knife was close. All I had to do was scramble for it. I scraped my knees on the stone floor and ran a scrape up along my bare arm as I strained to grab it.

And I did grab it.  But the chamber was painfully quiet. I whirled around to see him climbing to his knees. I leapt. I landed on him as he thudded backward. His breath came out with a hiss. He went limp beneath my weight.

"Maybe you can't die," I said. "But you can bleed." 

I straddled his chest. The blade was over my head, it had reached its zenith, and I wasn't sure why I was holding back.

The seconds ticked out like they were drops of frozen molasses. This was no love-struck incubus or terminal fairy. He was evil. My anger was gone, and all that was left was cold calculation. A decision had to be made and an action taken. 

I thrust the knife down and I heard my own sob partner the descent.

A slim hand wrapped around my wrist, trapping the blade midair, just over Rory's throat. Blood had begun to pool from the corners of his mouth onto the floor beneath him. He froze, his gaze flicking to something above my head.

I was aware that the room had gone back to normal lighting. The fire had gone out. And there Nicki stood over me. Her skin seemed to glow from the inside. Her hair dripped down her naked back like the fire she had stepped from, hair very much like my own. Honey coloured eyes regarded me with compassion.

She was gorgeous. 

"Let me do that for you, Madre," she said and before I could answer, she swiped her hand through the air over Rory's head. He lifted into the air, then she hurled him backwards, sailing over my head. 

I followed his path all the way to the hellfire and watched with cold satisfaction as the flames swallowed him whole.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER 22

I almost expected things would happen the way they did in the movies. It certainly seemed slow motion as Rory, the fae mancer who had won immortality through deceit and brutality, disappeared whole into the hungry mouth of Hell. I completely expected the flames to die down as they devoured him. Lights would come up. Applause would sound. 

They didn't. 

The flames almost seemed to pulse with renewed vigor. The stink of sulfur grew.

"Crap," I said. "Why isn't it disappearing?"

I stared at it for a long moment, willing it to go away. I'd fought the fight. I should have won. We should have won. It should be over now and finished. 

I looked from Nicki to the flames, not sure what to do or what to say to her. She was so vibrant looking, almost hard to look at. It wasn't just the fact that she was completely nude; it was because there was a totally unearthly quality about her that was unmistakable. That hair shone even where the candlelight didn't strike it. Her eyes had a penetrating quality that made them seem too intense. They seemed to look straight into the backs of my retinas and find every image ever burned there. 

Her owl seemed unaffected by the events. It flitted from its spot next to the mortar that Rory had dropped on the floor beside Sarah to Nicki's shoulder. It perched there staring back at me with unblinking black eyes that felt as invasive as Nicki's stare.

It was only when I heard Sarah moan that I remembered things weren't over after all. No. they were far from finished. I spun on my heel to see how she was faring.

She lay on her side within the circle, but I noticed that one arm had flung past the perimeter of Rory's protective circle. I rushed to her, lifting her wrist and feeling for a pulse. It was there, thank heaven. Strong, but sporadic.

"Sarah," I murmured to her. "It's over." 

I crouched next to her, praying for her eyes to flutter open. With a tentative touch, I felt the back of her forehead, stroked her hair from her face. She wasn't hot, thank the heavens, and she wasn't clammy either. I felt for her pulse. It grew stronger under my touch but it was far from a perfect rhythm.

"We won. You're safe," I said to her, hoping the news would help revive her.

She moaned and struggled to open her eyes. 

A bare foot came into view from behind me.

"Is she alright, Madre?"

Nicki. I hesitated to look at her. My mind was racing to work out what had happened and I wasn't sure I wanted her to read anything in my expression even if it was confusion.

"Madre?"

"She's lost a lot of blood," I said, forcing myself to look at Nicki's ankles. I couldn't bring myself to drag my gaze higher. I was nervous all of a sudden. No idea what to do or say in the face of a grown demigod.

