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CHAPTER 1

[image:  ]

It was no game I was playing at as Callum came at me with a bat. It was a hard-boiled, full-on test I knew meant life or death if I failed. I had known he was going to chase me with it, but when I saw him charging across Gramp's backyard directly at me with the weapon lifted high over his shoulder, I ran. Without meaning to, I let go a shriek and dodged to the left, heading for the gnarled oak tree in the back corner of the yard. It was instinct that moved my feet and not rational thought, but I supposed the deeply ingrained desire for self-preservation meant I had failed the test. 

Again. 

Sure enough, I heard him shouting at me in disappointment.

I halted mid way to the oak tree and spun around. He strolled toward me with the bat lying against the hollow of his shoulder. He ran his hand through that black hair of his with the impatient gesture I had come to expect after three tries already.

"The whole point of the lesson was for you to stand there," he said.

"Could you just stand there when somebody is shrieking at you like a banshee and running at you with a club?"

"It's not a club," he said. "It's a bat, and whether or not I could, isn't the question. You said you wanted to train."

Callum was a local fireman, three years older than me and hot as all get out. He'd saved me from a burning church three weeks earlier, given me a stern lecture about setting fires, and then offered his help when my foster sister needed it. He was also a nasty taskmaster. 

We had been going through what he called training for two weeks, and it seemed as though my survival instincts were far greater than my desire to become a bad ass warrior. 

I kicked at the pile of leaves nearby I had raked up earlier that morning in preparation for the session. They lifted to the breeze and scattered all over the yard again. Didn't matter. For good measure, I tromped through them, kicking the pile loose and watching the leaves skittering across the dried and browning grass.

I dragged in a crisp breath of fall air. Tainted with the faint smell of smoke from a nearby chimney, it also carried the unmistakable aroma of burning leaves and detritus. Many folks in the area still used wood heat to warm their houses and every fall since I'd come to live with my grandfather, that distinct smell heralded in the beginning of winter. Soon enough, the townsfolk would be blanketed in layers of snow until it felt as though we lived on the tundra. Fishermen would be going out seeking their catch in a few weeks time, replenishing the town's coffers until the tourists could return in the spring.

Even though that chilliness was still at least a month away, the air was crisp. When we'd first come out to the backyard to train, I'd complained that it was too cold to be running. Callum had just laughed and stripped off his sweater down to a white tank top as though to prove a point. It left me gawking at his arms like a foolish schoolgirl. I'd known he was buff but knowing and seeing were two different things. The guy had mad muscles, all tight and round and thick. Thankfully, he didn't seem to notice my overt stares. 

I imagined he thought I was no more than a kid. All he did was jerk his chin at me, unconcerned with my reaction to each flex of his biceps as he hefted the bat.

"If you're smart," he'd said, "you'll take off that sweater too. You'll be hot soon enough."

I hadn't taken off the sweater, and it turned out I didn't need to. I hadn't done nearly as much physical activity as he had. All I had done was run for the nearest shelter, namely the big oak tree at the back of the yard or behind the huge herb garden. He was getting frustrated with me.

"You have to master your own instincts," he said coming up next to me. I was suddenly awash in soap, musk and a hint of sweat. "If you want to be able to make crucial decisions at the right times, you need to be able to make your body react to your will. Use your brain and not adrenaline. You have to make a choice to stand."

"Easy for you to say," I said. "My brain is still stuck on animal instinct."

He crossed his arms over his chest, pulling the handle of the bat in close to that tank top he wore. I tried not to look at him too long, but it was difficult to tear my gaze away from those flexing biceps. Just one more thing to shift my focus from the things he thought I should be doing. Namely, standing my ground. 

I pulled up the elastic band of my yoga pants, checking to make sure they weren't slipping down and showing too much skin. They were the three-quarter length kind that flared out at the calf and I'd picked them because I thought they looked cute and I wanted him to see me looking normal for a change, but I had yet to take off my jacket. The T-shirt I wore underneath had a spaghetti stain on it and it sagged a bit in the front from over washing. Not exactly the most flattering thing I could've put on but it was the most comfortable thing I owned and I didn't figure he would see it anyway. 

"Instincts are good for many things," he said, "but not if they send you headlong in a panic with no rational plan past hoofing it the hell out of there."

"But what if my women's intuition tells me that running is the best plan?"

"Intuition is a different thing than instinct." He swung the bat as though for practice. I took a long look at him as he planted the butt handle of the bat on the ground at his feet and placed his hands over the top. For a moment, the image reminded me why I was there in the first place. I had to shake off the image of another man with his hands planted on the top of a cane. No, Not a man at all, I corrected it myself. Azrael, the Angel of Death. Magnificent, heady, terrifying Azrael. If I thought about him too much, I'd lose focus, and I needed to focus. He was the real reason I was out here in the chilly air in the first place. 

"Let's try again," I said.

Callum shook his head. "We're not getting anywhere," he said. "I've come at you with a bat, with a rock, and with nothing but my bare hands." He lifted the bat again to lean against his shoulder and regarded me. "I don't think you're trainable."

That stung. I certainly was trainable. Sarah, my best friend, had spent plenty of time in the foster home jabbing me in the face until I had learned to block her and then finally to jab back in defence. While Callum had begrudgingly accepted the fact that there were strange things in our town, and that I was a reaper that collected supernatural entities, he didn't really know the truth of why I wanted to learn how to fight. 

He had no idea that one of the last things Azrael had told me was that something awful was coming, and it would put all of us at risk. Him, Sarah, my grandfather. Me. I supposed I would have to tell them all in time, but I wanted to wait until things settled down to something that resembled normalcy before I did. The longer I waited, the less likely it seemed. I almost managed to put it out of my mind for three quarters of the day.

"You're just not doing it the right way," I complained. "What is it with all this charging at me anyway?" I said. "I mean, don't the martial arts disciplines start with forms? All you've been doing this afternoon is running at me."

I fell to a cross legged position on the grass and plucked at a few dead leaves. It wasn't as though I didn't want to learn. I did. Just three weeks earlier, he and I had been attacked by a doppelgänger. Both of us had nearly died. As strong as he was, as agile and skilled as he was, that little discussion I'd had with Azrael afterwards had indicated I was the key to keeping my family safe from harm.

I had no idea what was out there, ready to attack me or the people I cared about; I just knew that when we had rescued Sarah from the doppelgänger trying to use her energy to become corporeal, we had also unleashed something far more menacing. Azrael had yet to tell me what that was, and I saw his absence as a reprieve and an opportunity to build on my skills.

I didn't want to think about the other things he said. That the power that pulsed in Callum's veins without him even knowing it was an incredible lure. That he was Nephilim, and that his very blood was a source of power to all sorts of supernatural creatures because it could fuel their energies. It made of him a large neon sign of a cocktail with a red cherry blinking on top. 

There truly was a possibility that with a druid for a grandfather and a necromancer for a foster sister, doodoo would hit the fan eventually. Add in the fact that Sarah's family had been looking for her for years and that the town of Dyre was a cornucopia of energy and power due to some angel-fall eons ago, the ratio of possibility grew to probability. 

Don't even get me started on the Angel of Death who visited me and informed me of this doleful news. I had mixed feelings about that one.

The simple truth was that all of those things added together were the reason why I'd asked Callum to teach me to fight. So far fighting had been nothing but a lot of running around.

We had found some sort of routine over the weeks. Each day before I went to school and he went to work, we found one hour to do some training. It'd been my idea, not his. I didn't want to ever be caught feeling powerless again. Although the little bit of fight training Sarah had given me in foster care had left me with some skills, they were nowhere near what I knew I would need. 

Nathelium, that's what Sarah had called me. I never questioned whether it was an accurate term she used to describe me. Truth be told, we'd not discussed anything remotely magical during her three weeks here. While every now and then, she sort of zoned out on me, indicating that she was still struggling with coming to terms with being in a safe place after years on the run, she hadn't done anything to make anyone believe she was anything more than just a normal girl. Except stay within the boundaries of the property. That wasn't exactly normal.

Callum plopped down next to me on the grass and laid the bat at his feet.

"You could just give up," he said. "We beat that thing, didn't we?" "I mean, Sarah is safe here with you. Whatever it was that attacked her is gone."

I knew I really didn't want to burst his bubble. At least not yet. I stared off over at the herb garden, considering his words. Some of Gramp's plants were withering, but many of them were evergreen. The sage bush looked peaked and leggy, but otherwise full of leaves. 

I stretched my legs out, twirling the tips of my toes to release the tension in my calves.

"What's that?" he said, pointing to my calf where a black brand marked my skin. 

I pulled my legs up and crossed them again to hid the mark, self-conscious and insecure about it. I had a similar one on my rib cage, and another one on the sole of my left foot. I had forgotten Callum didn't know about the brands I received each time I reaped a supernatural creature. So far, they were in inconspicuous places on my body and I could hide them without having to talk about them. I knew that if I kept up collecting supernatural things for the Angel of Death, I'd eventually be covered in those black symbols, branded into my skin like a wood-burning. 

The maniac who had cornered me in the town's abandoned cathedral and set this whole thing in motion, had been covered in them. From his eyelids to the middle of his palms, he wore enough brands that the sheer number of creatures he had reaped terrified me. 

All three of the marks so far had been incredibly painful. I didn't want to think about them. Callum, on the other hand, seemed enamoured of the darn thing. 

He reached out to touch it and I found myself thinking about the kiss we'd shared in the hospital, how I'd acted like a foolish kid, how his mouth was hot and sweet. I enjoyed the feel of his fingers on my skin, a little tingle I now knew cried out to some spark inside of me, even if it he had no idea what his touch was doing to me. 

"Is it a tattoo?" he said, pulling up his shirttail and starting to roll it up towards his nipple. "I have one too," he said. "See?" He pointed to a badly coloured flash tattoo of Winnie the Pooh below his last rib.

I tried not to stare, but I had the feeling that the way his revoltingly taut six-pack was mesmerizing me, I might have to be physically jolted to tear my gaze away. Sure enough, he prodded me with his foot and I realized he was saying something to me.

"God awful tattoo," I said, stammering like a fool because he'd caught me off guard.

He smirked at me as though he knew exactly how I felt about seeing any part of his skin, never mind the ridiculous things that came out of my mouth.

"You say that as though you actually saw it," he said and dared me to meet his gaze.

Looking into his eyes was like remembering spring. Those eyes of his were so green, they could have been chunks of jade. I could get lost in them. I almost let my mind slip down the rabbit hole of what might have been if I hadn't been such an idiot all those days ago. He might eventually love me, according to Azrael. But he had yet to say anything of the sort. The one kiss we had shared had ended up a botched event because I had panicked and insulted his prowess. 

It was all just too humiliating to remember. I pushed myself to my feet and looked down at him.

"One more time," I said.

He sighed. "I don't know why you're so determined."

"Because I don't ever want to feel helpless again," I said. "Now get up."

He used the bat to leverage himself to his feet and swung those green eyes to mine.

"Okay," he said. "One more time. Remember: when something is charging at you, the instinct is to run. You have to resist that instinct. Hold your ground. Unless there's a safe place nearby to run to, then holding your ground will help you get ready for what's coming."

"Got it," I said impatient. "You've told me that before."

"And yet you don't seem to have been listening."

He eyed me intently. I thought perhaps his gaze dropped to my mouth, but I couldn't be sure. I was too busy staring at the bat.

"Are you ready?" he said.

I nodded.

Without warning, he shoved me backward. I staggered to keep my footing. In one more second, he swung around with the bat level, creating an arc. I ducked just in time to miss it striking me.

"No fair," I yelled, but even as I was trying to regain my footing, his face went dark and angry. He growled at me for heaven's sake. Cursed. 

"Hey," I said. "This wasn't part of the agreement."

He advanced on me. The bat swung back and forth as he came at me, his face deadpan and hard eyed. For a second, I imagined another man coming at me with the same sort of dogged advance. Not again, my mind whispered as it reeled back to a night in a dark church with a maniac intent on murdering me. I tried to tell myself this was Callum, but for some reason, I knew he wasn't playing. Everything in his posture was different. He looked mean. This wasn't the same thing we've been doing all afternoon. I shuffled back a step, holding my hands up in surrender. He ignored them. Took another step.

"I'm going to mess you up," he said. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER 2

In an instant, an image flashed through my mind of a maniac chasing me in a church and my muscles decided for me what would happen next. I spun around on my heel and sprinted toward the herb garden. My breath rasped in my own ears and clawed at my lungs. He was a heartbeat behind me. Yelling at me. What was wrong with him? I tried to look over my shoulder, checking to see if he was still there.

I tripped over something and sprawled face first into the herbs. My cheek skidded against the cold earth. A clump of debris leapt into my mouth. I sputtered, tasting mould and dirt and catching grit against my tongue.

I tried to roll over, but he was on top of me. I freaked out. My legs and arms flailed in every direction and did nothing useful. He had me subdued in seconds. Shouting at me to stop kicking him because it hurt and he was going to have to slap me silly. So. I had landed a kick after all. 

"It's me, Ayla," he yelled. "Quit it."

His voice was the thing that pulled rational thought back out into the realm of reality. I laid there on my back, staring up at him as he pinned my wrists beside my head.

"I'm good," I said and tried to catch my breath. I caught his eye. There wasn't mania in the depths of that gaze at all, just confusion. It was him, Callum. Not some sociopath with tattoos over his entire body, trying to kill me. With his square jaw and his perfectly green eyes and his twitching biceps and that strangely intoxicating smell of soap and something else equally inebriating. Callum.

I blinked hard to make my eyes travel back to his. Funny, his gaze seemed just as pinned to my mouth.

"You're either a slow learner or you're incredibly stubborn," he said and his voice sounded all queer and distant.

His breath, too, was a ragged thing, but it didn't sound as though it was coming from exertion. His gaze landed on the pulse in my throat. I had a fleeting image of something otherworldly sinking its teeth into my neck. I expected to feel the rush of fear, but instead of imagining his face nuzzled into my shoulder, I felt a flush of pleasure.

Sarah, of course, had impeccable timing. She chose that exact moment to come up the back door, and with one long brow cocked, she took in the two of us struggling about on the lawn.

"Are you two finished playing tag?" she said.

Callum swung his gaze sideways at her and peeled himself from me as though he'd been caught sticking his fingers into a bowl of cake batter. He brushed off his track pants and stood with his hands on his hips, looking down at me with disappointment.

"It's not a game," he said. "It's a trial."

"It sure looked like fun," she said. "Now the games I played as a kid, those were trials. Real, honest to goodness, get your Salem cauldrons out trials."

I pushed myself onto my bottom and watched as Sarah crossed the yard. She had on a breezy tank top and short shorts. Necromancers' blood ran hot it seemed, thumbed its nose at the cold air. I looked down at my jacket and yoga pants and sighed. Not only was I sweating and dirty, I had torn a hole in the knee and scuffed blood all over the cute capris. So much for looking cute for the hot fireman. 

I'd asked Sarah to live with us because I knew she felt safest here. Something about my grandfather's druid magic lending her an extra air of protection that magnified into one spot what was rampant in the entire town of Dyre. She was always worried that her family would find her. It was why she had run away from foster care all those years ago. When I had found her in the crypt, hunkered down with a doppelgänger and an army of skeletal bones for protection, she'd revealed her family needed her to raise the only other necromancer in her entire family's history. She'd not said any more about it since then, but I knew it was on her mind a lot. She bustled about the house with an almost frenetic energy, as though movement could send its own power into the air and mask her very existence.

It seemed to be working. Not just because no one had contacted her, but because she had started taking care of the house in Gramp's absence as though she belonged there. I even got the sense that she had waited for something as peaceful as this house for years and could barely believe it was happening for her. 

I, on the other hand, had arrived four years earlier as a bristly early teen, I had bucked the much-needed sense of safety like it was a sharp pike trying to dig into my soft underbelly. It took Gramp years to smooth down my hackles.

I imagined the difference in our personalities was as strong as the difference in our looks. While she was fair and I was ginger, she was contemplative as much as I was combative. The way we approached such a huge change was one of the reasons why she ate so much and I ended up setting fires. 

When I'd run to her rescue in the middle of the night after her text, I'd ended up finding a maniac in the church intent on killing me. The aftereffects of that had been a blaze inside that torched the pews and brought the firemen running. 

I tried to brush off the dirt from my knees. Callum pushed himself to his feet.

"Please tell me it's time for a break," I said, looking at Sarah.

"Actually," she said. "The hospital called. Your grandfather got the all clear and can come home tomorrow."

I knew she saw the relief cross my face. I'd been living on pins and needles ever since an aneurysm had landed him the hospital. Didn't matter how tough of an old fart he was, an aneurysm wasn't something to play around with, and an all clear had to mean he was fine.

"I'll pick him up tomorrow," I said around a ridiculously huge smile that made my mouth hurt. Things could go back to normal now. Or at least the new normal.

Callum slapped me on the shoulder to congratulate me and for a second, I thought he might help me. I was ready for it. I even opened my hands, thinking he might pull me into an embrace. Then he shot me a wary look. 

"You're not picking him up on that scooter, are you?" he said.

"Of course not," I said, hurt he would think I'd planned my grandfather on the back of Old Yeller. I just hadn't thought that far ahead yet.

Callum waited with a cocked an eyebrow for me to come up with an alternative and when I couldn't, he smirked at me and I knew all along he had planned to offer but just wanted me to feel uncomfortable for a little while. Damn him.

"I'll take you to pick him up," he said. "After school okay?"

I nodded, mutely. I couldn't wait to see Gramp home, in the familiar surroundings instead of white-washed walls and stink of antiseptic. 

"Good," he said. "It's a date."

It was a few small words, but it made my skin flush. 

Digging into the dirt with my sneaker was a good way to distract me from trying to work out how to react to his tease. Callum wasn't a boy. Not by a long shot. We'd shared a kiss in a strained moment that proved he was all man. His reaction when I'd made the typical frightened teenager response of pulling away, proved it. He didn't want a girl. He wanted a woman, and I was far too close to being under eighteen for his tastes, apparently.

My toe found a hard object and I winced as I yanked my foot back. It was only in that moment that I remembered I had tripped on something in my mad tear to flee. I started scrabbling around with the edge of my sneaker, holding back the fronds of sage bush with my hands as I studied the ground.

"What are you looking for?" Sarah said and leaned over, holding back the leaves of a leggy plant for me.

"I tripped on something," I said.

"A likely story." She caught my eye over the sage bush and winked at me. The dimple at the apex of her left cheek puckered.

"Shouldn't you be busy resurrecting dead bunnies or something?" I growled at her.

"I prefer my creepy looking bunnies stay in Jake Gyllenhaal movies," she said.

I might have made a comment about the Donnie Darko bunny looking an awful lot like it had been raised from the dead, but it was right then that I caught sight of the thing that had pitched me onto my face. Decidedly earth brown, the edge of whatever it was stuck up enough out of the ground high enough to catch my toe when I was running. 

I bent down to scrape away the dirt from the line of cracked pottery that I saw jutting out from the soil.

"What is it?" Callum said, crouching next to me. I could smell the soap he used and something a little more pungent that might have been perspiration if not for the strong tang of deodorant masking it. I decided it was the most incredible smell ever.

"Well?" Sarah prodded when I didn't answer.

"I don't know," I said, tearing my thoughts away from burying my nose into Callum's chest and back to the strange object. The earth around it was hard packed as though someone had trampled on it purposefully. A strange thing so close to the garden. Maybe it had been there for decades earlier and Gramp's excavations for the sake of his favourite herbs simply hadn't disturbed it.

In contrast, the soil of the garden was loose and tilled because of his consistent weeding. I found it strange he would miss this particular spot.

"Strange place for a teacup," Sarah said, musing. She squatted down on the other side of me. She put a delicate finger on the top of the pottery edge.

"It's too thick to be a teacup," I said. I heeled at the dirt with my shoe. Callum passed me the edge of the bat and I worked at the ground with determination. I felt mildly like an archaeologist and got excited about what could lay beneath the surface. I had to remind myself it was no doubt just a piece of old and broken pottery, making it a disappointing reveal. Even Callum and Sarah started digging with me, infected with curiosity.