I hadn't expected Nicki to crouch next to me; after all, she had bonded much stronger with Sarah. I thought she would want to be close to her, but she didn't. She hummed lightly to herself, a short tune that I thought I recognized from the wee hours when the infant in her needed swaddling in the middle of the night and Sarah had taken on the duty. To my surprise and astonishment, Sarah just lifted in the air, the way Rory had beneath Nicki's hand. 

I had seen it already with Rory, but it didn't make this levitation any less surprising. I stood hands wringing together as Sarah hovered waist height, waiting to see what would happen next, afraid to so much as breathe. 

Nicki passed her hands over Sarah's entire form inch by inch and I could swear I saw light glowing from beneath Sarah's skin. The slices in her skin knit together. Her cheeks turned pink. I had to stuff my hand in my mouth to keep from crying out.

"Is she better?" I whispered, not daring to tempt the gods with too loud a question.

Nicki offered a short smile but no answer. Instead, she turned heel and went to where Callum lay and did the same thing to him as she did to Sarah.

The silence in the meantime was unnerving. 

Only when both of them hovered in the air together, serene looking but still not quite conscious did Nicki turn to me. The owl on her shoulder spread its wings to balance itself as she moved.

"I have fixed the bodies," she said. "But the minds will need work."

I nodded stupidly, not sure what had just happened or how she had done it. I figured we would all need some therapy after this, but I didn't care one bit. It was enough they were alive.

"You are pleased, Madre?" she said.

Again, I nodded, not trusting my voice.

Nicki smiled, showing brilliant teeth and I caught a sob as it tried to escape. All of this had started with teeth. I felt for my cheek, trying to find my own molars through the skin. Poor Warren, but in a way he had done his part and it was because of him that I was able to knock Rory on his butt long enough for Nicki to finish him. I swiped at a tear.

"They will sleep a while yet," Nicki said, nodding toward Sarah. "They need time. You understand?" 

"Yes," I managed although I didn't. I couldn't imagine ever understanding.

"Good," she said.

The fire crackled from behind us, catching us both off guard. 

Nicki's head cocked to the side as though she was listening for something.

"What is it?" I said.

She laid a finger over her lips, cocked her head again before she strode over to the perimeter of flames. Then she leaned over without so much as holding onto her hair to protect it from the flames. I caught my breath and held it as she stuck her hand deep into the belly of the fire. The flames licked up around her arm, snaking their way toward her neck but not one sizzle of flesh nor smell of burning skin rose to the air. 

"Come," she said with a note of authority.

 I lurched toward her, my feet seeming eager to obey, but soon realized she didn't mean me at all. She was talking to someone else, someone inside the flame. For a horrible moment, I was terrified of what she was bidding to her. The owl had launched itself above her, out of reach of the flames and screeched down into the belly of the fire, as though to echo her call.

Whatever she was reaching for seemed reluctant to obey. She had to use both hands to yank at something, and she staggered as whatever she had clasped seemed to let go abruptly. With a growl that reminded me of a panther, she leaned in once more, braced her feet and reached deep.

Stunned, I watched as a hand crawled up from the flames and gripped her wrist. A heartbeat later, she was pulling on that hand, extracting a forearm and then a shoulder. 

A broad, magnificent, chiselled shoulder covered in bruises and what looked like bite marks emerged.

Azrael. She was pulling Azrael out from the depths of Hell. 

I collapsed onto my knees at sight of him, afraid to let the sight of him soak in.

Naked just like Nicki, but battered and bruised and swollen in places. His cheek bones had been crushed, it seemed. Flesh on his legs was torn in ragged shreds that hung from the bone in places. I might have called out to him at the sight, but I wasn't sure. I only knew I rubbed at my own arms, imagining them filled with bruises and broken skin. 

I flashed back to the moments we had joined with each other so intimately, just so I could enter Hell with him, the way he carried me, and then I did say his name. It erupted from me in a flood of horror and pity for the ragged thing he was, that he had become for my sake.

He swung his gaze to mine at his name and then stepped free of the fire, almost as though he didn't see the others hovering there. Such a look of relief came across his face, that I teared up. It was him. Even through the bruises, that arrogant look could belong to no one else, and I was glad of it. Happy to see it.

Even as I watched, those bruises began to fade. The bites dissolved. Material gathered over his body. My favorite. A white T-shirt and jeans. He left his chin scruffy with charcoal stubble. He turned to Nicki who was standing awkwardly, flexing her hands open and closed by her sides. She looked nervous, like a kid waiting in front of her parents for a scolding.

"Thank you," he said to her.

A ghost of a smile came and went on her face. 

"You knew where I was?" he said and she nodded.

"It didn't harm you," he said and this time she shook her head. Azrael murmured something to himself that I couldn't make out. Nicki seemed to, however. She stepped forward and threw her arms around his neck. He stood there, stiffly, but he let her embrace him. Awkward as it was, shocking as it was, I wished I had thought of doing the same.

I made a coughing noise because the entire chamber seemed filled with tension. He swung his gaze to where I stood, nervously wringing my hands together and when he found me he let go a sigh of relief.

"Ayla," he said and there was a throaty, painfully beautiful sound to his voice. "You did it."

I nodded, unable to trust my voice.

Those hadn't been just bite marks on his body. They had been bruises. "Cerberus," I whispered, pulling the name from some archaic residue of memory.

Azrael shook his head. "Not the hound of hell. The Prince of Darkness himself. We had quite a conversation. He was a bit hesitant to let go."

I understood then that was why Nicki had a hard time pulling him through. She had to extract him from Lucifer's grip.

I wanted to rush him, remembering my own easy exit and knowing I'd had to bargain my way out. What did he have except Nicki's arm and a desire to escape? I hung my head, grateful and ashamed and very relieved.

"That was brave of you," I said. "Taking me there."

Azrael shrugged. "Courage is easy when it's the only choice," he said and there was a strange gleam in his eye that I didn't understand. 

"But it wasn't the only choice," I said, thinking about those wounds. "You didn't have to do that. You didn't have to help me save Sarah. You could have left her there." 

I toed the dirt, nervous, knowing I'd been so mean to him, always assuming the worst. How could I have been so narrow minded? He was an angel, after all, and I understood now just what that meant.

"Thanks," I said. I clutched my chest, not sure what to do with my hands. 

He paused to look Sarah up and down as she levitated, almost measuring her. Then he flicked his gaze to Callum in the same way. He stooped to pick his cane handle up from the dust that coated the stone floor and sauntered, almost casually over to where the rest of it lay where it had dropped in those moments we had joined. 

Azrael studied both ends for a long moment silently, then he stuffed the top onto the handle and tested its tap against the stone floor. I wasn't fooled at his nonchalance. He seemed different. Maybe resigned, I wasn't sure.

"I was wrong," he said finally, spinning to face me again. 

His expression was intense enough to give me the feeling that he had done more to escape hell than merely grip Nicki's hand. I was shaking my head, trying to tell him not to say more. I didn't want to know the full of it. It was more than enough knowing what I'd had to do to get out of there. I shivered, just thinking about the lake of roaches and the floor of hot coals. What might wait for the Angel of Death to terrify him, I couldn't--didn't--want to think about.

Never the less, he strode ever closer, throwing the cane to rest against his shoulder as he advanced and his voice was smooth as salt water taffy as he spoke. 

"They are part of you, Ayla," he said. "Each one of those pagans you love. You need them. I see that now."

I was stunned. It took several moments before I realized that the tone beneath the sweet words was ominous. I didn't ask for more.  I found my feet were already shuffling backward for every step he took. My gratitude getting eaten up by dread.

"You don't know, do you?" he said.

"Know what?" I said before I could stop myself. I fetched up against the wall and splayed my hands behind me to keep from falling. 