"Looks like it goes in pretty deep," Callum said. "Can't be just a shard of pottery."

Together, it took us several moments before we could see that it was an earthen pottery lid, rough and unglazed but with a knob at the top where someone had pressed their thumb in. Lashings of some sort disappeared into the earth on three sides of it.

 "That must be ages old," Sarah said.

"I wonder if it's all intact," I said, brushing away a gob of dirt and trying to see where it ended. I gripped the knob and tugged, hoping it would come clear of the ground.

"Damn," I said. "It's stuck."

I braced myself on my haunches and tried again.

"Must be go deeper down than we think," Callum said and shoved my hands away. He dug around the edges with the bat to move more dirt and make a well around the lid. Soon we saw that it did go deeper. And further out. 

I heard a shriek from above me and lifted my face to the sky. Broad wings blocked the sun.

Sarah's gaze followed mine. "What is the name of heaven is that?"

 "Turkey vulture," I said. "Gramp feeds them sometimes."

"Freaking huge," she said and shuddered as it circled.

I shivered too. They were big birds as a norm, but that one must have been the granddaddy of vultures. I waved my arms over my head, hoping the thing's beady eye would catch onto the fact that we weren't dead flesh ready for eating.

It shrieked again, frustrated and then soared out of sight. I supposed it found a tree nearby to roost in until we left, and he could come down and inspect the ground. I turned my eyes to Callum's.

By the time we got it out of the ground, we could see that it was a short and squat thing, fully earthen pottery and lashed closed with graying bits of string.

"What is it?" I said.

Sarah pouted as she thought. 

"Maybe it's kimchi," she said with a look of hope that belied what I thought was really running through her mind. I knew she wanted to think it was an innocent thing. She'd suffered over the last few years, culminating in a week of hiding out in the crypts at the cathedral where she had to face her own doppelgänger. I read the hope in her eyes and imagined she was already convincing herself it was something as simple as sauerkraut. She even licked her lips.

"It could be," Callum said. "I wouldn't put it past your grandfather."

I shook my head. "In all the years I've lived here, he's never so much as bought a hot dog to put it on. I haven't seen a stitch of cabbage in the house."

"Some hippie," Sarah said with a disappointed groan. "Epic fail." She sat back on her haunches with her arms crossed over her knees. "That solves it, then. We open it."

I felt Callum's hand on mine as I tried to worry the strings away from the jar.

"Maybe you better not," he said. "At least not until your grandfather sees it."

I sat back on my haunches with the thing between both hands. It certainly looked benign. Anything could be inside. But I understood Callum's warning. Best not to open it until I spoke to Gramp. 

Besides. The druid in my grandfather seemed a little less benevolent than he had a month ago. After discovering he had given me a malice bag to help us protect Sarah weeks earlier, I wouldn't put anything past him. The malice bag he had stored in his house had been filled with dead witch's hair and bits of viscera. I shuddered to think what might be inside of this. 

"Maybe I'll just put it on the kitchen table," I said. "He'll be home tomorrow anyway. Maybe he doesn't even know what it is."

Sara caught my eye and pushed a lock of dyed black hair behind her ear. 

"I doubt it," she said. "That string isn't just made of cotton, you know."

I peered across at her, taking in the strange glint in her eye. 

"What are you saying?"

She lifted a delicate shoulder. "I'm saying that string is made of animal stomach. Cat gut, no doubt." 

Casual, as though it was a normal thing to find cat gut wound around an earthen container. I couldn't help imagining her pulling threads of innards from an animal and humming as she worked. I shivered and had to shake the thought from my mind. 

She plucked at the side where the strings had worn nearly clean.

That was when I tilted it away from her, afraid her touch would break the seal and saw what was on the bottom. I swallowed hard when I noticed the symbol scratched into the surface, and I felt a shudder move through me when I recognized it.

It was exactly the same as the one on my calf.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER 3

The tattoo on my ankle was the symbol for virtue. I knew that because Sarah had translated it for me, saying it was from a runic language older than Mesopotamian. Apparently as a necromancer, she'd had to learn lots of ancient symbols. But what could it mean if the same symbol was also on this old jar?

"Weird coincidence," Sarah said, catching my eye and tapping the bottom of the jar. So she had seen it too. I pulled it close to my chest and chewed my lip.

"I'll say," I said. "I think the hair on the back of my neck is standing up."

I peered down at the lid, wondering who had left the thumbprint in the wet clay of the handle. I hadn't seen any hand thrown pottery lying around in Gramp's house anywhere, but it was entirely possible my grandmother might have been into that sort of thing when she was alive. Then there was the other issue of the cat gut lashings that kept the thing closed. Maybe Sarah was wrong about that. Maybe it was just dried up sausage casings or something equally nonthreatening.

In the end, we left the thing on the pass-through counter between the kitchen and the living room, but I didn't feel good with it sitting there. It almost looked as though it was staring back at me. I wanted to know badly what was inside, and I knew it was killing Sarah.

By the time Callum left and Sarah and I sat over a quiet kitchen table munching on steamed corn cob slathered in butter and pepper, both of us were in a frenzy to open the thing. I could see her eyeing it and I knew she caught me numerous times with my gaze trailing over to the counter as well. I caught her eye once and asked her how she knew it was animal intestines wrapping the jar and she shrugged.

"When you see as much viscera as I have, you get a good eye for it." She bit into her cob and chewed thoughtfully.

"But what gets me," she went on. "Is why your grandfather put it there in the first place."

"For starters," I said. "We don't know for sure that it was Gramp."

She licked the corner of her mouth where a gob of butter had begun to melt and dribbled on her chin. "He would be my first suspect," she said.

"He's not a criminal, Sarah," I said. "And he's not an animal abuser either." I tried to remember if he had ever mentioned owning a cat or if a cat had somehow strayed onto the property he complained about. I was sure the answer to both of those things was a negative. I watched her chewing and pausing long enough to dip her corncob into the pools of butter in her plate. She caught me watching and lifted a delicate blonde brow.

"You can't say for sure can you?" she said.

"I would bet he didn't."

"Well, someone put it there. And those kinds of things are never a one-off.

"You mean you think there might be more?"

She shrugged. "I wouldn't guarantee it," she said. "But whoever put it there didn't just bury it for no reason. And they didn't put it in this particular ground for no reason either."

"You're giving me the creeps," I said.

She poked her finger into her mouth and puckered her lips around it, clearing it of butter with a loud smack. "If it's any consolation," she said. "I'm still hoping for fermented vegetables." 

"We can both hope," I murmured, imagining my grandfather filling that pottery jar and digging a hole in the earth to store it in. I didn't want to think about the poor cat or possum who had died to donate the string. Ever since discovering my grandfather's self-proclaimed druidism was actually real, I had started to look at the contents of his house with just a little more scrutiny. All of the various shells and wooden pieces of driftwood he'd left on his foyer table nearly bristled with possibility now that I knew he was actually a practising sorcerer of some sort. 

I was lost in my thoughts when I heard Sarah say something about Egypt. It was such an abrupt change of subject, it caught my attention.

"What does Egypt have to do with Gramp burying a jar in his backyard?"

"You weren't listening, were you?" she said with an accusing eye. "I was telling you about canopic jars."

"Canon ball whats?"

"In ancient Egypt when they mummified the dead, they put specific organs into jars like that and left them with the body so that when it was resurrected, it could be whole."

"You necromancers." I gave a visible shudder for her benefit. "Why not just leave the stuff in the body in the first place?" I said, gagging and putting my cob of corn back down on my plate. It didn't look quite so appetizing right then.

"Because the viscera contain too much fluid and it would make the body rot instead of mummify. Didn't you learn anything in school?"

"I must have skipped Egyptian necromancy day," I said.

"Well, it certainly looks like a canopic jar." She sounded sullen and the way she drew her fork through the melted butter on her plate told me she half expected me to show some excitement at her observation or at the very least be impressed by her knowledge.

"He's not a necromancer," I said to Sarah. "He's a druid. Whatever it is that he does on a full moon or in the dead of night around some gnarled oak, I'm quite certain he doesn't raise the dead."

She chewed the inside of her cheek. I had the feeling she wanted to protest, but what could she say? I had seen her raise dead bones and use them as weapons against me before she realized who it was that was invading her space. She couldn't exactly claim innocence. Any protest she might make was moot and she knew it.

In the end, she pushed away from the table and chose to educate me instead.

"I've seen my parents do a lot of things," she said. "But none of it had anything to do with raising the dead; they were sorcerers not necromancers. They wouldn't have known what to do, and if they did, they wouldn't have had the power. My guess is that if your grandfather put it there, he's not a simple sorcerer. And if it is a canonic jar, you can bet there are three more of them."

Three more of them. That made me shiver. I didn't want to imagine my yard riddled with jars filled with desiccated viscera, let alone imagining Gramp burying them with care by the light of a fingernail moon under a cloudless sky. It was enough to keep my mind over-occupied all evening, and I ended up googling Egyptian necromancy on my cell phone in the hope I could shut out the awful thoughts of him cackling over someone's liver until I headed for bed exhausted.

For the last three weeks, I had been sleeping in my grandfather's room while Sarah took mine. With him coming home the next day, I wanted him to have fresh sheets and a newly made bed so I didn't want to climb into it and toss a fitful night of sleep sweat into the sheets. 

That left my mother's room empty and available. It was almost disconcerting to realize that my grandfather had left it untouched all these years, but I'd never asked him about it because I had never cared to go inside. 

There had never been a question of whether or not I would stay in it. For the four years I had been here, I had always acted as though I could leave at any moment and refused to settle into anything I would call my own. When he had suffered his aneurysm and nearly died, I had realized how important he was to me. How important some sense of roots was to me. 

So with Sarah in my room and Gramp's bedroom clean and waiting on him, I flipped on the switch to my mother's old bedroom. Posters of old bands still lined the walls, but the closets were empty of any stitch of clothing except for one abandoned mitten from a pair. The bureaus, too, were empty as I pulled open the drawers to inspect them. All that remained in the bedroom besides the lamp on the bureau and the posters was a bed. 

I fell into the bed with a sigh and pressed the light switch on the lamp. Darkness enveloped the room and left it to paint leftover retinal colours on the walls. I burrowed down into the blankets, wrapping them tight around me and leaving just my nose out so I could breathe. I didn't even have the energy to roll over. I just closed my eyes and let my mind wander where it would. Snippets of conversation from the day tiptoed a quiet trail through my mind. 

The feel of Callun's body on mine as he had pinned me in the yard made my skin flush beneath the blankets. The look of his eyes as he'd stared down at me tempted me to roll over and imagine it all again. I felt my body go slack, as I gave in to the pleasure of it. I even thought I heard myself snore. At least until I felt him slip into bed next to me.

Whether it was dream or reality didn't matter. The longing I felt for Callum was as real as a body lying pressed close to mine. His mouth on mine took on a hard and demanding insistence I didn't understand. I felt as though there was a question beneath the pressure and my mind was paddling about in a shallow pool of reason as my body tried to plunge deeper into the depths of desire. I was lost beneath those lips. I pressed against him instinctively, letting go any sense of propriety.

There was a vaporous thought in the back of my mind that I hadn't invited him over. A niggling recollection tried to assert itself that I hadn't opened the door to him from my bedroom or pulled him over to my bed. I was astounded to realize that I wanted him. I wanted something I didn't understand and had never experienced. And I wanted it badly.

His fingers whispered down the length of my arm to touch my wrist. The pads of his fingers rested on my pulse. I knew it was racing. I half expected him to chuckle against my mouth because that would be so like him, to tease me when I felt the most vulnerable. 

He didn't. He just stretched along the length of my body and wrapped his arm around the small of my back, urging my hips closer to his. I thought he inhaled my breath. I knew I moaned into his mouth. Everything was a dizzying miasma around me. I felt as though my eardrums were going to explode with the high-pitched keening sound that drilled into them and yet whatever pain that brought, was drowned in the heaviness of my body. I could barely move beneath him. I felt drugged or drunk but with an intoxicant more powerful than any I'd ever tried.

Lust, my mind whispered. That was what this was. An ache so acute, I couldn't move a single muscle beneath the want. All I could do was lay placid and docile under his touch.

It was only when I felt another set of lips behind my ear. Azrael's voice whispered against the lobe.

"Wake up," he said. "Wake up, Ayla."

I jerked myself awake and lay panting in the darkness. For a moment, I didn't know where I was and I stretched my arms out to either side of me, feeling for something solid. Wall on the left. Edge of the bureau on the right. Home then. In bed. Alone.

The light of a street lamp reached in through the window and painted yellow onto part of the ceiling, And where it left shadows, they looked like a vulture's beak. I blew out a long hiss of air as I tried to orient myself.

I looked sideways and found my cell phone clock flicking to 2 AM. The residual feeling of desire was still heavy on me, making me restless. I fumbled for my phone and pulled it into view. The screen showed two texts. Something in my belly quivered when I realized both of them were from Callum, saying he'd pick me up at school so we could liberate Gramp from the hospital.

Not my bed. My mom's. Now I remembered. Gramp would be coming home tomorrow. Sarah was in my room. Callum wasn't here. And thank heaven, neither was Azrael. 

Azrael. I pushed myself up onto my elbow and flipped the bed sheets back as I thought of him. The Angel of Death. Not just a gorgeous creature, but a magnificent one, and completely infuriating. He seemed to think that the information I might need to know in order to complete the little task he had put on me could be parcelled out in tiny pieces. 

He gave me only so much information each time he visited me. Not the least of which was that I was originally a fallen angel, who had spent millennia incarnating into the human realm as punishment for whatever vile deed I had done that got me cast out of paradise in the first place. 

He seemed to infer that my present state of supernatural reaper had been the result of him wrangling a deal somewhere that enabled me to earn my wings back again.

But that little trophy didn't come free of charge. The risks associated with it were both visceral and cosmic. Apparently I had a finite amount of time to collect all of the supernatural fares I would need to in order to earn those wings. Should I die tomorrow without my tally, I'd end up as a glittering ball of dust slammed into Azrael's cane for all eternity. No wings. No paradise. 

Since I didn't remember that paradise anyway, I wasn't really all that bothered by it. I'd never really given much thought to a divine creator. At least not until he had entered my life and I'd had to fight a maniac in the cathedral. What bothered me the most was that Azrael seemed to think the people who were closest to me should be among my first fares.

I let my feet dangle to the floor. Sitting there in the dark, it was almost impossible not to remember the night everything in my life changed because of Azrael. His presence was so powerful even as a mere recollection that I could still feel the effects of the dream and his lips on my earlobe as I stared at the opposite wall. It almost looked as though the streetlamps were making wings on the plaster and put me in mind of the top of his cane. 

I ran my palm down my leg absently, feeling for the spot where I knew the brand had been seared in. The same brand as the bottom of that jar. They were connected somehow. A message. The question was, what was it trying to say?

I grabbed for my phone and lay in the dark for hours, frittering the time away until morning because I couldn't sleep. I researched Egyptian resurrection and did nothing productive except creep myself out. Half an hour before dawn, I ended up laying backward on the bed with my arm flung over the side, waiting for morning and a decent hour to get out of bed.

I showered, dressed in my yoga pants and a down vest to keep warm, and braided my hair into one long plait down my back. In the daylight, things felt normal again.

I could already hear Sarah rustling down in the kitchen. Although we had fallen into an easy rhythm, I felt bad she was stuck here day in and day out, waiting for me to come home from school so she could have someone to talk to. I briefly wondered what she and Gramp would get up to while I was gone. Finding out that he was involved in magic a little more deeply than I had thought at the beginning, was disconcerting. And the thought of the two of them cackling over a boiling cauldron together was one that made the hairs at the back of my neck stand up. 

Even so, I knew Gramp would enjoy having her here as much as I did. Especially if she cooked. Neither one of us enjoyed that small task. 

In truth, I felt a little sorry for Sarah. We hadn't talked much about her insinuation that her family was after her, and each time I tried to bring it up, to glean a little bit of information from her, she shut down like a frozen hose. 

There was time, I told myself. When things had cleared up and Gramp was home and she felt truly safe. I'd tell her then. 

I looked at myself in my dresser mirror, adjusted my braid. I looked worn out and fatigued. There were smudges under my eyes that weren't normally there. I vaguely remembered tossing and turning, and the shades of the dream left me with a peculiar feeling even now made my full skin flush when I remembered it.

I picked my way down the stairs to the smell of bacon and eggs. The taint of burnt toast hung in the air, and as I rounded the stairwell and looked through the pass-through counter, I could see Sarah scraping the surface of a piece of toast into the trashcan.

"What?" I said. "Again?"

She looked up at me through the counter and grinned. She wore a bandana across her forehead, holding her black hair off her face. I could see the blonde roots at her scalp, showing at least an inch of growth.

"Your toaster is a mess," she said. "Either that or you've rigged it to catch the house on fire so that gorgeous Callum can come over again." 

She gave me a wink.

"I stopped lighting fires long ago," I said. "Besides, he comes by almost every day. It's nothing special by now."

"You keep telling yourself that," she said with a smile and turned away to continue scraping the toast.

I could tell myself whatever I pleased in order to stop thinking about Callum that way. I was too young for him, he'd already said as much. Yet the thought of him falling onto me out in the garden was a delicious enough memory that I replayed it right then just for the sheer pleasure of it. Guilty a pleasure as it was, I had to turn away from Sarah so she wouldn't see the glazed look of yearning on my face that I knew was there.

I passed through the kitchen to the refrigerator and pulled the door open. A quick inspection showed she had been down here in the middle of the night, cleaning out the leftover tetrazzini and draining the orange juice. Seriously, I thought she might eat in her sleep.

She dropped the toast on the table and gave me a speculative look. "You look like death warmed over."

"How charming of you to notice," I said and leaned back in the chair.

"Sorry," she said, putting a finger to her bandana and tucking a stray lock beneath it. "But it's true. You might want to rethink that black T-shirt."

"I do feel pretty ragged," I admitted. "I kept tossing and turning. Strange dreams."

She chuckled beneath her breath. "I've had those kinds of dreams," she said. "But I don't think I've woke up looking quite like you do now."

She plopped a plate of fried bacon in front of me. Then she sat on her side of the table, I noticed she had a big piece of chocolate cake and a tall glass of milk to place in her spot.

"About that jar," she said in between bites. "I've been thinking."

I lifted a brow in query.

"Let's assume there are three more. It begs the question of the contents."

I smiled because I couldn't help it. Despite the ever increasing creepy feelings I had crawling over my skin as I had researched Egyptian resurrection, I thought she would be impressed by my new self-education. 

"I know what's in them," I said. "Liver," I counted off one finger and then the next. "Stomach, lungs, intestines."

She gave me a smile as though she was indulging me. "Well, done, grasshopper, but you missed my point. I wasn't questioning what was in the jars. But who."

My stomach gurgled, and it had nothing to do with the intoxicating smell of bacon. I pushed my plate away.

"You mean..."

"Exactly," she said. "If they are resurrection jars, then where did your grandfather get the viscera?" She leaned across the table and pinned me with those piercing blue gaze of hers. "And more importantly, who is he planing to resurrect?"

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER 4

I stared across the table at her, holding her gaze as though I was a mountain goat teetering on a loose rock.

"No," I said and just saying the word out loud made me feel more certain. "Not Gramp. You've got it all wrong. You don't know him like I do."

She leaned back with a shrug and her bandana slipped down to her eyebrows. "He is the one who gave you the malice bag. That's not exactly pleasant magic."

It was a good argument, but not one I wanted to consider This was my grandfather, after all. A man compassionate enough to nurse baby birds back to health and feed the neighbourhood's stray cats.  Besides, he had never admitted to actually creating the bag. Just to having it.

I shook my head. "Not my grandfather. I know you're traumatized and all, but you're grasping at straws. There has to be a better explanation for why that thing was in our yard and when he comes home, I'm sure he will give it to us."

I pushed myself away from the table and with the aroma of burnt toast lingering in my nostrils, I fled to the driveway with every intent to kick my scooter into life for the ride to school. I knew Callum would be picking me up afterwards to take me to the hospital to pick up Gramp, but there was no way I was going to ride the bus in the meantime. I had my pride. Plus I needed some time to think, and the bus was always filled with self-eccentric conversation that wasn't even shallow enough to put a mud puddle to shame.

 Lost in thought I kicked my scooter into life and hopped on. The morning was overcast, promising rain. Garbage bins had been set along the curb, awaiting pickup by the trashmen. Even through my helmet, I could smell the stink. It was a rancid and sour one with overtones of fish. I thought I caught sight of the turkey vulture pecking at an entire discarded leg of lamb and I felt nauseous. 

A car honked behind me, because I had swerved a little too far out into the lane. I mentally checked myself. Gave my head a shake. I was tired as all get out. I realized then how much I was blinking to avoid closing my eyelids altogether. Maybe I shouldn't be on my scooter at all, weaving into traffic and avoiding the children that jumped out in front of me. 

Yawning, I decided to play it safe and ride along closer to the curb. 

Something jolted my scooter. It wrenched beneath my bottom I was going to fall. I knew it but it was too late to do anything to stop the inevitable thrust of the back and sideways. I could feel the skid as the wheels slipped out from beneath me.

My stomach lurched into my throat, sending the sour of taste of bacon into my cheeks. I was falling. My ribs struck the curb of the sidewalk at the same time as my head knocked into the asphalt.

Pain shot up my shoulder. Thank god for the helmet. I lay there dazed for several moments before I realized people were running toward me. A throng of people rushed forward, and I tried to get up by pushing myself onto my elbow.

"I'm alright," I said. 

It came out weak and rough, but it was pretty clear even through the helmet. I pulled it off with a trembling hand and dropped it onto the pavement. There. They'd be able to see I was fine.

By the time I made it onto my knees and was pushing myself to my feet, several people had already clustered around the front of my scooter. No one even paid attention to me.

"I'm sure everything is okay," I said. "It's a pretty tough old thing." 

I took a few mincing steps toward the cluster of folks who had gathered, all looking in the wrong direction and two of them hefting the front of my scooter sideways. An older man turned around to look at me over his shoulder. There was a look of disgust on his face that made me  clutch at my stomach. The few patches of hair he had on his head bristled at me.

"Hooligan," he spat at me.

Confusion furrowed my brow as I stepped closer.

"It was an accident," I said. I pointed to my scooter front, surveying the crowd, trying to make out what had struck me. I was ready to be magnanimous about it all and tell whoever it was that I wasn't going to press any charges. It was an old thing. On its last legs anyway.

I realized that there was something in the front of my scooter. Lying on the pave, surrounded by a cluster of people. One person was kneeling down on the pavement, obstructing my view of the thing that had struck me. I peered through the gap in his legs and caught sight of a blur of blue and black. A bit of nylon gauze fluttering in the breeze. A shock of silver blond hair.

A person. That mat of hair belonged to a head, that nylon material to a jacket.

My stomach wrenched. Apparently I hadn't been struck. I had struck someone.

Shock flooded my system and pushed everything else out of my senses. I saw a young woman dialing 911. She rattled a bit of information into her cell phone and I realized with a sick feeling that I was only a few blocks from my house. A few blocks from where Gramp lived, where I lived. I knew these people. They knew me. My first thought when everything registered enough that I could move was that maybe the person I had struck was someone I knew. My mouth went dry and with a heaviness in my legs that made moving difficult, I pushed through the crowd, jostling between two older ladies. One of them muttered something about me being a monster.

I didn't dare look into their faces to see who they were. I just wanted to get by. I said something about being tired. I didn't see him. I didn't mean to do it.

I stopped short of his prone form. I wasn't sure if it was relief that flooded me as I surveyed the scene and noticed him trying to roll over onto his side or if it was guilt at seeing him struggling to get up. I just kept telling myself that at least he wasn't dead. At least he was still breathing. 

My toe caught the edge of my helmet and it clattered as it rolled across the asphalt, The injured man looked awful. I had to do something. I made an attempt to crouch down next to him, thinking I might try to help when someone yanked on my elbow. I turned around to see the neighbourhood florist on her way to work. She gripped my arm until it hurt. 

"You've done enough," she said.

"I didn't do anything," I said, arguing, feeling awful and afraid at the same time. I would never hurt anyone on purpose. How could he even think that?

"I had no idea he was there," I said. "He must've just stepped in front of me."

The guy was trying to push himself to his feet and someone was trying to hold him down, telling him he had better wait for the ambulance. He might be hurt. In shock.

I was in shock, that was true. I barely registered the faces around me.

"Let me go," he said. "I'm fine."

The sound of his voice bolstered me. I pulled my arm from the florist's grip and pushed through the crowd. I wanted to see him. I wanted to know for sure that he was fine. 

He looked so familiar. I wasn't sure where I had seen those eyes before, those fine features. His hair was milky white, but rather than making him looking look feminine, it gave his jaw definition as it curled around his ears. Take away the skid mark of dirt on his left cheek and the blood on his forehead, he was staggeringly beautiful.

I stuck my hand out, thinking to help him.

He fell backwards onto the pavement.

Out cold. Please dear god, tell me he had only fainted. That he wasn't dead. That he wasn't even dying.

I swung around, looking this way and that, hoping someone would do something.

Everyone bustled about, someone yelled that they needed to give him room. We all backed off and stared at him. It entered my mind someone should be doing some kind of CPR or something, but I already heard the wail of the sirens and the lights were flashing and reflecting off of my scooter. I distinctly heard someone say, "Look at her, she's stoned." I ended up whirling around, trying to find the owner of the voice. I wasn't stoned. I hadn't been stoned in months. I hadn't so much as taken a pilfered drink of wine.

I looked down at him again. Someone, the man who had told everyone to give him some air was checking for a pulse. Finally. At least someone was taking charge.

The sirens cut the air. Closer. Just a moment more and help would arrive. I tried to stand steady on my feet but I felt myself swaying. The paramedics pulled up in the ambulance and bustled out the back door. They yelled at everyone to get back, and then they clustered around the fallen man, a young man, I could see now. Maybe Callum's age. 

More sirens warbled on the air. The police, no doubt. The fire truck. Oh god. The fire truck. Callum. I swung around like a soldier in the aftermath of battle, stunned and panic blind. Callum would see all this.

I was aware that my fingers had crawled up to my collarbone and were digging into the skin. I let go a long hiss of breath when I saw the downed man's eyes flutter open. Thank god. He was alive.

 "Hell of a ride," he said. 

The paramedic attending him chuckled softly, but I thought it was a nervous reaction more than anything. His hands roamed legs and arms and rib cage. He shined a flashlight into those oh so familiar eyes.

"We should probably check you out for concussion," he said." But there's no broken bones or anything."

It wasn't a few short minutes later that the police pulled up as well and then behind that the town's fire truck. I didn't have to look to know that Callum was the one who jumped out of it. It would just be my luck today. I heard him calling to me just moments before the policeman's siren cut off. 

It was the policeman who got me first. The entire crowd sidled away from me much the way a herd does when one of their members is sick and ill. Like some cosmic cutting knife had scored me out of the cluster and flipped me to the side. 

I felt like a piece of rag as they led me to the back of the police car and pushed me inside. The door thunked closed, leaving me alone as the two officers discussed me outside the window. Their voices came to me anyway, muffled through the glass. Something about the guy admitting to stepping out in front. He didn't see me. Too busy looking at his cell phone. I laid my head back on the seat and felt for my stomach. Was that just nerves wriggling about in there or was I going to lose my breakfast?

The policeman opened the door and nodded at me.

"I think you should get checked over by the paramedics for shock," he said. "And I don't think you should be driving home."

"I'll take her," Callum said. I only realized he was hovering around the back of the police car when I heard his voice. Just seeing him standing there brought a sting of tears to my eyes. My fingers clutched the material of my T-shirt. I wouldn't cry. Not right yet. Not in front of him or anyone else.

"I don't think anything will come of it," the officer said, and I got the feeling that as he looked at my face, he realized how awful I felt. Felt sorry for me. I wasn't sure whether I was relieved or felt worse.

"She'll have to give a statement," the officer said to Callum. "Officially, I mean. Can you bring her down to the station?"

Callum nodded. "Just let me get someone to manhandle the scooter into the back of a truck and bring it home first."

I blinked. My scooter. I didn't think I would ever drive it again.

For some reason, even though the door was open and Callum was reaching in, I couldn't move a single muscle.

"Come on, Ayla," he said, waggling his fingers at me. "You're good to go."

I swung my gaze to his hand and watched the fingers waggling as though he was trying to lure in a fish. I peered up into his eyes. Green. So green. Something fired in my brain.

"His eyes," I said, remembering how blue my victim's eyes were. It wasn't Callum I'd been thinking of when I met that gaze. So where had I seen them before?

I couldn't help fingering the crest of his cheekbone. "They don't look anything like yours."

I watched as his face softened. "You're in shock, Ayla," he said. "Let me take you home."

I nodded but I still couldn't move. He ended up reaching for me with that hand, burrowing it between my waist and the back of the seat and hooking me just beneath the rib cage. He tugged very gently but firmly as though he planned to pick me up like a mother would a kid from a car seat. 

A sob broke through my throat and instead of pulling me out of the car, he slipped in beside me and he pressed my face into his shoulder. The steady beating of his heart pounded against my temple and I inhaled his smell each time I pulled in a breath to fuel another sob. His hand ran up and down my back, soothing.

"It's over," he said. "It's over and he's alright." I felt the palm of his hand against the back of my hair. The fingers tangled in the hair over my crown.

"Take your time," he said. "Cry it out. It will help you feel better."

For some reason that cut short the tears. 

"I'm fine," I said, biting down on the next sob that tried to make its way up my throat. I didn't want him to pity me. I didn't care how good it felt to be so close to him, this wasn't the way I wanted to feel when his arms were around me. 

I pulled in a racking breath. "Let's get this over with."

I let him get out first, and then I used the handle of the door and the back of the seat to pull myself from the vehicle and found solid footing on the asphalt. I pulled down the hem of my T-shirt, shoved my hands into my pockets. The man was fine. I hadn't killed him. Even the crowd was dispersing. Everything was going to be okay.

I looked up the Callum. A big wet spot on his white T-shirt peeked out from beneath his jean jacket. I chewed my lip, thinking how much tears I would've had to cry to make that big puddle. I caught his eye and he gave me a reassuring smile. I let go the side of the door and stood on my own. Peered sideways, trying to catch sight of the man I had struck. He was sitting on the back of the paramedic's truck, getting his blood pressure taken. He lifted his gaze to mine and our eyes met for a long second.

"I know you," I whispered.

"You've met him before?" Callum said, coming up next to me. He too looked over at the patient sitting on the back of the truck. Something hard crossed the man's face and I could have sworn I saw his jaw clench and tighten. I stole a glance at Callum, but he only looked confused and concerned.

"No," I said to him.

He nodded. "He does have a sort of look to him, though. Familiar." He turned to me and put his fingers on my chin, tilting my face to his. "You look pretty exhausted, Ayla," he said. "Why don't I just bring you home and then I'll pick your grandfather up by myself."

As badly as I wanted to see Gramp, I did feel as though I was about to collapse at any moment. I didn't think I could face school or wait the hours it would take to go pick him up at the hospital. I wanted nothing more in that moment than to fall into my bed face down.

"Let's get that statement over with," I said. "Then you can bring me home."

"Sounds good," he said and he plucked his cell phone from his jean jacket pocket and tapped out a few numbers. I waited, wiggling my foot back and forth in my sneaker as I surveyed the area One by one, the crowd was disappearing. Some of them stopped to talk to a police officer before they left, but with all of the excitement over, it seemed as though the most pressing thing for them was to get on with their day. I couldn't say I was sorry for that. I didn't like the way some of them looked at me as they spoke to the police officers, but if the victim himself had admitted to stepping out in front of me, what else could they say?

I was vaguely aware of Callum arranging a pick up of my scooter, but I didn't care what happened to it. It could stay there lying on the sidewalk for all I cared. At the moment, I cared about only one thing.

"Don't tell Gramp about this," I said. "Not yet. Just tell him I was tired and couldn't be there to pick him up." It was true, after all.

Callum nodded, obviously completely in agreement and after landing home, I went  straight to my mother's room to lie down, leaving Callum to explain.

When I came down stairs after another fitful and dream-saturated rest where Callum was running his tongue along my thigh, it was to a distinct aroma that made my mouth water and to the front door opening.

Callum helped Gramp into the hall and he inhaled deeply and let go a long sigh.

The sight of him standing there, looking more frail than usual, but at least much more robust than he did lying in a hospital bed, I couldn't get down the stairs fast enough. I had known he'd be released, and I had known the doctors said he would make a full recovery, but knowing and seeing are two different things. Now that he was there, shuffling into the hallway with those familiar Birkenstocks and his grey hair stuck up in places behind his ears, I realized how desperately afraid I was he wouldn't come home.

I squeezed him until he laid his hand on the top of my head, patting it like a referee demanding a timeout.

I peered up at him. His black eyes still looked sharp and inquisitive. I sighed in relief.

"As if we don't eat enough bacon in this house," I said as I hugged him again. "We're having roast pork covered in it."

Sarah came bustling through the kitchen to the hallway. "You can never have too much too much bacon."

She stuck her hand out toward Gramp, and while I half expected him to take it with a shake, he pulled her into an embrace instead that had both of us squirming. Then he shoved us aside and pointed toward the counter.

"What's that thing?" 

The pottery container. It wasn't the response I expected from him.

"We dug that thing out of the ground yesterday," I said. "We figured you would put it there."

He shook his head slowly. 

"I've never seen it before. But it doesn't take a genius to know that you should never have pulled it out of the ground."

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER 5

Sarah gave the jug an evil eye. 

"That's not good," she said and the look of panic on her face told me everything I needed to know about what was running through her mind. She had been counting on Gramp having put the thing there and now that she knew otherwise, her fragile sense of safety was disappearing.

On the other hand, I was feeling much more relieved. Just knowing he wasn't some secret sorcerer planning to revive some mouldy thing made me think I could face anything after that. Didn't matter what it was. Still, she was looking decidedly green.

"Doesn't mean anything," I said, trying to reassure her. I eased my way past Gramp and reached for her hand. "I'm sure there's a reasonable explanation. There has to be."

Her jaw seesawed back and forth and her gaze kept flickering over to the jar. 

"You think so?" she didn't sound convinced. In fact, she sounded a little irritated I had trivialized her worries. "You don't know, Ayla. You just have a hint of the things that go bump in the night. You don't know them all." 

She wrapped her arms about her and in that moment I thought she looked so alone even though all three of us were standing right there with her. It hurt that she didn't trust us to keep her safe. I'd nearly died to save her. Heck, I'd killed to save her. My hand went absently to the mark on my ribcage, knowing there was a similar one on the bottom of my foot I'd gained when I'd reaped her doppelgänger.

"Whatever it is," I said, steering her to the table and the luscious meal she had set out. "We'll face it together. Good or bad."

Large bowls filled with steaming carrots, potatoes and gravy sat on the dining room table. She had made stuffing, too, I realized. It looked homemade.

"I had no idea you were such a cook," I said to distract her.

"When someone likes to eat as much as I do," she said running her hands down along her slim figure. "You have to know how to throw a few things together." A spark lit her eye. "Besides, it's been a long time since I've had a good meal and with the way you cook..."

"It looks divine," I said, to stop her from letting go any embarrassing secrets about the eggs I had boiled so dry, they had exploded. That wasn't something I wanted Callum to know. Or Gramp, for that matter. 

I caught her stealing glances at the container on the counter and when she noticed, she pulled in a bracing breath that racked her chest and then she gave me a timid smile. Acting, I thought. I'd seen that exact same smile the day the foster services had informed her she was going home the next morning. She was gone by midnight that night. I wondered how long it would be before she slipped out and disappeared again.

For at least ten lovely moments, we enjoyed the meal without discussing anything uncomfortable. However, I knew the peace would be short-lived. That container was a point of contention for all of us. Sarah especially. I knew she was worried about what it might mean to her safety. 

"The jar could have come from anywhere," she said, as though plucking my thoughts straight from my mind. "But it's a little too convenient for it to be found in the yard just weeks after I arrived." 

"It's been there ages, Sarah," I said. "It can't possibly be anything targeted at you. If anything, it's probably some sort of love spell." I peeked self-consciously at Callum from beneath my bangs, remembering the long nights of languid and sexy dreams with him featured so predominately in them. If it was a love spell in that jar, it was certainly working on me. And he didn't make it any easier sitting there with his chin in his hand, his biceps tensing and letting go as he followed the conversation.

Sarah gave me a long look. "We'll only know when we open it."

Gramp pushed his plate away. "No time like now," he said. In moments, he'd stood and was beside the pass-through counter with Callum beside him. His fingers hovered over the top of the jar for a long moment, waggling up and down as though he was trying to decide whether or not he should touch it. He dropped his palm onto it ran down the length of the string and I got the sense that he was gauging the strength of it.

"Where did you find it?" he said.

"It was on the edge of your garden," I said. 

He shook his head. "I can't imagine why I haven't found it with all the digging I do out there," he said. "Are you sure that's where you found it?"

"Definitely," I said. "I tripped on the thing while Callum and I were out back."

As far as I understood, Gramp had never seen his own doppelgänger the night of his aneurysm. I had never told him about coming home and finding that thing watching him die and how I had killed it by intervening. All he had known was that I had a friend named Sarah in trouble with something supernatural and he had provided that malice bag to help her. No one spoke of how the three of us had gone down into the crypt of the old cathedral and faced a doppelgänger Sarah herself had empowered and then tried to kill her as it gained corporeality.

"What in the hell were you doing in my garden?" he said as though I'd ransacked his underwear drawer.

"Training," I said meekly. "Callum is teaching me to fight."

Gramp eyed Callum as he stood there. "If you're thinking of trying to turn her into a ninja, there's something you should know about her."

"Oh, don't worry," Callum said with a chuckle. "I already know."

I shot him a stink eye and turned to Gramp who was already plucking at the weakest parts of the lashings, but his gnarled fingers seemed to be having a hard time freeing them. Callum reached over his hands and gave the threads a snap. They crackled as they broke with a brittle pop. I thought everyone exhaled at the same time. Callum's hand hovered over the lid and he gave Gramp a questioning lift of a black brow.

"Do it," I heard myself saying and was aware that my hands had turned to fists at my sides and the nails were digging into the palms.

A grating sound broke the silence that descended as Callum dug at the seal around the lid. Wax, it looked like. At least I hoped it was wax. I didn't want to think it was human fat. I heard the sound of my swallow in my ears. My heart was thudding too hard to hear my breath.

"Sweet Moses," he said, looking in.

No one waited after that. Gramp and Sarah jockeyed for position close enough to look inside. I pushed them both out of the way.

The strong smell of both Rosemary and sulfur wafted to my nostrils as I peered over the edge and into the belly of it. No one seemed interested in plucking the contents from the depths of the jar, but it didn't look too malicious to me. A bit of cheesecloth wrapped around something dried up. Whatever it was, it was nestled in some sort of nest. It took both hands hovering over the jar with my fingers weaving into the tangle of debris to pull the thing from the core and into the light. 

Gramp backed away from me and I almost thought I saw him genuflect over his heart. Sarah had gone pale and stood there with her arms wrapped around her midriff. Callum, on the other hand, grabbed the thing from me and put it on the counter as though it was a hot potato. It looked decidedly brown once laid on the counter.

"What is it?" he said.

"It's a heart," Gramp said.

"Gross," I said and glowered at the thing, hating that Sarah had been right. "How can you tell what it is wrapped up in that thing?"

He nodded at the jar. "Is there anything else in there?"

I tilted the jar toward me, peering into the dark belly. "Maybe," I said, twisting it more toward the light. "Oh, wait," I said. "There is something." I reached in with one hand this time, plucking whatever it was in between two fingers and extracting it. Whatever it was, it was also wrapped in cheesecloth but was lashed with something that looked like the same material as had been wrapped around the jar.

"Liver," he said.

"How can you know that?" I said and looked at Sarah. The fact that she waggled her head at me and bit down on her lip told me he was right.