His black brow lifted. "You don't remember? Your bargain with Lucifer?"

"I gave him what he wanted. That's all. I gave him the fae mancer."

Azrael chuckled darkly but there was no humor in it; rather, it held a note that said he should have thought as much. "Lucifer is a liar. He would have accepted any bargain so you believed he was loathe to let you go."

This wasn't happening. 

"No," I said. "That can't be true." But even as I protested, I knew he was right. It had been too easy. I'd known it. Deep down. I had known.

"What did he really get?" I said.

He didn't answer for a long moment, and it was testament to how sober the situation was.

"He wanted a portal for a legion of demons."

I staggered beneath the weight of the words. I recalled the moment I had landed back in the realm, the wall of flames surrounding me. I had known it was Lucifer's portal but I hadn't guessed he'd used me.

"I just thought he had tricked me," I said, looking over my shoulder to where the fire had left a scorch mark on the stones. I almost laughed. He had tricked me.

"The flame," I said.

"His flame," Azrael said.

Those tendrils of smoke rising to the air and finding cracks in the stone. A legion of demons loose on the world in Dyre for the rescue of one necromancer. Just like my fall from Paradise where I'd believed I could make a difference, I'd unleashed a wake of evil. Sarah could never know the weight of it. I'd carry it. I'd have to. It was my burden, after all.

I stuffed my hand in my mouth, afraid of the words that would escape. Nicki edged closer, seeming to understand something was wrong. She wrung her hands uncertainly until after a long study of my face, Azrael turned to her.

"She needs her friends," he said.  "Do you think we can do something?" 

Nicki shrugged. "They need time."

Azrael smirked. "Time is fluid; you should know that."

With a quiet node, Nicki lifted a hand absently out in front of her, finger extended, and her owl landed on her forearm. It screeched as it settled.

"We can do better together," he said. "We have to. She'll need them." 

He clasped Nicki's outstretched hand and the room grew brighter. Each shadow in the room dispelled and disappeared one by one. Both Sarah and Callum tilted forward as though a lift of some sort was helping them onto their feet. They stood, weaving back and forth and side to side. Entranced? Still sleeping? I couldn't tell. I wanted to rush them both at once but Azrael held me back. His hand lay across my chest and a wash of caramel fragrance wavered in front of me.

He made a slight movement with his head that said, not yet.

He turned his gaze to Nicki. "You should go," he said. "They're waiting for you." 

Nicki nodded and with an almost shy look, came toward me. She gave me a quick hug and I clung to her, not sure what was happening and too afraid to ask.

"Thank you, Madre," she whispered and stared into my eyes for a long moment. I thought I could see sparks of shifting colors behind that honeyed gaze.

Before I could answer, she dissolved right in front of me. The owl was left flapping in the air and screeched forlornly before it found a space beside Sarah. It pecked industriously at the floor and I thought it was refusing to look at me. I couldn't blame it. I felt as though Nicki's abandonment was all my fault.

Azrael turned to me. "She's gone to meet the Host," he said. "They will decide her fate."

Host. Angels, I realized. I grabbed for him without thinking and pulled in a handful of T-shirt. 

"She's already been through too much," I said, pleading. I felt like I'd be pleading for the rest of my days for the folks I loved. "Tell them not to hurt her."

His hands gripped my elbows. "They aren't going to hurt her," he said. "She's different. Not created by the Divine One. They need to decide how she fits."

All I heard at first was that she wouldn't be hurt and that was enough for me. 

"You said she was different. So not an angel." I put my thoughts together carefully, trying to pose the right question. "What is she, then?".

He shrugged and took a deliberate step away from me. "Something new," he said, avoiding meeting my eyes. "Born of two angels and infused with the essence of an ancient but dying goddess."

"Born of two angels," I echoed, recalling the tiny wings we had seen on her back when we unearthed her. "Which ones?"