"I told you," she said, backing away. "I told you what it was. You didn't want to believe me." She started to pace and eventually ended up back in the dining room, plopping down at the table in front of her empty plate.

Callum held his hands up. "Calm down, everyone," he said. "We don't even know what these are. You're just guessing."

I thought of the dreams I'd been having. The last ones had been so vivid and visceral that my my skin flushed from the memory. I had the feeling that if the jar was responsible for anything, it was my sleepless nights.

"Maybe they're not even the parts to a spell," I said, turning away so Callum couldn't see my face flaming. "And maybe if they are, then they're just some sort of love potion or something. We have no idea." 

"You're awfully stuck on love spells, Ayla," Sarah said, but it wasn't an unkind tease, more a thought process and I tried not to look guilty under scrutiny. "I've never seen a love spell like that before."

I peered over at Gramp. "Well," I said to him. "You're the druid. What do you think it is?"

He shook his head. "It's not the same thing I put in that malice bag," he said. "If that's what you're thinking, but I know those tissues." He pointed to the nest. "That's hair." He pointed to the fat blob of brown sitting on the counter. "That's a heart. Bird or cat, I don't know, but that's what it is." 

"Everything doesn't have to look like a threat," I said. "Just because there's some sort of internal organs inside of a pottery jug buried in the backyard with some weird symbol on the bottom of it and lashed all about with cat gut, doesn't mean someone is trying to resurrect something evil and attack us." 

There. I sounded convincing.

"You say that but..." Callum said.

I turned away from them all, putting my fingers to my temples. All of this talk of spells coupled with so many nights of sleeplessness, and just finding that thing in the back yard in the first place and discovering it was filled with viscera made my temper short. I didn't want to think anything nefarious was going on. I wanted to think it was a pet burial and no more. Maybe, at worst, a love spell. Surely, if anyone else found that thing, they would put it down to a strange discovery and nothing more. 

"Seriously," I said to no one in particular. "What could this unknown person be trying to raise? I mean what would it be? Turkey gizzards and a cat heart? That would be some strange sort of zombie mash up."

"No one would be trying to raise a zombie anyway," Sarah said, waving her hand. "They're useless things."

I glared at her. "Not helping."

She sighed and threw up her hands.

"Okay, then," she said. "Let's say we're overreacting. We still have a weird looking pot unearthed from ground that should have been noticed long ago by your garden-loving hippie grand dad." She peered at him. "No offense intended," she added meekly and he shrugged.

"Compliment accepted," he said. 

She stared down at her hands for a long moment and then got up to go over to the fridge. She came back carrying a large plate of chocolate cake and a jug of milk. She placed both on the dining room table and sliced into the cake, pulling herself out a big chunk. She bit into it without picking up a fork.

"Put it back outside," she said, around a mouthful of chocolate. "It's making me nauseous."

Callum snorted and she gave him a look that would cut through ice.

"Agreed," Gramp said and popped all of the little packages back inside. He placed the lid down on it with a small tinkling sound and carried the thing out in both hands to the back step. I could see him through the open porch door placing it down onto the stoop.

"Whatever it was put there for," Sarah said, sticking a finger into the frosting and staring at it. "It's useless now, but that doesn't mean I'm not gonna go digging through your backyard to see what else is out there." She gave me a long look as though she was waiting for me to challenge her. 

"Fine," I said.

"I'll help," Callum said.

She licked her finger then cut him a piece of cake and passed it to him. He took it from her hands and jammed a corner of it into his mouth.

"We'll all help," I said with a sigh. "But I'm telling you I'm not spending my entire weekend out there. Couple of hours tops." I sounded sullen, and I knew it, but I couldn't imagine Gramp's yard being riddled with jugs of viscera no matter what she said. Besides, I was exhausted. Just thinking about wielding a shovel made my shoulders ache.  I couldn't remember feeling so tired and out of sorts, and although it was unusual, I imagined it had everything to do with the stresses of fitting into my new life. It wasn't every day a girl discovered she was a reaper or that her new foster sister was a necromancer. 

For a second, Sarah looked at me, and there was a moment when those eyes of her looked familiar. Not because I'd looked into them so many times over the years, but because I had seen them again recently somewhere. If I wanted to, I was certain I could overlay another face onto hers, but it was much like trying to put language to a dream. Every time I got anywhere near close enough to the answer, it drifted away again.

It wasn't until she flipped her braid over her shoulder, I realized it had grown over the three weeks she had been with us. The blonde roots of hers were showing much more plainly against the contrast of the dyed black she had put into it. As she bent her head to cut a piece of cake, I noticed how very fair her hair was, and I realized finally what had seemed so familiar.

"Oh my god, Sarah," I said. "He looked like you." As excited as I was to make the connection, I felt a peculiar sense of foreboding.

Her eyes darted to mine. "What are you talking about?"

I pushed my chair back, jumping to my feet. I swung my gaze from her to Callum.

"Tell me he didn't look like her," I said to him.

Both Sarah and Gramp both sat there looking confused under Callum's silent study of her face. He nodded slowly.

"I think you're right," he said. "It's not a dead match, but there are strong similarities."

"What are you talking about?" Sarah demanded. She dropped her cake on her plate and pushed it away. 

It was tough to have to admit what had happened to me that morning, difficult to push down the residual feeling of guilt as I thought about the thudding of my scooter into soft flesh, of the prone form of a man lying on the pavement. But the resemblance was uncanny, and to explain, I had to confess it.

"I hit someone with my scooter this morning" I said because there was no real good way to ease into it.

The raucous response from both Gramp and Sarah was more than I'd expected and that said a lot.

"He's okay," I said, knowing that after the awful episode, all that mattered, no matter how much I tried to tell myself otherwise, was that he was indeed okay. I knew feeling that sense of gutted horror every time I thought about it was a small price to pay for that man's health. 

"He's not dead or anything, just maybe a bruise or two. He stepped in front of me," I said, placing my hand on top of his blue veined one. "He as much admitted it. Wasn't looking. It was an accident."

I swung my gaze from one person to the other at the table. "He looked a lot like you, Sarah. He had your eyes. The same color hair. That delicate look you have."

She sucked the back of her teeth as though I'd insulted her. 

"I'm not delicate." She chewed the bottom of her lip. 

I almost didn't dare to ask, because she would undoubtedly feel even less safe, but the resemblance was so stark, I had to.

"Do you think it could be a distant relative?"

She looked at me for a long moment, obviously formulating her answer carefully. And I had the feeling she was working out for herself whether it could be a family member having traced her location. When she spoke, it seemed to be only after careful consideration and the relief in her tone was all the palpable because of it.

"I'm the only one in my family with blonde hair and blue eyes." She tugged at the dyed black tresses and pulled them forward so she could inspect the ends. "Everyone else is dark and swarthy. I was teased about it a lot. I don't have any brothers or sisters and my nearest cousins don't have any magic." 

That she was admitting anything about her family at all was testament to how nervous she had been since we had found the earthen jug. The only time she had spoken about her family was in the halfway house, when she had told me stories that made my skin crawl. Back then, I had thought she'd been just spinning yarns to explain to me why she didn't want to go home. Why she wanted to run away. I figured she would have told me anything to scare me. But when she had actually run away and everyone had lost track of her, I had begun to believe that perhaps where she had come from was worse than she had said. It wasn't until I had found her in the crypt next to the Gothic cathedral here in town, I truly believed any of her stories.

"I'm sure we're just being paranoid," I said. "Just because we found a piece of pottery doesn't mean it has some menacing meaning or even that you're no longer safe."

"And I'm sure the guy is just coincidence," Callum offered. 

She shook her head. "Maybe you're right," she said, but her face and her body language weren't in concert with her words. She looked stiff and uncomfortable.

I wasn't so sure things were mere coincidence either, not now that I'd made the connection. I followed her into the kitchen and waited until she was running water into the sink before I even dared formulate the question I wanted to ask. I let her bustle around a bit, gathering things like she was gathering thoughts. It wasn't a pleasant thing to consider, but I had the feeling she was hiding something, and I was sure it had to do with the fellow who looked like her.

"Do you think you accidentally raised that necromancer your family wants resurrected?" I asked her, clutching my plate with tight fingers, afraid of her answer. "Is that why you're so fidgety? Is that who that guy was?"

She swung to face me and her face was bald with panic. It was in that moment that I thought there was more going on behind her eyes than she was letting us see.

"Accidentally?" she said. "Raising the dead isn't something you do accidentally."

"I just meant that maybe it was possible that you did something to get his attention. Woke his spirit or something." 

"First of all," she said, counting down her fingers. "The necromancer you're worried about is a woman. Second of all," she said, lifting her second finger. "My family can try to raise her all they want without me, but they don't have the power. Third: if they do find the power, they'll have a devil of a time trying to raise her. "

She seemed vehement enough to believe what she was saying, but I knew her better than that.

I squinted at her, thinking there was something else. Whatever she was hiding from me was right there on the tip of her tongue. "What did you do??"

Her hands went to her hips even as I watched her chest trembling with suppressed anxiety. 

"When we left the crypt that day," she said, wincing as she spoke as though she expected me to scold her. "I took one of her rib bones. She's not complete. And I aim to see that she never can be." 

"You stole from a church?" I said. "You stole a bone from a person's dead body?" 

Something about imagining her plucking a rib bone from muscle skeleton made my stomach queasy.

"Technically, the dead body was nothing but bones anyway," she said. "It's not like I desecrated a corpse, or something.  Archaeologists do that sort of thing all the time."

She turned away from me and dropped a plate into the sink. She turned on the tap and ran water, steaming, over the surface. Gravy spilled out over the edge. She needed a moment. I knew that. Everything that had happened in the crypt had to be more than even a necromancer could manage. I lay three fingers on her forearm.

"What did you do with the rib?" I asked her.

"Buried it," she said, turning away from me and pulling open a drawer. She extracted a drying cloth and snapped it open. 

"So no one can find it, right?" I said. "It can't be used against us to raise some demon nun? We're all good?" I couldn't say why I felt so sure the answers to all of those questions was not the ones she would give.

"There are certain rules about necromancy," she said. "You need bones, blood, and an awful lot of power."

I laughed at that, even though I didn't really find anything funny. 

"Fancy them trying to get blood from a skeleton," I said.

She turned that blue eyed gaze to mine. 

"It doesn't have to be the necromancer's blood," she said. "Just blood from the same line with the same power. And since I'm from the line..."

It slowly dawned on me what she was saying. "You mean they –"

"That's right. They wanted to sacrifice me in order to raise her."

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER 6

I stared at her, aghast, not sure what to say for a long moment. I watched as she flipped the drying cloth over her arm and picked up a plate from the sink. I was aware that she hadn't even washed the thing and yet there she was drying it. Whatever it was Gramp and Callum were doing in the other room, the small action of her drying a dirty plate seemed far more dramatic.

I silently took the plate from her hands and placed it back in the sink and when I did, she dropped the drying cloth to the floor and clutched the counter with both hands. She leaned in, and I thought I saw her shoulders shake.

I wasn't sure what to do. I wasn't good at comforting people. I put my hand between her shoulder blades, at least offering contact even if I didn't know what to do with it.

"It takes a lot of power to raise a necromancer like that, who's been dead for a hundred years. Even a skilled sorcerer will have trouble." Her voice sounded very distant but I didn't dare interrupt.

"I'm nowhere near skilled enough," she said. "When they discovered the hardest part was getting the magic right, they decided to use the power I did have... just not the way I thought." She let go a harsh laugh. "I have the right blood. All they needed was an intact skeleton of another necromancer. I knew they'd find one eventually. It took me four years to find the skeleton."

"The crypt," I guessed, remembering the bone she had taken as we'd left the tunnels after the doppelgänger episode.

She nodded. "Apparently, the old girl was a nun."

"No wonder you ran away." 

I felt her muscles go tense beneath my hand and she looked at me sideways.

Her mascara had run and I realized she was crying. I had never seen her cry. Not in all the time we had been together in the halfway house. Not even in the crypt when that murderous doppelgänger was trying to kill her and steal her energy. It worried me.

"I won't let anything happen to you," I said. "Gramp won't. Callum won't."

Her shoulders sagged. I had the feeling she wanted to hug me but didn't know how to ask for it. Both of us were so damaged by those years we'd been thrown together as foster sisters that all we understood how to help each other with was fighting. I stepped closer. It took at least four heartbeats, but she finally opened her arms and we found ourselves tangled together, arms run tight around each other. Neither one of us spoke. 

"We got this," I said and she nodded into my shoulder. "We've got your back."

"Of course we do," Callum said from the doorway. He was leaning against the door jamb with one ankle crossed over the other. He had pulled his jacket back on and looked as though he was getting ready to leave.

I noticed Sarah scrambled to wipe the mascara from her cheeks as she pulled away. He pretended not to notice and instead jerked his thumb over his shoulder. 

"I'm going to go now," he said. "Early shift at the station." 

She nodded and I guessed she was struggling to trust her voice. I rubbed her arm.

"It's the weekend," I said. "I can be out there digging by 8 AM."

She brightened at the prospect of some action even if it was physical labor. "I'll make cocoa."

When I went to bed that night, falling onto the top of the covers without so much as bothering to get in, I was beyond exhausted. 

I wasn't long asleep when the dreams came. Like before, they were vivid and I felt as though Callum was right there with me. His lips roamed my throat and found my collarbone, lingering over the pulse. I was too hot. My skin seared where he touched it. I started to peel my tank top up over my head and it caught on my earring.

Pain lanced through my earlobe and I woke with a start. That was too real. Way too real.

I sat up in bed. The sound of buzzing started in the back of my eardrum and rang clear. A soft pair of lips touched down on my pulse.

I wasn't alone.

I scrambled from the bed, and ended up with my palms on the floor, my fingers gripping for the carpet as they clawed out from beneath my blankets. I fell to the floor with a loud thump in my haste to escape the sheets and was crawling toward the other wall. Somehow, my hand found my cell phone as I fell from the bed and I rolled over onto my back, fumbling for the light. I kept telling myself nothing was there even as I panned the flashlight over my bed. 

No such luck. It was still there. Blinking at me with pupil-less eyes. A naked and ghostly looking thing, it had no skin color or pallor. There wasn't a stitch of hair anywhere on its body. Rather than looking like a man, it had a rather androgynous appearance. Lithe and sinewy and creepy all at the same time.

And yet I could barely make a protest for the thick clump of longing in my throat. Just laying my eyes on it made me want to return to the bed, pull the sheets back and climb in. Somehow I knew that wasn't normal, and yet I didn't question it. I kept seeing Callum in my mind, no matter what this creature looked like. It could've been a theatre screen, letting images flit across it for all I knew. Maybe that's what it did to lure its prey, and yet I knew it wasn't a glamour. It was clear that thought of Callum was coming from within my mind and not from something this creature was broadcasting over its skin.

Now that I could make out the difference, my pulse slowed from a jackrabbit tearing through the woods at full, terrified throttle to a cornered jackrabbit about to be leapt upon. It was an infinitesimal difference, but it was enough to allow me to catch my breath.

I screamed. You bet I screamed. I let loose a holler that made the buzzing in my ears disappear.

Hearing Gramp and Sarah thudding their ways across their bedrooms and out into the hall, I felt brave, knowing my peeps were coming.

I faced it, fists clenched at my sides. "What do you want?"

The thing cocked its head at me. I thought it was trying to speak. Although it had no eyebrows, its forehead crinkled in bewilderment. It looked like it was trying to work something out.

"Tell me," I demanded. "What?"

Its mouth yawned open and I had the horrible thought that a long tongue might sneak out of it, but instead it simply made a sound kind of like a sigh.

Then my bedroom door opened.

The creature shivered as though something had run through its space and then it disappeared with a pop that left my ears feeling as though I had suddenly dropped from a large height. I fell back against the floor with my arms splayed out beside me. The flashlight on my cell phone shone a yellow spot on the ceiling. 

Gone. Whatever had been in the room with me was gone.

It wasn't until Gramp grabbed me by the shoulders and propped me up that I realized I was shaking.

"What's wrong?" Gramp said, trying to lift me to my feet. "What are you looking for?" 

He wasn't strong enough, not yet, and I felt bad sagging against him for support until Sarah came around the other side and gripped me by the other arm. Together, they helped me to the bed.

I couldn't shake the feeling that I wasn't safe. That something was hiding just behind the periphery of my vision, lurking in the shadows, and no matter how hard I stared into the blackness of the corners, I would only see it when it jumped out at me. 

"Something was here," I said. How could I explain what I'd seen? There were no words for it.

"I knew it," Sarah said. "It's that damned jar. I knew we disturbed something awful." 

I swung my gaze to her. In the shadows of the room, I could see that she had braided her hair and it hung over one shoulder. Gramp flicked on the light on the bedside lamp. Illumination swam across the room and I felt for the first time in all those long moments that the thing truly was gone.

A shuddering sigh left me.

"I have no idea what it was," I said. "But it was awful."

Gramp ran his palm up and down my back, making soothing sounds.

"It was a dream," he said. "That's all. Just a dream."

I noticed that he wouldn't look at Sarah. Maybe he wanted to believe he was right. Sarah's lips were pressed tightly together. I realized she was wearing a lightweight purple giraffe onesie complete with ears. No doubt being on the run for years, she'd found it useful to have pyjamas like that. I mentally stored it away, fully planning to let her raid my bureau.

"I'd like to think it was a dream, Gramp," I said, trying to remember if I was really awake when I caught sight of the thing or if I was still lying in bed asleep. "But it was so real."

I was struggling to work my way through the residual longing I'd felt during the dream and the absolute terror of waking up to something in my bed. The ringing in my ears had left, but I still felt as though I was pushing my way through to calm. I felt drugged and drunk and exhausted all at once.

I told myself to pull in slow breaths, count to ten for each one. I let my eyes play over the walls, focusing little by little. I was in my mother's room. It was almost disconcerting to realize that. A Stone Temple pilots poster peered blandly down at me from the opposite wall. Alice in Chains posters sat on either side of it. Blind melon. Prince. It didn't escape my notice that there were a lot of dead artists represented on my mother's wall. Of course, in her time, they would have been alive and thriving.

I could hear Sarah yawn as she sat next to me. I watched as she put a delicate hand to her mouth to stifle it. Light from the bedside lamp play over her and left a shadow on the carpet.

Gramp's finger went beneath my chin and he twisted my face to his. "What happened?" 

"I was dreaming," I said, pulling from the depths of memory the images that had soaked through my mind one by one. I realized with a start they weren't anything I wanted to describe to him. I squirmed on the bed, and noticed Sarah's eyebrow quirked almost playfully.

"I was dreaming and then that thing appeared next to me." I could hear the point at which my voice wanted to break, and I cleared my throat. "It was real. Whatever it was, it was real."

My body was tingling and part of me wanted to catch sight of the thing again, even though I had been repulsed by it. It was like waking to find a bug crawling on you deep in the safe confines of your bed. The panic hits. You freak out. Then you want to look closer at it to make sure that what you saw was actually as terrifying as you imagined. I looked at my bed and shuddered. I didn't want to get back in there.

"It was awful," I murmured.

Sarah slapped her leg. "Well, that's it. I can't stay here."

In that moment, I felt the same way.

Gramp sighed. "There's no reason to believe that jar and Ayla's dreams have anything to do with each other."

He said it with a note of firmness, but I knew him well enough to realize the way he was swinging his right foot back and forth meant he didn't really believe it. I watched that bare foot with its blue veins reverse direction and then go in circles. I caught his eye from beneath my bangs.

Sarah pushed herself to her feet and crossed her arms over her chest.

"What if they are connected?" she said.

He sighed. "Why would they be? I know you're spooked after your encounter with the supernatural, but that's all it was. One event. It's over."

I looked at Sarah over his head. I wondered if she would reveal to him the true reason she was running from her family the way she had for me earlier. I thought he deserved to know, but it was her secret to tell. If she was happy letting him know she was afraid of her family, surely she would be comfortable enough to say why. After all, she had trusted him with her life when she had faced a demon of her own creation. He hadn't questioned it then, and I knew he wouldn't question now. Even so, she clamped her lips closed tight.

Gramp stood up and looked down at me. "There's already plenty of things on this property that make natural wardings. You're both perfectly safe here. Oak tree, yew shrubs, sacred herbs..."

"Well obviously those aren't working," Sarah said a little too sharply. The fact that she spoke to Gramp so harshly was an indication of how normal she had felt compared to the danger she now imagined she was in.

While I was grateful she was taking it seriously, I agreed with Gramp  that the things were totally separate. After all, sheer logic ruled out any connection.

"First of all," I said. "We don't know that your family knows you're here. We don't know that they even care."

"Oh, they care."

"But it's only been a few hours since we found that container," I said, protesting. "I have no idea how your family's magic works, but even if the jar and your family are connected, they can't possibly have figured out where you are already. Even if they have, they'd have to be living pretty close by to do any damage to you."

She snorted and turned away from me like she didn't want to agree.

Gramp pushed himself from the bed with a heavy sigh. I watched him pace back and forth across the room. He looked frail as he did so, and I realized that no matter how robust he seemed, he was still recovering from the effects of his illness. 

"I've never been visited by demons in all my years here. And I didn't bury that jar," he said. He paused long enough to cross his arms over his chest and look at me. 

"Maybe that jar was keeping them away," I suggested and he frowned at me.

"No," he said, shaking his head stubbornly. "My house, my home is safe. It's been safe for decades."

"Well, something was here, Gramp," I said. I dug my toe into the carpet. 

"What did it look like?" Sarah said.

I closed my eyes as I tried to remember the thing as it hovered above me. I remembered its eyes most of all. Piercing black things that had a sort of yearning in them. Almost a compassion, but a desire as well. They were soft looking and pleading. I knew it wanted something, but I wasn't sure what.

I blew hair out of my mouth as I tried to bring it back to my mind. "Odd. Solid, but naked. Kind of androgynous. Slim and sinewy." 

"But you were dreaming?" she said. "At some point?"

I pushed my hands beneath my legs because they felt cold and clammy as I tried to recall it.

"Are you telling me you don't dream?" I didn't want to have to tell her, not in front of Gramp, exactly what the nature of those dreams was. I stole a look at her as she pulled at the ear of her giraffe onesie.

"An incubus," Sarah said, but her voice came to me from a long way off.

I opened my eyes to see them both staring at me.

"An incubus?" I said.

Sarah nodded. "I've heard of them. Not pleasant. They aren't bound by the normal magics. They're pulled in via your subconscious by weaknesses, stresses and desires that are strong but abnormally suppressed. Or they are invited." She shrugged and gave me a pointed look.

Gramp wouldn't look me in the eye. Obviously he'd heard of them as well and the prospect of it being in his house made him uncomfortable.

"Well," I said, growing impatient. "What do they do? Are you sure that's what it is?"

Sarah chewed at the bottom of her lip for a long moment before she answered. "Sex demon," she said shortly. "That's what they are. They drain you of your energy little by little until you're nothing but a weakened husk." 

I thought she was deliberately trying to downplay the threat by just dropping it there as though it were no more dangerous than a spilled bit of milk. She might as well have hired an orchestra to play overly dramatic music and painted a gothic backdrop. The effect was the same.

I was dumbfounded.

All of a sudden, it all made sense. All of those dreams. Having to fight exhaustion. It explained exactly why I hadn't seen the guy I had struck with my scooter. I was being drained. Probably night after night. Sweet heaven, I could only imagine how long it had been going on. Things were swirling into place and I didn't like where they were going. 

She must've seen the look of sheer panic on my face as I tried to work out exactly how long I've been feeling spent and tired.

"Look on the bright side," she piped up almost too cheerily. "At least it means that pot we dug up has nothing to do with it."

I stared at her for a long moment.  I knew she was relieved that unearthing that vessel hadn't broken any seals of protection and put her at risk, and it at least explained why I was so tired, but come on. I was being visited by a lusty demon. That wasn't exactly an everyday occurrence.

I was already running down the path of how I felt about Callum and trying to shore up the breaks in the hedges of my mind. I thought of the afternoon in the backyard and how delicious it felt to have him so close to me. I immediately pushed the thought to the back of my mind and then worried that shoving it aside was exactly the reason why I was in this predicament. I worked the sheets with my fingers, trying to labour through what the appropriate response might be that could help shut the whole thing down. I didn't want to accept that my longing for Callum had been the invitation the incubus needed to come into the house, into my room. My bedroom for heaven's sake.

"You can't be serious," was the best response I could come up with.

Sarah shrugged. "You're the one who says you've been visited. You tell me."

"I might be a little stressed," I admitted. 

"If you're being pestered by an incubus," Sarah said. "Don't be worried about the stress. Don't wonder what you could've done differently. Just think about how you can kill it."

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER 7

Kill the thing. That was an idea. Except I had no idea how to do that. I couldn't imagine it would be as simple as not thinking about Callum anymore even if I could manage that monumental task. Those things that were running rampant through my mind while I slept weren't normal dreams and something inside of me knew that. They were far too vivid, too lingering. I mentally growled at myself for not listening to the buzzing in my ears and the gut feeling that things weren't right. Azrael had told me there were plenty of supernatural things in the town ready to take advantage of any opportunity. I had known that, and I had told myself I needed to be ready for it, but I certainly hadn't expected to be targeted by a sex demon that could infiltrate my dreams.

I didn't even know such a thing was possible. And here I had been letting myself enjoy the few hours of connection between Callum that came between the small hours of the night. I'd been stupid. I felt used but something inside of me squirmed as I thought about trying to kill it, and not just because I was afraid of the brand that would burn itself onto my skin if I did.

I felt sorry for it, and there was something else too. Some kind of connection. A longing I didn't understand. I licked my lips as I looked at the two of them standing there, watching me. They seemed to be expecting me to say something. 

What I did was to get up from the edge of the bed and leave the room. I made it as far at the sixth stair tread before my legs felt too weak to go on. I plopped down in the middle of the stairwell and stared at the pictures of my mom that lined the wall. Something nagged the back of my mind. My mother. Something about my mother.

Sarah clumped down the steps to sit next to me. She held her hands between her knees and I noticed her fingers tangling one into the other. 

"An incubus doesn't give up once it has bonded with its prey," she said. "It wouldn't be here unless it wanted you. Some of them even fall in love with their humans and keep them healthy for years, but that's rare."

My throat went tight. Secretly, there was some small part of me that felt validated by the thought that I might be lovable, but a much larger part remembered how that thing looked like it was something that might slither rather than simply move. Everything that rushed in at me as I imagined the creature was so wrapped up in the thoughts of Callum, I couldn't separate the two. It rattled me, those words. More than that, it made me angry.

"What makes you such an expert?" 

Sarah gave me a baleful stare. "Hello?" she said and pointed to her chest. "Necromancer. I know all sorts of things."

I wanted to say that she didn't know better than to try and empower her doppelgänger, but I kept my mouth shut. She had been desperate then. And if she had been ignorant, she at least probably felt as though she'd had no choice.

"We need to get rid of it," she said as though she thought she had to convince me. "They usually want to reproduce."

My voice sounded small when it squeaked out. "Reproduce?" I said. "You're not saying that that thing wants me to be its baby mama?"

She just lifted her brow.

I splayed my legs out in front of me. I didn't like the direction this was going.

"Things just can't be easy, can they?" I said, staring at my nails.

"Actually they are easy," Sarah said. "Well, maybe not easy, but simple. The incubus will eventually drain you of everything you have until you're nothing but a shell. You won't eat or sleep. All you will want is that thing again."

"And how is that simple?" I croaked out as I thought about that thing lying next to me in bed, spinning images of Callum in my mind.

She gave me a hard look, and I knew she was studying my features and taking in the same thing I had seen in the mirror: black smudges under my eyes and sallow skin. 

"It's simple because it makes your decision easier," she said. "You have to get rid of it no matter how good it makes you feel."

"I'm not some addict," I mumbled, and even as I uttered the words, I had a series of quick images from the past flash through my mind that might've indicated otherwise to someone looking in from the outside. I mentally pushed them away. That had been months ago. I wasn't just clean now, I was on the straight and narrow. I didn't think about one single drug of any sort even if it was nicotine.

"And I don't want the thing," I said. "That's revolting."

Sarah laid her hand on my arm. "Those things are insidious. Even though you are revolted by it, you will feel pulled to it as well. They're very compelling."

I felt too uncomfortable to remain in my mother's room, and although I doubted the incubus would return for me with only a few hours until dawn, I made my way down into the living room and propped myself on the couch with a pillow and a blanket. Sarah slept in the chair and Gramp muttered something about not being able to sleep and rattled about in the kitchen for endless hours until I heard him slam his way out the back door.

I have no idea how I managed to fall asleep, but I must have. The next I knew, the sun was glaring in at me through the window. I stretched the kinks out of my back and peered over at the chair, hoping Sarah was still there. She wasn't. I found both of them standing on the porch step, staring out at the back yard. Each of them held onto a mug that steamed in the air. 

While Sarah also clung to a fistful of bacon, Gramp's both hands were wrapped around his mug. I could feel my shoulders sag as I looked at him. He looked so earnest standing there. So sad. Exhaustion weighed his shoulders down and his hands trembled as they held onto his mug. I pushed through the back door, letting the screen squeak behind me as it bounced closed. He spun around to see me and let a thready smile crossed his face.

"I already called him," he said.

"Called who?" I asked.

"Callum. He's on his way."

At first I froze in my tracks, thinking I might have moaned the name in my sleep or that I had somehow let escape the fact that the incubus had been feeding me images of the broad-shouldered fireman while it drained whatever it wanted to from me. Then I told myself I most certainly had not. I had to believe that.

I heaved myself down on the step and looked out at the back yard. A few holes already peppered the back yard with no rhyme or reason. Gramp had obviously been out in the early hours of the morning digging. Guilt tingled down the back of my spine. Not only was his fear for me exhausting him, but he'd been out there working at hard labour for god knew how many hours.

"How much does Callum know?" I said, looking up at Sarah.

"Apparently, quite a bit," she said. "You told him everything?" she asked Gramp and he nodded.

"Good," I said. In truth I was relieved that I wouldn't have to explain it all to him because I didn't think I could look into that green-eyed gaze and admit what was going on, knowing it was his face  the supernatural pervert wore each time it happened.

I reached up to tug Gramp's pant leg. "What's with the holes, old man," I said, looking at the half dozen sites in the yard that sported piles of dirt. 

"He had an epiphany," Sarah said, and she didn't sound pleased. "Tell him he shouldn't be out there doing that."

Gramp took a noisy sip from his mug and then set it on the railing. "Tell her," he said with a note of authority in his voice. "That I know what I'm doing."

"Well whatever you have in mind," I said. "She's right about you not digging holes. You're still recovering."

He shrugged. "Maybe there's a better way."

"A better way for what?" I said.

"Over the years ,I've been all over this property, up and down, back and forth. I've dug in this soil for a generation. There's no way that container you found has been there for long. Someone wanted us to find it."

"But on its own," Sarah said. "It means nothing. There have to be more." 

She crossed her arms over her chest and almost spilled her coffee trying to keep from dropping the bacon. I plucked a slice from her fist.

I popped the slice into my mouth and chewed reflectively. We had been down this road already. At least, I'd thought so.

"We already know the incubus has nothing to do with those containers," I said, looking out at all the holes. Five if I counted correctly, all various sizes. "Why bother?"

"Maybe I was wrong. Maybe I needed a reminder that there are no such things as coincidences," Gramp said, lifting his index finger.

I surveyed the back yard corner to corner. Searching for something that may not even exist in the yard that size would be a monumental task. Not one for an old man and certainly not one I relished taking on myself in the least. The garden was large enough to feed us in the summer and pickle some preserves for the winter months. Gramp was old enough that he still did that even though many of his neighbourhood didn't have a garden anymore. The other end had that gnarled oak and a bunch of trees that didn't seem to match together. There was no rhyme or reason in his yard. It was a mishmash of things as though they'd grown there on their own, but I suspected that the druid in Gramp liked things to look all nice and natural and that each placement was specific and purposeful.

I'd have to have more evidence that the two were connected before I decided to sweat it out with a shovel. 

"Maybe a grid," Sarah said. "If we go with the canopic jars theory, then they should be grouped together. So I suggest we dig around where the first one was found."

I sliced my finger across my neck, trying to indicate to her that this wasn't a line of thought we should be following.

"Don't encourage him," I said.

It wasn't encouraging either to notice that when Callum arrived he pulled three shovels from the trunk of his GTI. He carried two in one hand and one in the other. He had a black T-shirt on and sweat pants. His work boots must've come from the fire station. They were heavy looking and made loud thudding sounds on the porch as he climbed the steps. His jacket had that tartan lumberjack look. I almost smirked at him and cracked a joke until I caught sight of him staring at me. I squirmed beneath that gaze, because I thought he could read into exactly how much a part he played in those steamy dreams in the middle of the night. The best I could do was stare at the shovel in his left hand.

"Tell me more about what happened last night," he said. 

Sarah made a beeline for the back door and disappeared into the back of the house. I presumed she was going for snacks because she knew she would have a hard time not making a crack about the dreams. I was grateful for that small mercy.

"I wish I could," I said trying to recall how things had happened. "One minute I was sleeping, and the next minute I woke up with something in the room with me." 

I carefully left out the specifics of the dream. I couldn't look him in the eye just giving him the most important piece of the puzzle: that something otherworldly had invaded my home. All I could think of was the way his body had felt next to mine, the way my skin tingled when he touched it with his lips, and I couldn't bear for him to see the longing that was still making my throat ache every time I looked at him.

"Did it hurt you?" Callum said and his voice went tight. I heard something more sinister beneath the simple words. And I didn't think he meant just doing physical harm. I knew he was asking me if it had gone any further than invading my subconscious.

"Do you mean did it get past first base?" I asked and I felt Gramp's hand on my shoulder. I looked up at him.

"Spare an old man the details," he said.

I gave him a feeble smile. "There are no more details than I already gave you," I said to him. While it was far from the truth, I certainly didn't want to admit how the incubus made me feel, because that was something even I couldn't work out yet.

Sarah came through the back door with a piece of toast in one hand and a leftover piece of chocolate cake in the other. She seemed to be juggling which one she wanted to pass to me, but in the end she gave me the cake. I knew it was a message of unspoken sympathy.

"Those things can be pretty compelling," she said. "Not that I've ever met one," she added with a smile. "But from what I've heard, they really do a number on ya. Once they get hold of you, they don't like to let go."

I watched as Gramp nodded. He had a strange look on his face, thoughtful but determined, one I'd seen before plenty of times. He'd come to some decision, I realized, and I wasn't going to like it.

"What are you thinking, old man?" I said.

"I'm thinking that it's not likely to hurt you," Gramp said. "Not all at once, anyway." He tried to smile at me, but he didn't look convincing. "And we have to prepare ourselves for the possibility that it might come back tonight."

I shuddered. "So do something. Find a way to stop it."

"I'm an old man," he said. "Any magics I have that might help require preparation. Sarah, too, I'd guess." He looked at her for confirmation and she nodded.

"I can raise the dead," she said, "but even that needs... a few things." She let the thought trail off and I immediately thought of the cooler in the crypt filled with god knew what type of bloody thing.

My eyes went to narrowed slits as I looked at him. He was trying to get at something that was obviously causing him a bit of angst.

"Great," I said. "So I'm on my own with that thing." I tried to imagine sleeping in the living room again and wondered if it would find me no matter where I was.

"Not necessarily," he said. "Someone should be in case you need to be physically yanked out of harm's way." He rubbed his hands together. "I'm not strong enough for that. And it might not be enough to have another girl in the way."

"What are you saying?"

He pulled in a long breath as though to fuel a leap into troubled waters.

"I'm saying that I think Callum should stay over tonight. Just to keep you safe until Sarah and I have time to work out something that might help." 

"All right," I said warily. I couldn't imagine what had him so angst--ridden about a simple thing like Callum staying over. "That's not so bad. There's a blanket and pillow still on the couch."

Gramp plopped his mug onto the step then pushed himself out of his chair and crossed to the end of the porch so he was standing right next to me. 

"With you. In your room," he said as though it was something he had forgotten to tack on. 

I heard Sarah snort and whatever sound Callum made was lost on me because I immediately put my hands over my ears. Not hearing this. I could not let Callum into my room and trust myself that I would not do something ridiculously unnerving. I sucked the back of my teeth, knowing exactly what my body would do if Callum was in the same room with me, sleeping and breathing and being all vulnerable right next to me. I couldn't afford to let that happen.

I even thought about blurting out everything I knew about Callum that Azrael had told me, that he was a nice little battery booster for the supernatural, but he didn't know that and besides, the incubus fed on the energy it created by giving its victims dreams of fevered desire and apparently didn't like to change victims once it found the one it liked..

The panic and near verbal vomit  must have shown in my face because Gramp immediately piped up.

"Not in bed with you, of course," he protested and my heart both rose and sank in the same instant. "I have an old air mattress he can sleep on."

"Sounds lovely," Callum said, but he didn't sound pleased. Another reason I couldn't look at him. So the thought repulsed him. He wanted to do anything but be alone with me, and after that botched kiss in the hospital, I couldn't say I blamed him. I felt my fists clench. At least the incubus wanted me. I didn't want to think about what that said about me.

Callum shoved his hands into his pockets. "Aren't you worried about her virtue or something?"

Mortified. That's what I was. There was no other word for it.

"What's to be worried about?" Gramp said. "Incubi are pretty jealous. Once they have a target, they don't want anyone else near it." He swung his gaze to Callum. "My guess is that if you try to touch my granddaughter, that incubus is going to knock you into the next world."

Callum's face went distinctly pale. 

"Peachy," he said.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER 8

For now, Callum as a stopgap measure, would have to be enough. We eventually found the old air mattress beneath the load of dried and punky wood in the basement. It smelled of mould and old earth and I held it away from me because I knew that even covered with sheets and blankets, I would still smell that stink in the close confines of the room.

"At least the upshot is that neither one of you will be sleeping," Sarah said. "So you won't end up dreaming. Oh wait a minute." She put her finger to her lips thoughtfully. "That might mean you have to find something else to do."

"Stop," I said. 

"And then no doubt the incubus will be in a bit of a rage..."

"Just stop." 

It was going to be hard enough going about my routine as though things were normal, with the guy I was crushing on staying in the same room as me. Sounded like a recipe for disaster, if I was being honest. I secretly wondered if maybe Gramp was trying to get back at me for all of those horrible things I'd done when he's first taken me in. 

I intended to go to bed fully clothed. I carried a pair flannel pyjamas and a T-shirt into the bathroom with me to change and brush my teeth. I left my bra on under the T-shirt. I stood in the bathroom, looking into the mirror and adjusting my hair. I tucked it behind one ear and then I pulled it out and braided it. Fluffed my bangs. I considered putting on a little makeup, but scrubbed my face clean instead. There. The very model of virtue.

When I pushed open the door to my bedroom, Callum was already gripping the corners of the air mattress in his fists and was blowing into the air nozzle. I don't know how he managed it, but the smell of old basement was gone. I wasn't sure whether I wanted to be grateful or angry about that. As hard as this was going to be for me, I wanted him to suffer a little bit too.

He paused for a moment, pinching off the nozzle and jerking his chin toward the wall. 

"I didn't know you were into old bands," he said.

I expected him to be as dressed as I was, but somehow he had managed to find some ratty old T-shirt that looked sexy as hell because it stretched taut across his chest and showed bits of muscled stomach in the little holes that had worn through. I told myself I would not look below that T-shirt to find out what sort of underwear he was wearing underneath the air mattress. I prayed they were flannel pants the same as mine. 

"Not my room," I said shortly. "This was my mom's."

A look of comprehension passed across his face. "She had good taste," he said. Then he jerked his chin at me. "I thought you were going to bed?"

"I am," I said looking down at myself. "These are my pyjamas."

"I guess I imagined something different," he said. And then a mischievous grin spread across his face. "I always figured girls slept in little pink things." 

He yanked at the edge of the bag of air mattress to find the nozzle and cast a look at me from the side. "I guess you're not a little pink thing kind of girl."