He smiled. "Let's see about getting your friends revived. All they're waiting for is for me to wake them," he said.

 Sarah came to life first and I rushed her, slamming into her newly revived body without care. She was alive. She was well. That was all that mattered. I didn't know Azrael had done the same for Callum until he hugged me from the back. We laughed. All of us. Relief and stress and the trauma of survival taking everything and turning it into a glorified mush of emotions.

"There," Azrael said. "Buffy and her slayers reunited."

He winked playfully, a strange thing for him to do and it so moved me that I flung myself at him, embracing him fully, squeezing hard and molding my body to his. For a moment, he embraced me back and then he went stiff. I looked up at him. His eyes were shifting again. That prismic gaze lit down on my mouth. He swallowed twice before he spoke.

"Best not do that," he said with a thick, husky quality to his voice. "I know how it ends up."

"What do you mean, how it ends up" I said, aware that both Sarah and Callum were running hands down along their sides, testing I guessed, to see if they were alright.

"Oh Ayla." Azrael chuckled beneath his breath. "Who's child do you think Nicki is anyway?" 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER  23

The statement left me gaping at the Angel of Death. His black brows drew together as though he wanted to say more, but hoped I would be the one to speak first. No chance of that. I felt as though someone had just sucked all the air out of the room and left me with no oxygen to fuel speech. I was still trying to form a sentence and with a tight, almost sad smile, he tipped the cane to his forehead and wavered out of view.

Madre, Nicki had called me. She had embraced Azrael like a daughter to a distant father.

Born of two angels, he'd said. It didn't take an anvil to fall on my head for me to figure out what that meant. I was a mother. Azrael and I...we had...we were going to...I could barely follow the thought through. The idea of it both thrilled and terrified me. 

But at least I knew, finally, why I had fought so hard to save Nicki from being reaped. And no doubt, it was exactly the reason why Azrael had needed so badly to collect her. She wasn't just a fare he needed to send to oblivion; she'd been an anomaly that should never have existed. And that alone would have been enough to put the Host into a tizzy, and put Azrael in an impossible position.

Whatever the circumstances were going to be that put us both in a position where we became more to each other than reluctant partners, it would have to be powerful. Compelling enough to make the great Angel of Death stoop to a human level of affection. That meant one thing, and it was a disturbing thing for an angel to contemplate, and no doubt he was scrambling to fix something that could not be fixed. 

He was going to fall. 

I didn't want to imagine what might happen to the world with no angel of death to collect the deceased souls and send them back to the ether to await rebirth or to ferry them on to Paradise. I just had to hope that by merging the goddess to the angelic creature I'd put to rest in my backyard had somehow negated whatever he'd done. I prayed it would be enough, and as I contemplated the rest of his words: that he best not embrace me because he knew how it ended. That had to mean that it was still all up in the air. Time was fluid, he was fond of saying.

And that was the key. Because there was something else, too, beneath all that complex tapestry of knowledge, and it had everything to do with the nature of my origin. And that was the anvil that fell on me. I wanted to help, to intervene for good. It had been the reason I had fallen to my disgrace all those eons ago. If I had intervened for Nicki, who was meant to be reaped and collected for oblivion because of her nature, and had altered that path by my actions, then it was possible to do the same for others. I felt giddy. All those eons ago, I had known it was possible, and now, after hundreds of incarnations, I was in a place I could finally do so.

I felt Sarah's hand on my shoulder and it startled me out of my thoughts. I turned to face her, feeling as if a world of possibility had opened up to me. Even looking at her, I could see things differently. She wasn't just family who also happened to be a necromancer. She was an entity with a path, who deserved intervention.

"I need to go home," I said and she nodded. Even Callum fell in behind us as we trod from the chamber. No one spoke. We had all seemed to be of the same mind and herded to Callum's car without saying another word to each other.  

I abandoned the scooter where it lay against the parking lot curb without a second though. It was a long, silent drive back to my house. No one, not even Sarah seemed to want to talk. 