It was a jab at me and I knew it. I stomped across the room and jumped onto my bed. I jammed my feet beneath the blankets and pulled them up over my waist.

"If you snore," I said, "I'm going to throw my phone at you."

"No problem," he said with a grin. "I'll just lunge at you. That'll set you off on a tear."

Another dig. I refused to rise to the bait again. Instead, I set my phone on the dresser and plugged it in so it would charge. I noticed no matter how much air he was putting into the mattress, it was staying flat.

Apparently, it was frustrating him as well. He kept flipping it over as though he thought there was some sort of blockage preventing it from inflating.

"How old is this thing anyway?" he said with a touch of frustration in his voice.

"I would think the canvas material might be your first clue," I said dryly. I made a big show of lifting the blankets on my bed and showing him the warm looking flannel sheets.

He eyed the bed as I climbed in and I caught him testing the mattress again for air.

"Sweet dreams," I said sweetly. 

I clicked off the lamp. He muttered something about nice guys always finishing last and I distinctly heard him punching his pillow into shape. I chuckled to myself. No doubt Gramp had offered him that air mattress on purpose. If he couldn't sleep, he'd be diligently waiting for the incubus. That meant I could fall into an exhausted coma with a sense of happy safety. Crafty old gent. Except it wasn't working. I could hear Callum tossing and turning on the flat air mattress. Every movement sounded like a shriek in the room.

"Stop moving so much," I complained. "You're keeping me awake."

The lamp flicked on. Light flooded the room and made me blink. As my vision adjusted, I realized he was standing right next to my bed.

I blinked twice, trying to see past the stars of light. "What are you doing?"

"Move over," he said.

I warbled out a nervous laugh as my skin prickled with anticipation and anxiety. 

"Think again," I said. I pulled the blankets around my chin. I noted he was wearing pyjama pants at least. The sweat at the back of my neck trickled down my spine.

He gripped the corner of the deflated air mattress in his fist and shook it at me.

"I can't sleep on this," he said. "I might as well be sleeping on the floor."

I cast a glance at the carpet, noting how worn it was. No cushion at all. I did feel sort of bad for him, then I remembered he didn't seem so thrilled to be there in the first place, and I managed to fuel my words with a bit of sarcasm to hide the hurt.

"Maybe you're not supposed to be sleeping at all."

"Maybe not," he agreed. "But do you see anywhere for me to sit in the room? Do you expect me to stand here like a horse all night waiting for something to show?"

I felt my lips twitch and wanted to say if he'd shown a little more enthusiasm, he might have got an extra pillow or two. Maybe a comfy chair. I didn't. It was hard enough not to open my mouth for fear I'd beg him to pile in next to me. I had to admit, thought of him lying so close and intimate both excited and terrified me.

He sat on the edge of my bed and pulled the deflated air mattress onto his lap. I could smell his soap and just exactly how much warmth came off his skin.

"Have a heart, Ayla," he said. "Move over."

I had to bite my lip to keep from giving in to the temptation.

"I promise not to snore," he said, all purry like a kitten and so damn sexy that when he cocked his head at me, I very nearly bolted into the bathroom from sheer nerves. 

"You look a little fidgety."

"Wouldn't you feel fidgety?" I said. "I'm under threat of an incubus attack and I have some hot fireman trying to get into my bed."

It was out before I realized what I was saying, and as I struggled to find a way to say something else that would distract him from it, he cracked a broad smile that made me sputter ineffectively.

"To be honest," he said. "I've never had this much trouble getting into a girl's bed."

I thought I heard my teeth crack as I ground them together. I couldn't stop my eye from travelling to where his bicep muscles peeked out from the cuff of sleeve. I knew from my dreams that if I followed the line of that muscle down to his hands, they would feel calloused and rough against my skin. I could feel my face burning.

"What's wrong?" he said. "Don't you want to sleep with me?" This time the grin was a fully fledged smile. I slapped at his hands as they reached for the blankets.

"I hope the incubus gets you," I said.

"It's sure to get me if I climb in there with you," he said.

Everything in my skin was tingling. My ears were buzzing. I thought I might vomit from nerves. 

"And then what?"

He shrugged. "We sleep. At least until that thing comes. Which I doubt it's going to happen unless I can get in there with you all snug as two bugs in a rug." He grabbed the corner of the blanket from me and flipped it back. In a panic I snatched them back.

"Come on, Ayla," he said. "It's already after midnight. I thought bogeymen liked the witching hour." He pushed his hip into my side and started to shove me sideways.

"How do I know what bogeymen like?" I said, pushing back. "And stop it. You're not sleeping with me."

He put his finger to my lips and made a shushing sound. "Quiet," he said. "You're going to make your gramp nervous."

"I'm nervous," I admitted. I was scared of doing something, of looking childish and yet, I didn't know how to act all sophisticated about sharing a bed.

 Having him in my room, that close to me, all those dreams. The thought that even now we were both incubus bait, waiting to see if it would arrive. Everything in my lungs felt like it was being sucked out and I felt the column of my throat ache.

He pushed his fingers beneath my bottom, scooping, and then he gave me a great push. The flannel of my pyjamas stuck to the flannel of the sheet, holding me in place. He cursed and I snickered. So much for acting sophisticated.

He caught my gaze with his. "The door is closed," he said. "No one will know we're in the same bed. Except maybe the incubus. " He winked at me. "And surely that's a good thing. We'll get it all huffy and angry so that we don't have to wait all night for it." 

His arm brushed against mine and I squeezed mt eyes closed, enjoying it. I knew I couldn't trust myself not to wrap both arms and both legs around him during the night out of instinct.

"I'm not sure how the thing will react," I said, avoiding his eye. "But I'm not about to let you climb into my bed."

There. I sounded convincing. At least I hoped I did.

He had the grace to look shocked. "You say that as though you think I'm trying to take advantage of you."

Said like that, sounding like that, I realized how ridiculous I was being. Of course he wouldn't want me. Of course he wouldn't try to take advantage of me. I remembered that kiss of his back in the hospital when Gramp had been admitted. It had been demanding and powerful. Experienced. That was the word that came to mind, and no matter how much experience I might have had with boys, this was a man. 

He would want a woman. Not a child who didn't know how to react to a simple kiss. I thought of the Callum of my dreams and understood how inexperienced I was.

"Come on, Ayla," he said, scooting further in.

"Okay," I said, trying my best to swallow down the clump of longing and nerves that was making my chest feel as though my rib cage was trying to split apart. "But stay on your side."

To his credit, he climbed in without gloating. He placed his pillow between us almost chastely and ran the back of his fingers along the back of my hand.

"You're safe with me, Ayla," he said. "Even if I do have a soft spot for redheads."

Safe or not, I imagined I wouldn't sleep for one second just knowing he was right next to me, feeling the heat from his body enveloping me. I couldn't breathe with him there. Couldn't think straight. He was no sooner snuggled down beneath the blankets when I threw them back over the mattress.

"Where are you going?" he said.

"Bathroom," I said. I didn't know how he could lie there so contentedly when my heart was pounding in my ears and every inch of my skin was buzzing. I needed to splash some water on my face. Fix my hair. Anything.

"You're such a coward," he said with a chuckle. "Go. Do what you need to. Just don't wake me up when you come back."

I stared at myself in the mirror above the sink for several minutes trying to calm myself down. As badly as I wanted to go back, I was scared too. Maybe I should just go into Sarah's room and push into bed with her. Except I didn't want to put her at risk too. Maybe I could just go back to bed and fiddle with my cell phone to keep myself awake. Maybe I should lie on that old air mattress. 

I took a deep breath and fixed my gaze on the freckle between my eyebrows. I could do this. I wasn't the one that should be on the air mattress. He was. How dare he roust me out of my own bed? No doubt he was snoring away in my bed without a care in the world.

I stormed back down the hall and gripped the handle of my bedroom door. 

I no sooner touched it, when the tattoo on my calf burned. My rib cage burned. The place where I'd been branded on the bottom of my foot burned. Something was in there. Something powerful. The incubus. Had to be. It was back, and Callum was alone in there with it. Facing it alone. How could I be so foolish as to leave him in there, knowing that thing would be back.

I swallowed down the flood of water that filled my mouth and pushed out three quick, bracing exhales. I could do this. I could open the door. What would it do anyway? Maybe Callum wasn't in trouble at all. Maybe the thing hadn't even figured out yet that it was Callum in the bed and not me.

I expected to see it standing over the bed, maybe spinning a dream to drop into my subconscious so that he could set about doing what ever it was it had come for.

But even as I eased the door open, I realized how difficult moving had become. Turning my head to the side was like trying to peek at the partner next to you while riding the Gravitron. It took every inch of my muscle strength to strain my neck enough to see the wall on the other side of the room. Light from the street pooled in and cast shadows on the wall. I thought I saw a large bird pecking at something, pulling long strings of intestines out from a scavenge on my bed.

But of course a shadow wouldn't be moving. And certainly not so specifically.

Callum. It struck me like a blow to the stomach. The incubus was here. Whatever it was doing, it was hurting Callum and no doubt while he was in the throes of sleep, probably imagining he was dreaming perfectly lustful thoughts of some redhead somewhere. He was blissfully unaware that he was being attacked by a jealous sex demon, intent on ridding itself of a rival. I wanted to scream. I wanted to rush it.

But I couldn't move. I could hear my throat working to speak and I knew in the back of my mind, that whenever my voicebox was freed, what would come out would be a bloodcurdling, horrific primal scream.

I waded through the air in the room as though it were heavy ocean water rising up to my chest. I had a hard time wading through it. It was an entirely different feeling than I had experienced on previous nights. Those times, I'd felt drugged and drunk, but not as though I had to struggle for every inch of movement. 

The shadow on the wall seemed to swing its gaze to me and if I peered out of the corner of my eye, I could swear I saw the thing that cast it. It looked nothing like the benign -looking entity from the night before. Strangely enough, its jealousy had turned it into a terrifying scavenger bird. As ugly as the turkey vultures that had been lurking around the edges of Gramp's property, except this thing was terrifying. 

I couldn't understand why it had a distinctly feminine look when before it had been very androgynous looking. And those eyes from before had been black, not this deep blood red. Perhaps fury and rage and jealousy had given it power to terrify me. To teach me a lesson. I belonged to it, and now it was going to make me pay by harming the rival that lay in my bed where I should be.

Its beak gaped open and it screeched at me.

Everything in me clenched tight in fear. Even my jaw felt like it had locked up. Whatever doubts I had about the thing ran screaming in terror to a deep cavern in the back of my mind. When it shrieked again at me, it was loud enough to throttle my eardrums and the pain of it finally freed my feet. I rushed the bed, launching myself toward the foot of it, scrambling to grab Callum's ankles beneath the blankets. We had to get out of there. Both of us.

"Get up," I shouted. "Get up. Get up." I pulled at him. 

The thing on top of his chest lifted a bloody claw at me and reached for me as though it planned to wrap those talons around my throat. It hopped once and flapped its wings. Small black drops landed on the bed in front of me. I realized I was clutching my chest as I watched those wings stretch out to half the span of the room and I froze, thinking that they were about to enfold me and pull me toward it, to that gaping beak with the sharp pecking point. 

My heart thudded in my chest with several heavy thrusts. This wasn't the thing that compelled me. This wasn't the thing that I longed for in the deep of night wearing Callum's face. It was a grotesque and frightening thing, and now it was after Callum. 

I gave another hard yank, but to no avail. The bird blinked at me. Too late to stop it, I was pulled back into the middle of the bed and slammed into the very real, very physical feeling of a feathered chest. I stumbled over Callum's legs through the blankets and almost lost my footing as the mattress buckled beneath my feet. I couldn't get loose. I couldn't pull away. I clutched at something and found my fingers gripping on feathers. Even the grounding feeling of contact couldn't steady me. I should try to dig my fingers in, feel for skin, pinch, pull, grab, anything. The incubus's broad wings slammed me backwards against the wall and my arms flung out sideways, trying to catch some sort of balance.

It screamed at me and took one lunging hop forward. The face was right in mine and even though it was dark in the room, it seemed to glow from within, showing me every inch of its terrifying face.

And it looked furious.

In that moment, it seemed as though Callum had come alive. Like sleeping beauty after a kiss from her prince, he let go a heaving gasp. I heard him struggling on the bed, choking on air as though it was water dribbling down his throat. The thing in front of me swung its gaze sideways, taking in the shadow of Callum as he struggled on the bed. 

Callum thrashed sideways, trying to heave himself awake. The incubus shrieked again and made a hopping move toward his chest. 

I made a grab for its wing. A wing for god's sake. The feel of it made me retch and when I discovered the thing wasn't just feathers, but muscle and leathery reptilian skin, I had to swallow down a flood of bile. I yanked my hand back instinctively, shaking it out in revulsion. My palm burned where it had touched. That thing had lain on me, slipping sweet dreams in my mind. I couldn't shake loose the thought that for a creature that was supposed to be compelling all I wanted  was to get the heck away from it. 

The next thing I knew, I felt a searing kiss of claws on my collarbone. I fell backwards and off the end of the bed. Something dribbled down my neck and with a sense of wonder, my fingers travelled to the bone of my shoulder, curious and questioning.

The pads of my fingers met liquid hot and thick. Blood, I realized. I was bleeding.

A shriek of fury tore through the air that made my eardrums send ripples of response deep into my skull. I remembered Callum teasing me, telling me that we could urge it out by making it jealous.

Jealous indeed. Well we had done just that, and now it was coming for me. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER 9: 

I was frantically trying to reconcile the image of that androgynous being who had looked at me with such longing the night before with the fierce bird-like creature that had sent hot poker talons into my collarbone, and found I couldn't. All I knew was that I had underestimated the incubus. We all had. I should have argued with Gramp when he'd suggested Callum stay with me. I shouldn't have let Callum into my bed when I knew full well his was the face the incubus used in my dreams to lull me into complacency. We had been foolish. So foolish.

I had no idea if Callum was still in the room, if he was conscious, or if the incubus had already torn through his chest with those burning talons. I didn't dare call out to him either just in case the incubus had forgotten all about him in his fury at me.

If I failed before, I had to at least try to succeed for Callum now.

I could hear the incubus moving across the room with little clicking sounds that reminded me of teeth clattering together. I scrambled for the bed. Surely if I crawled under it that thing might try to follow and would get stuck. Maybe we could trap it under there. It was a ridiculous hope, but I couldn't think of anything to do except run away from it.

I was on my belly, clawing for the bed when something loomed over me. It was tall and broad and for one full heartbeat I thought I saw the shadows of its wings spreading out against the wall. A hooked beak lifted itself toward the ceiling and opened to let go a shriek. Sweet heaven, the thing was right there. One more second and I would feel those talons tearing into me again. I didn't think I could survive it. 

My memory served me up a quick flash of the top of Azrael's cane and I sobbed out loud because I knew, just knew, I'd be nothing but glittery dust collecting in the top of that thing for all eternity.

Then the light flicked on and I caught sight of two sets of feet shuffling across the carpet. Feet with blue veins at first and then delicate little pink toes after that. I rolled over onto my side, thinking to warn them away, that the thing was far more awful than we had originally thought. Then I realized whatever was in the room was gone and it was Callum who stood over me, not that beastly thing from seconds before.

Gone. It was gone. I felt reprieve so sweet, I rolled onto my face with my palms beside my head and cried out loud into the carpet. Everything in my body shuddered. 

I had failed at something; I was sure of it. There was some important piece of information I wasn't putting together. Something that could've made a difference to what had happened. I wasn't sure exactly what it was, but every tissue in my body felt squeezed clean of adrenaline and it felt like such a waste of chemical and hormone that I didn't even have the energy to protest when warm hands gripped my shoulders. I turned without thinking into whoever it was that crouched beside me. 

I cried even harder when I realized it was Callum's chest I burrowed my face into. Some fierce reaper I was. I had put him at risk when I should have been lying there awake and waiting for the thing. I had known it was coming. We all did. If we hadn't, we should have. We never should have tempted it like that. 

"I'm sorry," I said. "I'm so sorry.  It didn't look anything like it was supposed to. I had no idea it would be that bad." I couldn't stop thinking that I could have prevented it.

I had known, after all, Callum was as good as a caramel apple to the most heinous of supernatural creatures, and I'd let him stay in my room with me. Let him climb into my bed. How could I have been so foolish to think the filthy thing would remain content with one victim? I'd put him at risk.

Callum shushed me and rocked me back and forth. "It's all right, Ayla," he said. "It's not your fault."

I flung my arms around his neck in response and clung to him. I barely heard Sarah murmuring to Gramp that there was blood everywhere. It was only when I registered that she was pulling out her cell phone and was mumbling into it that she needed an ambulance that I bolted to my feet, reaching for the wall to steady myself.

"I'm fine," I said. The last thing I wanted to do was end up in the hospital and leave everyone here at the mercy of that thing. Because it would be back. I knew it. It hadn't got what it wanted and I wasn't about to leave this property until it was dead, and I had killed it and sent it to perdition or whatever else was out there for a supernatural creature.

"Hang up," I said. I felt woozy with exhaustion, but when I felt my collarbone, I knew from the stickiness of the fluid that it was already coagulating. "It's nothing."

Sarah looked at me with a sense of controlled calm. "It's not nothing, Ayla," she said. "You have to get that looked at."

I shook my head and pulled my T-shirt away from the wound. "It can't be that bad," I said. "A little bandage and peroxide, and I'll be good as new." I tried not to wince when my fingers touched the raw part.

I looked to Gramp for confirmation and he shuffled over. His fingers probed around the tender flesh. "Looks worse than it is," he said, but when he caught my eye, something moved in the depths of his gaze. He was scared, and I knew it wasn't because the wound looked so awful. It was because I was still standing when I could have easily been lying flat on the floor, breathing my last. 

"Can you clean it up? I asked softly, and he nodded. The plea for a bandage was a chance for him to escape the room and gather his thoughts. I waited until he was gone before I said anything.

"We ticked it off," I said to Sarah.

"Understatement of the year," Callum said.

His voice sounded pensive and far off. I noticed he had sunk into the chair next to the door and was staring at me, but I had the feeling he wasn't seeing me. There was a hollow look to his gaze and his skin looked pasty. Sweat beaded his forehead. I fell onto the edge of the bed with my feet splayed out in front of me. It felt as though every brand that marked my skin so far was on fire and I was having a hard time trying not to run soothing palms over them.

"What did you do to make it so angry?" Sarah said.

"Nothing," I said. "I just tried to keep it from attacking him."

She cocked her head at me. "And you're sure it was attacking him?"

"What else would it have been doing?"

She said nothing, but the way she looked at me, I got the feeling she thought something more was going on. I looked from her to Callum and saw the same look on both faces. Both looked guilty, and both seemed to gain just a little bit too much color.

When I tried to hold Callum's gaze, he looked away from me.

"Don't ask about the dreams," he said. "I'm not telling you."

Then I understood. The incubus had lulled him with the same kind of intoxicating dreams it had used on me. I wondered whose face the incubus wore for him and a sting of envy for that nameless woman itched up my spine. No doubt he couldn't look at me knowing I had got hurt trying to lure that thing away from him while he'd been dreaming of some curvy nurse with perfect lips. 

I felt something burn in my chest, and my stomach felt as though someone had dropped a rock into it. All that time he'd been teasing me, acting as though he actually wanted to get in to bed with me, he really had just been looking for a soft mattress. I wasn't sure why it made me so upset but it did. 

It should have been enough for me to know he was unhurt but it wasn't. I found myself stomping out of the room to find Gramp. I'd get patched up and sleep on the sofa. I didn't care what Callum or Sarah did.

We spent the rest of the night sitting across from each other in the living room, saying nothing. Whether it was shock or exhaustion, no one dared to broach the subject. Once or twice, I stole a look at Callum and while I couldn't make out any outward manifestations of injury, there was a haunted look in his eyes. He avoided my gaze almost as much as I avoided his, and I started to feel guilty for being so angry with him for something he couldn't help.

I poked at my wound for what seemed the dozenth time as I sat on the sofa. While my wound was at least three inches long, it wasn't deep and Gramp figured I had been just out of reach when it struck out at me. He'd taped plastic stitches over it and bandaged it and we told each other with our eyes we could forget about it for now. 