Thankfully, when I opened the door to my house, with both Sarah and Callum trooping in behind me, it was to a brightly lit living room and the smell of cocoa.

Gramp was home. And as if the night hadn't been strange enough, he was wearing a cloak that had Magic: The Gathering embossed in gold thread across the front of the hood.

I laughed straight out loud and plucked the proffered mug of coffee from his outstretched hand.

"Of all things today," I said. "This is the strangest and most welcome sight I've seen."

He hugged me tight and I held the mug aloft carefully so not to spill.

"Best convention ever," he said. "They're even going to commission a new card in my honor."

I squinted at him. "You knew what the convention was?"

His grin was broad and genuine. "A man only makes that mistake once," he said. "And I made it years ago. This time I went because they had some things wrong and I couldn't in good conscience let it go unaddressed."

He took us in with a wary eye. "What have you been up to?"

I sighed. "It's a long story," I said. "Best explained over cocoa and a side of pancakes."

We settled in the living room, each of us balancing a large plate of syrupy griddlecakes on our laps. He listened attentively, saying nothing until I finished. I told him everything, and then I explained what I hoped to do, the mission I had set for myself all those eons ago. I would finish it if I could. I wanted them to understand that it was important enough for me to disgrace myself over, and that now it actually seemed possible. 

I only held back one piece of the puzzle because I needed to make sure he understood all of it--they all did--before I told them.

"So you came back with no memory this time," he said, musing aloud over the explanation of my incarnations.

I nodded. "Every time I returned, it was painful. I remembered everything. I remembered what I had done. I remembered why I couldn't go home. I remembered all of the power and all of the contentment and peace I had as an angel. I could never get it back. It was too painful for me."

Azrael had been right. All along. I was stubborn. I had fallen because I had stubbornly believed I could intercede for good for every creature, not just the divine one's humanly creations. What he knew that I refused to believe was that there were truly evil creatures in the world, creatures like Rory who deserved oblivion. But there were truly good beings too, beings and essences, and creatures the like of which I'd disgraced myself to save. Beings like Callum. Like Sarah and Gramp.

Like Nicki. And there lie the real reason I had put her to rest for myself to find. I had known doing so would be the catalyst that would decide the rest of my path. If I couldn't go home, then at least I could make my time as a Nathelium count for something.

But I couldn't do it alone. Even Azrael had said it. I needed them. Helping me had to be their choice, and to choose, they needed--deserved--the whole truth. Even the things I didn't want to think about.

I pulled in a steadying breath and looked at each of them in turn. "You need to know something," I said and forged on before I could change my mind. "If I don't reap a certain number of essences before I die, I won't see another incarnation." 

"What does that mean?" Callum demanded.

"It means she won't see either heaven or hell," Sarah said and she had a faraway look in her eye. I imagined she was reliving her time in hell. "She'll find oblivion, like we will."

"Not even oblivion," I said. "A purgatory set aside specifically for the fallen. And it's bad enough that the devil created hell to avoid it. If I don't make it, I want to at least have saved a few good souls before I die."

No one said anything for a long moment. 

Gramp heaved himself from his chair and crossed the room to enclose me in an embrace. He held me like that for a long time and I imagined he was trying to swallow down the same kind of lump that was lodged in my throat. The silk of his hood slipped across my fingers as I hugged him back. 

"So much like your mother," he said. "So ready to give all of yourself to help others." He thumbed my chin. "But you won't do it alone. You have me."

I smiled at him through a wash of tears.

"And me," Callum said and Sarah echoed it.

I thought I might have heard an echoing whisper from the corners, from an angel I knew would face his own disgrace in the time to come. Maybe I didn't. Maybe I just imagined it. But I was certain of one thing: I was a reluctant reaper no more. I was an angel of virtue, who knew her passion was to intercede for good. No matter what the creature was.  Even if it was the Angel of Death himself.
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