Sometime between Sarah declaring she was hungry and going to the kitchen and Gramp coughing up a lung, Callum's gaze landed on my neck.

"I guess maybe we tempted it too much," he said with a tired smile.

The way he looked so vulnerable in that moment, with a little bit of stubble on his jawline and the weary way he ran his hand through his hair, I felt as though my throat had suddenly clogged up. I wanted to say something clever, but all reason abandoned me in that green-eyed gaze.

Thankfully, Sarah returned with an aromatic pot of coffee and set it on the coffee table. She plopped down the mugs that dangled from her fingers next to it.

While everyone reached for a mug, Gramp merely pushed himself back into his La-Z-Boy chair. I noticed he didn't reach for a mug at all. His gaze was pinned to my neck as his fingers clutched the arms of his chair. For a moment, I thought he might reach for the mug I passed him, but instead he pushed himself from his chair and without a word headed to the door. I got up to follow him and watched as he shoved on his Birkenstocks over top of his wool socks and pushed open to the back porch.

I was aware that the others were hovering behind me, anxious and waiting to see what he would do. It was almost surprising to see the sun had already risen and we trooped out onto the porch and watched as he headed for his garden shed. 

Sun was filtering through the branches of the gnarled oak tree and painting glittering light onto the grass. Something caught in my throat as I watched the way it pushed back the shadows. Clattering noises came from the shed: a few thuds and thumps of things falling as though from a great height. Then Gramp reappeared at the door carrying a jug of gasoline. He hefted it once as though testing its weight then strode toward his garden.

Callum bolted past me down the steps. 

"What are you doing?" he said.

"Good old-fashioned grass fire," Gramp said. "We burn the lawn to ash. Purge the place. The grounds. Everything." He was driving with purpose toward the edge of the property where the fence blocked off view of the street. He stood for a moment with his head swivelling back and forth as though trying to find just the right place to begin, and I was sure he was going to upend the can right where he stood but Callum finally reached him and put his hand on Gramp's.

He said nothing but looked at Gramp for a long moment. With what looked like a racking sigh, Gramp relinquished the can and then wobbled toward the edge of his garden where he had planted two wicker chairs for the afternoons when he wanted to survey his work with a quiet glass of lemonade. He sank wearily down on the nearest wicker chair and buried his face in his hands and I watched as his shoulders shook. 

My heart ached for him. I knew he was struggling with it all. Callum looked at me with an expression of helplessness. My annoyance at him dissipated like steam.

I couldn't stand it any longer. I couldn't just let Gramp sit there agonizing over it all when I knew most of it was my fault anyway. There was only one real explanation after all. None of this had happened before. The worst I had made him suffer was a few police visits and phone calls from the neighbours. If his house was safe before I came, and safe in the first few years I was here, there was only one thing that could be to blame and it had everything to do with my trespassing into an abandoned gothic cathedral in the wee hours of a night.

As bad as it might've been to confess the things that had happened to me in the cathedral, this was far worse. I found myself crossing the lawn and kneeling in front of him.

"Stop, Gramp," I murmured. My hand went to the back of his head and I smoothed down his hair. 

He looked up with agony written in his eyes.

It was disconcerting enough to think that the town was filled with supernatural entities attracted to a power in the earth that was created when a host of angels fell, bad enough to know that my grandfather was a druid and my foster sister and best friend was a necromancer. I had wanted to spare him the thought that I might be something equally nasty as the things that he was trying to protect the house from.

"There's something you don't know about the night that night the cathedral caught fire," I said. 

I caught the stink of gasoline and realized Callum was standing close to me. His presence so nearby buoyed me. As tough as it was to have the words sitting there on my tongue, it was entirely a different thing to think that I would actually have to speak them. I stole a look at the porch and saw Sarah there, her hands wringing together. They knew all about Azrael. They knew all about the church. It was time my grandfather knew as well.

I sucked in a breath and leaned back on my heels. "That night in the church I met the Angel of Death."

I watched his Adam's apple bob up and down, but to his credit he said nothing. He settled back into the wicker chair. The way he looked at me, with a sort of shocked disbelief pulled over a stubborn determination not to react made me think I had finally pushed him too far. He'd put up with a lot from me. But I couldn't turn back now. He had to know.

"Something attacked me there," I said, reaching out to take his hand. It felt cool in mine, almost as though the blood had drained from it.

"I thought it was a maniac," I said, "and I tried to get away." It was all there right then, rushing to my tongue, trying to escape me as though I was being exorcised from within. "He set the place on fire trying to kill me."

Sarah gasped from behind me and I gave her a sidelong look. I just realized at that moment that I hadn't told her the full story either. Callum didn't know it. No one actually knew the whole of it. It had been something terrifying and traumatic, and I didn't want to remember it let alone recount it. 

I looked from one to the other of them as I recounted how I had showed up in response to Sarah's text only to discover that a maniac was in the building waiting for me. Sent by the Angel of Death, so I found out later.

"That manic was a fallen one," I said. "Trying to reap me as his last fare so he could reclaim his wings and return home." I coughed to clear my throat of a sudden bit of blockage. "Apparently, I'm some sort of fallen angel," I said. "At least according to Azrael."

I said his name with a sort of wonder that bordered on anger. None of this stuff was my fault at all, I realized. It was his. All his fault. I should be blaming him. I should be summoning him and putting the screws to him, making him fix this mess.

Gramp looked like he wanted to speak, but he pressed his lips together tightly so nothing came out. I glanced from Callum to Sarah who had moved from the porch and now stood hovering near the garden. Callum still held on to the gas can and Sarah was kicking at the ground. No doubt this was all a shock to them. Maybe it was too much. But I certainly felt better. I felt as though I was no longer alone in at all.

"It's a strange little complex tale," I said. "But the gist of it is that as a fallen angel, I've spent hundreds of incarnations being human and this is my opportunity to win my wings back. I have to collect supernatural creatures in order to do so. If I don't –"

"If you don't?" Gramp said, his head snapping up. "What, Ayla? What could possibly happen that's worse than what's happening now?"

He didn't say he didn't believe me. He didn't argue the existence of angels or reapers. His concern was for me and how bad it could get. Not for the first time, I realized how lucky I was to have him. I didn't want him to be more worried for me than he already was. He still felt as though this was all his fault, and I had to impress upon him that it wasn't. That it had everything to do with me and not him.

"If I don't, I won't see another incarnation. This will be my last." 

I left out the distasteful fact that I would end up swirling around in the top of the Angel of Death's cane for all eternity. I also left out the fact that the reaper who had tried to claim me was covered in tattoos. So far, Gramp hadn't seen any of the ones that had branded me, and I wanted to keep them hidden for just a while longer. I had hoped never to claim another one, but I knew it wasn't possible now. I didn't care whether I had another incarnation or not. I just wanted to keep my family safe. 

"So you see," I said. "I think that incubus is attracted to me for a reason. It's my fault it's here. Not yours."

"Or mine," Sarah said, piping up from the corner of the garden. "It could have been attracted to my power." She ran her hand through her black dye job, braiding her hair absently as she stood there. I could have hugged her for her willingness to take the blame.

Gramp looked at Callum as though he expected him to confess something as well. 

"Collateral damage," Callum said with shrug.

Gramp gripped the arms of the chair with both hands and let go a heavy sigh. I had the feeling that whatever stoic face he was showing me now, he still had plenty of reflection to go through and he wouldn't want me to know how much it was bothering him.

"No one is to blame," he said and scanned the yard, facing one direction and then the other as though he thought a single survey could unearth its secrets.

At least he didn't look so haggard and helpless. It was almost as though looking over his yard and all the things he had planted in his lifetime, he was able to gain some sense of power. As though some miracle might present itself because he decided it would.

Then, as though a miracle could be drummed up with a simple look, Sarah kicked at the earth again and let go a burbling eruption of laughter.

She looked at me with a sense of disbelief riding her expression. A jar lid. Right at her feet, hidden by the leaf detritus and peeking from the ground as though to taunt us with how close it had been to the original all along.	

"That can't be good." Callum shook his head, and I tended to agree.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER 10:

By the time we dug into the garden far enough to reveal the lid, we could already see the rounded side of a second one snuggled beside it, partnered together like lovers.

My heart was in my throat as Callum pulled them from the ground and brushed the mud away. I'd already convinced myself that the first jar was nothing but a one-off. Now I couldn't pretend anymore.

The faint aroma of old dirt and decaying vegetation wafted up from the empty hole. My gaze flicked to Callum and I noticed that even as he crouched on the other side of the excavation, he seemed to be leaning away from the containers. I couldn't stop my hand reaching out to them, smoothing them over the surface and tilting the jugs onto their side. The first one had a marking like my own, and I needed to know if these did too.

There, as I'd expected, stamped onto the bottom was a mark similar to the one on my foot. I didn't need to look at the other to know it also had a stamp on the bottom, but I did. I just didn't recognize it.

I caught Sarah's eye. She had seen it too. I could tell by the way she was clenching her fists as they hung over her knees. I caught her eye and gave her a short shake of my head. I didn't want her to mention it out loud. It was enough for Gramp to take in already. There was no need for him to think the containers had any more connection to me then he already did. I could worry about that enough for the both of us.

I was relieved when she pressed her lips together in agreement. If Callum had seen it, he didn't react. In fact, he seemed pretty stoic except for the way he stood up and took a step backward. He brushed his hands together, letting the dirt cascade from his palms.

I couldn't stand the suspense. Whatever was inside, it couldn't be as bad as the sense of foreboding hanging in the air. I had the feeling that if I could just get them open, we'd be halfway to returning to normal. No sooner did I have my hands on the lashings, trying to twist one open when I felt Sarah's hand on mine and then Gramp's hand on my shoulder both at the same time. 

I looked from one to the other as I squatted on the lawn. 

"Don't you want to see what's in them?" I asked. I couldn't believe they weren't as curious as I was.

Gramp gave a short shake of his head. A bit of breeze caught wispy here at the top of his head.

"Best not," he said.

The dew wet my knees as I dropped onto the grass. I eyed Sarah whose fingers had tightened around mine almost as though she thought I was still planning to rip the lashes free. 

"Your grandfather is right," she said. 

Seriously. This couldn't be coincidence and no one wanted to rip one open?

"But we opened the first one," I said.

She gave me a reproachful look and I turned from her to Callum, expecting support. His jaw was set in the same stubborn expression as Gramp's. I imagined that's what he would look like in his old age, stubborn and resolute.

"Fine," I said. "But at least tell me why."

Sarah moved the vessel closest to her out of my reach and shook her hands free of the dirt. She gave it a quick nudge with her toe, and I had the horrible feeling she would stomp down on it and break it to shards. Without thinking, I made a grab for the other one and held it against my chest. I dared them all with a scowl. Sarah sighed heavily as though she couldn't believe how ridiculous I was being.

"Opening the first one was a mistake. We should have waited. I should have waited," she said. "I should have known better. But now that we know something is wrong, we can't just go opening these willy-nilly. These have to be connected to the attacks somehow."

I leaned back on my haunches and let go of the jug. It rolled onto its side and fell between the sage bush and fronds of oregano. I peered up at Callum. He looked distinctly pale and pasty, not like himself at all. Left over effects of the incubus, I supposed. I wondered if I looked the same way. 

My fingers trailed to my collarbone, recalling the feel of burning as those talons had dug into my skin. There was something wrong about what had happened but I just couldn't place it. I had never felt fear in all the nights I'd had those dreams. I might have ended up looking drained and tired, but not pasty looking as Callum did.

"What do you think?" I asked him.

"They're right," he said. "We can't know what's inside of those things or what they're doing there, what purpose they even have..." 

He let his voice trail off as he turned to look towards the oak tree. I had a feeling I knew what he was thinking. He had stayed with me because we thought him being there would prevent the incubus from bothering me, but all we had done was infuriate it. 

I sighed heavily. I knew they were right, but I'd never been one to wait on a surprise. I was a head-first kind of girl. Ask questions later. Regret it all long after that. The truth was, I didn't want to wait. I didn't want to hesitate. Right or not, I was dying to know what horrible or incredible things cringed down at the bottom of those containers.

I eyed the jug I'd released into the grass. It had ended up in a bed of oak leaves that were curling at the edges as they dried. I could smell the sage from the jar falling against it and releasing its essential oils to the air. Even the oregano seemed heady and over-strong in the cold air. I reached for it, thinking to pull off the lashings right there when the shriek of a bird tore through the air and I startled enough to drop the jug again. It rolled away from me and nudged up next to Callum's foot.

I stole a look at him and noticed his shoulders had tensed too then sagged when the vulture from the day before landed on the other side of the garden. I rolled my head back on my neck, laughing like a fool as the bird picked around the edge of the property and gave us hateful looks for invading its territory.

"Thought I was going to have to kick some ass for a second," Callum said with a sheepish grin. His eyes so normally clear and green looked cloudy.

"Or lose your shit," Sarah said with a chuckle, but I could see her face had drained of color too. We were all anxious. 

The breeze felt cold against my cheek and I knew they would be flaming. The tip of my nose would be screaming an angry red. I tucked my hair behind my ear as it blew across my face and obliterated Callum and Sarah as they sat looking at me. Gramp's red wool socks shoved into his Birkenstocks were just on the periphery of my vision. 

They all seemed to be waiting for me to make a decision, and I suspected they thought I had some sort of knowledge they didn't. That my relationship with the Angel of Death, gave me a comprehension of things that they didn't know. It was far from the truth.

I knew nothing. Azrael didn't educate me nearly enough. It was almost as though he wanted me to fail. 

Not for the first time, I felt a flash of irritation toward the angel. I told myself that if I managed to take down this incubus, when he came to collect the dregs of its nasty energy, I'd plow my head into his stomach and knock him on his ass. 

"Ayla," Callum said.

I realized they were all still looking at me.

"Okay," I said. "We'll wait."

Sarah let go a sigh as though she had been waiting with bated breath for me to say those words, but was afraid I wouldn't.

"We'll figure it all out over a stack," she said. "Nothing says face-a-demon like a belly full of pancakes. Besides," she said looking at Callum. "You look like you could use a belly full of something. Maybe a little food will fix you right up."

I secretly believed the only thing that could fix him up was another visit from the incubus. He looked drawn and haggard. Even that glossy black hair of his seemed a little less lustrous. He almost looked like he was pining for something, and yet that thing that had attacked us both was not something I'd ever want to think about again, let alone have visit, and I knew he felt the same. Compulsion was a strange thing. Like addiction, you could both loathe and want it at the same time. 

Sarah pushed herself to her feet and was walking toward the porch when she halted and looked over her shoulder at us. "Bring those things in," she said. "I don't feel right leaving them there without being able to keep an eye on them."

We trooped into the house and sat at the table as Sarah rustled up pancakes and cocoa. She plopped a platter full of blueberry flapjacks in the centre of the table and partnered it with a jug of maple syrup that felt like it was warmed up when I reached for the handle. 

Gramp was strangely quiet so I pushed a plate toward him. 

"One or two?" I asked him with a pancake speared on the end of my fork.

"I'm not hungry," he said.

"Me either," Callum said. He pushed his plate away.

Sarah sent a glare at each one of us. "Starving yourselves is not going to help." 

The anxious girl from the crypt had disappeared and in her place spawned a Boudicca-esque warrior who seemed to forget the danger to herself in the midst of all the chaos. This was the girl I had met those years ago in the foster home, and it felt familiar and comforting to have her back. 

"Don't look at me," I said, dropping a pancake onto my plate. "I'm famished."

"We'll open the pots in the cellar," Gramp said, seeming to take his authoritarian tone from a cue in Sarah's voice. "One corner of it is built over an underground stream that should offer a bit of warding." He checked his watch. "3:33 pm to oppose devil's hour."

Surprisingly, Sarah nodded as though she understood exactly what he was getting at. Callum and I exchanged looks of confusion.

"And here I thought you were some spritely old druid," I said, staring at him as though seeing him for the first time. "Not Gandalf the Grey."

Gramp gave me a look that shut me up immediately. I guessed joking about his religion wasn't cool. I drew a line in my syrup with the tines of my fork.

"What are you planning to do?" Callum said.

Sarah fiddled with her braid, pulling it forward and tapping the tip of it against her nose. 

"Protection?" she said, and she looked at Gramp for confirmation. He nodded and she continued slowly.

"Each of us will weave a spell of warding to keep the magics of the jars contained."

Gramp leaned back in his chair. "I'll take care of one and you take care of the other."

She nodded. "It will only take me a little while to get my things together."

By things, I imagined the kinds of soppy red and slimy Ziploc baggies she had stored in her cooler in the crypt. I shuddered at the memory.

"Not sure where we're going to get livers and hearts," I started and she shrugged as though I hadn't just made light of it all.

"Easy stuff," she said. "Although I'll need you to collect it for me."

I laid my palms on the table and stared her down. "You don't seriously think I'm going to do out and rip out someone's liver?"

"The butcher," she said with a steely face. "You go to the butcher and you ask for innards. Easy enough."

Gramp reached for his mug of cocoa. He seemed rejuvenated with a purpose at hand. I didn't have the heart to remind them all that they were probably wasting their time. There was no way these ugly little jars were responsible for an incubus slipping between Gramp's safety nets.

"You open yours first and I'll open my next," he said. "That way if anything goes wrong, we won't have doubled down on the danger."

"Sounds solid," Sarah said. "Do you have backup for a recoil?"

Gramp nodded. "I have all of my things I need right here in the house, and out in the yard. If anything recoils, the earth will swallow it up."

I stared them down mutely. As peculiar as it was to listen to my grandfather spouting stuff that sounded like it came straight from a Dungeons & Dragons game, it was even stranger to hear him and my best friend discussing it as though they were going over a recipe for cookies.

"Do you put sugar in that?" I said with a laugh and Sarah swung a carefully patient eye to me.

"This isn't funny," she said. This is very particular magic. He will use his creed and dogma and I'll use mine, but neither one of you should be anywhere near our circles. If we need you to run, you need to be far enough away from whatever comes out of those things that you can get to safety."

"I won't be running," I said.

Callum snorted.

"I'm serious," Sarah said. "We have no idea what's inside of those jars, and worse, we have no idea what they were put there for or what they're going to troll in. We're going to have to put you behind a barrier of some sort." She put her fingers to her lips thinking. Gramp snapped his fingers.

"They should be plenty safe if we open our jars inside of the circles," he said. 

"Yes," Sarah said. "That would work. That way if there's anything nasty, it will stay within the circle with us."

I didn't like the sound of that, but even as I reached for Gramp's hand to dissuade him, he pushed away from the table as though he had just come to a momentous decision.

"We only have a couple of hours. Ayla, you and Callum go to the butcher and get Sarah what she needs."

Sarah gave me a timid smile. "Make sure it's calf liver," she said sweetly. "Or Lamb. Preferably something young."

I clutched my stomach to quell the nausea but did as she bid. By the time we returned, the cellar held a distinctly macabre feel to it. Sarah was on one side of a back corner and Gramp was on the other. I could see that they had done plenty of preparation. The jars were at each of their feet. 

"Sarah will open hers first," Gramp said. "Her magic is a little stronger than mine."

"I'll be drawing on some pretty potent magic," she said. "So if anything goes wrong when we open them, I'll be able to contain it." 

Gramp looked at her with a sort of pride and she squirmed beneath his gaze.

Not one to feed a squishy moment, I pushed the paper bag of innards at her. 

"I'm not so sure what asking for this might have done to my reputation around here," I said. "But they gave them to me for free. Well, not free. I had to take a little bit of scolding over the church."

"Doesn't matter," Sarah said. She looked down at the floor as though she were inspecting it. I had the feeling she was dying to check inside the bag to check if I had got the right things but didn't want to embarrass me.

Several objects were laid out in a pattern on one end of the corner. 

"My magic takes some pretty physical objects," Gramp said noticing my gaze. "Celtic Sea salt," he said pointing to the section he had drawn out. I crossed to stand over the assortment of items. There was a fairly broad circle drawn out in the salt he'd mentioned. An X joined the circle at four points in the middle. The jug sat in the apex of the cross. The concrete around it was littered with objects that I recognized from his hallway table, outlining the circle at odd intervals.

"A chalice of water," Gramp said coming up behind me. "A forked branch with living leaves from the sacred Oak," he said, pointing, "volcanic glass and a candle. Over there, a feather from that turkey vulture and a piece of quartz."

"Strange array," I said.

He smiled thinly. "All four elements."

I looked at Sarah. "Where's your circle?" 

As far as I could see, she'd done nothing to prepare except wait for her innards to arrive. I jerked my chin to the section Gramp had obviously been responsible for. I couldn't help teasing her.

"Looks like he's done more work than you."

She crossed her arms over her chest and arched a blonde brow. I'd touched a nerve but she didn't say anything. Instead, she reached behind her back and dug out something from the waistband of her jeans. She brandished it in front of me. It was a thin, greyish thing that looked like it had been buried in a mud puddle.

"Bone," she said. Then she leaned over and drew a circle on the basement floor with it. The scraping sound coming from the floor as she moved ebbed in concert with a chalky substance leaving a trail as she moved. I got queasy as I realized it was probably fragments of bone dust marking the cement. She peered up at me from beneath her bangs still fringed with the bottled black dye she had used to disguise her hair. Those blue eyes of hers seemed lit from within.

"That's it?" I said. "You know it wasn't fun asking the butcher for viscera."

She sucked the back of her teeth as though to say just watch me. She dug into her jeans pocket and extracted a tiny pocket knife she flipped open. She jabbed the point into the tip of her finger, making me wince. When she squeezed the tip with her opposite thumb, a burble of blood rose glistening and red. She shook her hand over the circle to disperse the drops. 

I heard Callum hissing out a curse from the other side of the room.

When she was done, she sat cross-legged in front of the jug and dug her hands into the Ziploc bag I'd given her, pulling out the liver in one hand and the heart in the other. She clenched them so tightly, the tips of her fingers disappeared into the muscle. 

I gagged. I was pretty sure that Callum was retching over in the corner. Babies, both of us. 

Gramp jerked his chin at me. 

"Go over there with him," he said and then he moved into the middle of his circle. He nodded at Sarah and then the two of them began chanting, neither one of them using words that were from English, and neither one of them using the same language. I wasn't sure how long we stood there, with that haunting sound of foreign language and hum of chanting raising hairs on our arms, but at some point, Callum's hand slipped into mine and I squeezed it. 

I could feel the hair standing on the back of my neck as I listened to them chanting. I had to stare at Gramp's red wool socks stuffed into his Birkenstocks to remind myself that I was still in this world. Things were normal. They hadn't gone all crazy. We weren't about to unleash some demon from the pits of hell just by opening these containers. I felt as though my lungs were burning and realized I wasn't taking sufficient enough breaths.

It was almost anticlimactic when I heard them both stop chanting at nearly the exact same moment. They eyed each other and then gave short nods. Sarah went first. She snicked the lashings free with the pocket knife she had used to cut her finger. I could have sworn I heard Callum's sharp intake of breath. 

The room was eerily silent for an agonizing moment.

Sarah touched the top of the lid with trembling fingers and a quiet, almost hushed scrape of lid against collar whispered across the space. She lifted it and peered inside. 

Callum squeezed my hand and pulled me close to his side.

I watched as Sarah's shoulders sagged and she blew out a long gust of air. She reached inside and pulled out what looked like a thick piece of parchment paper. Old and fraying at the edges, a little bit brown, but otherwise just a piece of paper.

Callum's breath came out in a whistle and while I expected him to let me go, he sort of shifted sideways and peered down at me. There was a glint in his eye that looked almost playful.

"There goes the blue wire," he said and his grin went all crooked and heart-stoppingly giddy.

Sarah's gaze flicked up at us in warning, and I felt a lump in my throat dislodge. Didn't matter what she thought, we'd come miles already. 

I waggled my eyebrows at her and she turned her attention again to the parchment. I watched as she unrolled it.

"Hieroglyphs," she said casting a victorious look my way. "Definitely something Egyptian even though you were right about it not being a canopic jar, Ayla."

I wasn't sure why I found that so relieving. Something about imagining more viscera inside those jars gave me the creeps. 

"So," I said. "What's on it?"

She smirked at me and I read in her expression a bit of an I told you so. 

"A spell from the book of the dead I think," she said. "I'm not sure which one yet. I'd have to look this over a little more."

A piece of paper. A little bit of writing. A spell, yes, and probably powerful but at least not another heart or lung. I heard my wind exhale in a hiss. I dared to look at Callum. 

"What comes after blue?" I said.

He squeezed my hand. "A glass of champagne." 

It wasn't hard to tell that he was as relieved as I was. So far so good. I was banking on having that celebratory glass by suppertime.

Gramp coughed from his side of the corner. "My turn," he said. 

He rubbed his hands together as though he were warming them up. He shook them loose and rubbed them on his pants. When his fingers went to the top of the jar to pull the lashings free, he sent a quick look my way. 

I smiled at him, encouraging.

He pulled the little ropes free of the jar and then lifted the lid. It clattered to the basement floor as he dropped it. Sarah lurched forward but checked herself just in time before she stepped outside of her circle.

For one moment, there was a complete hush in the room as though something from a funeral crypt had breezed through. The hair on my arms stood and the markings on my skin tingled almost as though something had whispered across them. I felt almost euphoric for a second and then I realized that Gramp's face had gone completely flat. He was struggling to pull a stoic mask down over a look of alarm. 

For a moment I thought he would speak since his mouth gaped open and closed again. And then his hands tightened into little balls and something in his expression went blank. The next I knew he fainted backward, striking his head on the basement floor. Not thinking about what sort of danger might have been waiting for me, I rushed for him. 

I landed next to him with a skid and pulled his head onto my lap. I heard myself calling his name.

I was aware of Callum next to me, crouching, the perfect fireman remaining calm and collected.

He tested for a pulse. 

"He's okay," he said, peeling open and eyelid. "Just fainted.

Gramp's eyes fluttered open and he looked at me with a faraway look in his eyes.

"It's me, Gramp," I said. "It's Ayla. You're alright."

Of course he was alright. He couldn't be anything else. There wasn't anything here that could hurt him. Just two little jars made of pottery. A piece of paper. Three friends. Family. Everything was just fine.

I let go a manic little laugh that made Callum glance at me sharply. 

"Nerves," I said.

Sarah called out from her side of the corner. "Is he okay?"

"Pretty sure," Callum said and peered up beneath Gramp's eyelids. "Can you talk to me, Mr. Tully?"

Gramp nodded and croaked out something that sounded like, "Get off me."

I helped Gramp move to a sitting position, letting him rest against my chest as I sat cross-legged on the floor propping him up. I murmured a few words to him, helping him come all the way around.

When his hand gripped mine, I realized it was still warm and dry. Nothing but a faint, then. The color was washing back into his face. 

I gave him a timid smile.

"I guess we dodged a bullet there," I said but Gramp didn't answer to that. Instead his gaze went to the container and I watched as he licked his lips nervously. I followed his gaze to see Callum peering down into its depths.

His face was too rigid. Too emotionless.

"What's wrong?" I said. 

"I guess we cut the red wire," he said and tilted the jar toward me so that I could see inside. I felt Gramp clutch my forearm.

"Don't look, Ayla," he said. "Don't look."

But it was too late. I had already seen the contents. A tiny mummified body with a red amulet wrapped around its neck.

A baby, then. A tiny almost perfect baby with miniature wings sprouting from its back.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER 11: 

"I'm glad I didn't get that thing," Sarah said.

We were in the living room. Gramp was sitting in his armchair looking sullen and anxious with his fingers clenching the armrests and a cup of cocoa Sarah had made him sitting on the little table beside him. Sarah was sitting cross-legged on the floor and Callum and I were both sitting on the sofa. I couldn't help glaring at her, even though I knew all she was doing was trying to break the tension in the room.

I nudged her with my toe.

"Well I am," she said. "If I had got that thing instead of the one with the paper in it, there's no telling what might've happened. It could be walking around and talking for all we know." She snorted and crossed her arms over her chest.

Callum's leg spasmed next to mine. Of all of us, he seemed to find the events of the day the most disturbing. I imagined a lifetime of necromancy and druidism might desensitize a person to things like that, but Callum still thought he was human. This had to be tough for him.

We had left the basement without saying a word to each other. Simply collected up the containers and lids as well as the parchment paper and brought it up stairs without so much as looking at each other either.

Typical of Sarah, she had gone straight to the kitchen and pulled out a plate of lemon meringue pie. When she offered a piece to me to me, I declined with a shake of my head. I didn't know how she could eat after that. I still couldn't bring myself to look into that second container and imagine that tiny body again. Just envisioning someone stuffing it in there made my gallbladder twitch. I felt as though I was trying to catch hold of the last thread of a vivid dream but it unravelling even as I grabbed for the end.

The two vessels in question squatted next to each other on the carpet like toads waiting for someone to manhandle them. The parchment was in front of Sarah, lying at her feet next to the empty plate of pie. She was browsing it with an industriousness that told me she didn't want to look at the bundle of terrycloth at all. None of us did.

The baby was wrapped in a towel and placed several feet away from everything else. I noted that Gramp had laid it with some care so that its feet were facing east.

"I guess it is some sort of resurrection thing," I said, trying not to sound discouraged. It certainly seemed plausible now with an actual humanoid thing all but mummified in an earthen vessel, buried in our back yard as though it was the plains of Giza or something. 

I had handled the paper long enough as I'd carried it up the stairs to know it had the feel of waxiness. Someone had obviously painted beeswax over it to keep it safe from moisture. So whoever had it been knew they were going to plant it into the ground and knew that dampness might be a problem. They hadn't wanted it to deteriorate. The added protection of a pottery jug with a seal made it even more secure. The person had wanted it to stay buried--at least for a while.

"Can you read it?" I asked Sarah.

"I told you ten times already, yes. But I need time. Egyptian necromancy isn't exactly simple." 

She lifted a delicate shoulder and her T-shirt slipped down at the collar. I could see the sun kisses she had ended up with after a long afternoon of tanning on the roof of the foster home. I felt a longing for those days right then. 

"So it is Egyptian. And it is to raise the dead." My lower belly churned uncomfortably.

She gave me a long look and turned the spell to face me. Evidently, she thought the hieroglyphs and parchment spoke for themselves regarding their nature.

"Okay," I said. "Okay. Just checking."

She lifted the parchment with both hands and inspected it more closely. I watched as her eyes ran the length of the paper. 

"Pretty sure it's from the Book of the Dead. It has that sort of feel. Maybe it's a protection spell. That would follow with the logic of everything else." She lifted her gaze to mine from beneath her bangs. "Or it's a spell to send that little thing flitting about the room like a drunken hummingbird," she said pointedly.

If she thought that was funny, I didn't enjoy the humour

"Don't tease me," I said. 

"Or maybe our little one is really Cupid," she said, her eyes trailing to Callum's face.

I growled at her. "Not funny, Sarah."

"And not the time for jokes." Callum crossed one ankle over his knee same time as he crossed his arms over his chest. Oh the dear, pragmatic fireman. He wasn't enjoying any of this.

"Come on," she said. "Think about it. The death of love." She rolled her eyes to the ceiling with a sense of histrionics and then levelled me with that blue gaze of hers that said she was only half joking. She knew what she was doing, and it wasn't just to tease us. 

"None of this is pleasant," she said. "I know that. But I can't have you all thinking I'm about to raise some zombie baby to do my bidding." She looked at me pointedly. 

"Protection," Gramp said from his chair, gaining everyone's attention. He waited until all eyes were on him before he spoke again.

"That stone was jasper," he said. "I recognize it." He reached down to his ankles and pushed his red wool socks from his feet. He shook the material free and then stretched his toes. The blue veins in the arches bulged and let go. Everything about that movement looked weary.

"I've been an earth druid since I can remember," he said. "I know jasper when I see it."

"Makes sense," Sarah said. "The Egyptians used the stone a lot in burials. They had some of the most potent magic in the world. Even their writing was said to contain power."

"Egyptian or not," he said. "Jasper is all about protection."

"Trust a druid to know his rocks," Sarah said with a smile.

"My guess is that someone put it there with that baby to protect it," he said. 

Sarah shook her head but she didn't look at him unkindly. 

"I don't think so," she said very gently as though she was consoling a grieving loved one. "There's no need to protect the dead, only the living."

"Maybe it's protecting something else," Callum suggested. "The family, for instance."

Gramp shook his head. "It didn't protect Rowan," he said softly and I knew by the use of my mother's name how badly this was all affecting him. 

My gaze trailed over the walls to the pictures that hung there, a record of my family's history. The curio cabinet still held a photo of my mom as a kid smiling out at the camera. Two front teeth were missing from her smile but it was a broad and happy one. Years later, as she aged, the pictures remained just as happy and content until her teen years. I realized something as I looked at the picture of her at about sixteen. She was staring out at the camera in a candid moment. My grandfather had framed the picture because he loved it so much. He'd always said she looked thoughtful and pensive. A grown woman in a young girl's skin. But looking at it, I realized there was something deeper beneath her expression. She looked haunted.

"They looked like wings," I said, remembering the infant's body. "Don't you guys think so?"

"The thing that attacked me and Ayla had wings," Callum murmured. 

"Most definitely," I muttered. Just thinking about those wings made me shudder. I didn't want to bring them to mind again. I couldn't imagine slipping beneath the covers one more night while that thing believed it had free reign of my bedroom. 

Gramp sighed heavily and turned away from the bundled towel. His mouth pressed into a thin line. 

"Folks around here don't talk about the strange things that go on in Dyre. They turn a blind eye or a deaf ear to them, or they smother it all into the dark places of their minds and ignore it. I protected my property with all of the natural elements available to me for years. If that burial cache was out there when you were attacked, Ayla, then it doesn't take a sorcerer or a reaper to figure out both are connected somehow."

"So if it's not protection, it's resurrection," Sarah mused. She waved her hand toward the towel. "Do you know any necromancers in your neck of the woods?"

"Just your ancestor and you," Callum said and she glowered at him. He shrugged as though to say it was true, and her lip disappeared behind those pretty white teeth of hers. 

"I hate to say this," she said. "But I think I have to translate the spell."

I knew she was right, but the thought of it made me nervous.

Gramp crossed his arms over his chest. "And I think we have to make sure there are no other surprises in the yard," he said.

Sarah nodded. "The final ingredient you might say," she said. "Canopic jars always came in fours."

They exchanged looks that might have meant something to magical folks but it had both Callum and I digging our toes into the carpet self-consciously. I wasn't about to pretend I knew what passed between them or even that I wanted to know. My few short glimpses into their world was already disconcerting enough without adding the notion of exhuming an entire yard of dirt in one night.

"You both can go out there and dig if you want to," I said. "I'm going to make up a bed on the sofa. There's no way I'm sleeping in that room again tonight."

Gramp gave Callum a meaningful look and he jumped to follow me up the stairs.

"A little room," I said, eyeing the way he tagged my heels. "Nothing's going to jump out at me in one trip to my bedroom." I pointed to the pile of throw pillows on the end of the bed and waited for him to gather an armful.

"I think Gramp's original idea was the right one," I said. "We get that thing to come to us and we nail it."

He didn't cock his head at me so much as blow out right disdain through his lips. 

"I've been trying to get you to face me out in the backyard, and see what that's got you."

"That's different," I said. I gripped a pillow close to my chest, my hand running over the silk.

He stopped mid-collection and stared at me dumbfounded. "Different? The girl who runs off in panic-stricken terror if I so much as say boo?"

I planted one hand on my hip. "I killed that doppelgänger, didn't I? I even killed that maniac in the church." I supposed it didn't matter that both of those executions had been accidental happenstance, so long as they were dead. "I'm a reaper, remember?"

He threw the pillows onto the bed and spun to face me. I fully expected him to lose his cool, but there wasn't one line of anger in his face. I wondered how he did that, kept such cold detachment when I knew he was furious.

"You killed the maniac out of self-defense," he said quietly. "You're not the same now."

I sucked the back of my teeth, defiant. "How would you know what I was like before?"

I started to cross my arms over my chest, but he reached out and snagged my fingers with his. That tingle of connection ran through my fingertips up past my elbow and I felt a moment of dizziness as it overcame me. 

In one fluid motion, he stepped backward and sat on the edge of my bed, pulling me there onto it with him.

"Post-traumatic stress," he said. "A lot of people suffer from it after an awful situation like that and don't even know it."

His voice was soothing, infuriatingly so. How could he know what I was suffering? What made him think I was any different now than I was before? He hadn't known the person I was before Azrael had turned me. All he knew of me before was the tortured teenager who didn't fit in and who set fires now and then to teach the neighbourhood nasties a lesson or two.

"You have no idea," I muttered. "You with your gorgeous face and hot physique and teams of people fawning over you because you're so darn nice." I hadn't meant for it to sound so bitter, but there it was. Laid out in all its sour glory. "It's disgusting," I tacked on for good measure.

I expected him to storm from the room, burned by the insult. He should have. Instead, he put his arm around me with his palm cupping the opposite ear. I was able to resist for all of three seconds before my cheek fell to his chest. That wonderful smell of soap and pheromones wrapped around me, but I still tried to struggle my way out of his grip.

"You can't push me away, Ayla," he said. "No matter how hard you try."

"You'll run if you know what's good for you," I muttered and managed to blink back the burn in my eyelids.

His chuckle was a low and throaty thing. "That's your department. I don't run."

I knew he was trying to joke about our training in the backyard and I appreciated the change of subject. I wasn't comfortable crying in front of anyone, and I would be mortified if it had to be him over something truly ridiculous as my failed training attempts. I thought I could hear his heart thumping in my ear, and I snuggled closer to test for the rhythm. I wondered if I was very still, would I be able to make both of our hearts beat at the same rate.

"I'm not a coward," I said.

"I know."

"It's hard not to run when something's chasing you."

"I know," he said. "That's exactly why I was starting with that. It's very difficult to fight that primitive instinct, but I think you were making progress."

"Liar," I said.

He chuckled. "See? Not so perfect after all." 

He gave me a quick squeeze much the way a parent might a child and I felt a new kind of sadness wash over me. I pulled away before he could push me away. I was on my feet, facing the posters on the wall until my eyelids stopped feeling as though sand was scraping across them every time I blinked.

"We better get back," I said and swiped at my cheeks. There was fluid there, I realized, and I was glad I had thought to wipe it away before I turned around.

"I'm not so nice, you know," he said from behind me. He was close, I realized. Snuck up behind me somehow while I was sniffling against the wall.

I peeked sideways at him, wary of why he might be so close I could feel his breath on my shoulder. He caught me looking and those green eyes held mine for a long moment before he spoke again.

"That shame of mine your grandfather speaks of," he started and then trailed off, his fingers reaching for mine again. That electric buzz jolted up to my elbow but it felt good. I wanted to feel how it lingered beneath my collarbone, sneaking its way to my throat. 

"Yes?" I had to be careful. I didn't want to look too interested. I couldn't risk him knowing how badly I wanted to know everything about him.

"Back in high school," he said. "I came looking for pot. I figured he was holding. When he turned me away right on his doorstep in front of all of my friends, I didn't take it so well."

I turned fully around, arms crossed, trying not to snicker at his childhood humiliation.

"That's it," I said. "You wanted a little bit of smoke?" I waved my hand in front of my face as though I couldn't stop laughing. "Please."

"That's not the worst part," he said. "I trashed his garden."

"Blasphemy," I said. This time I meant it. I thought my grandfather could certainly forgive him for thinking he might be some old hippie peddler, but his garden was everything to him.

"He called my parents." He hung his head. "I was too angry for a couple of weeks to even bother apologizing like they demanded, but eventually I wrote him a letter and slipped it under his door."

"Horrible," I said. "You're an incorrigible  human being."

He gave me a half grin that indicated he realized I was teasing. I couldn't admit how relieved I was to know he got it. 

"Teen angst gets us all, Ayla," he said. "It's what growing up is all about."

That again. I had imagined we were finally passed the issue of my age. It bothered me so much, I struggled out of his grasp. 

"I'm not a kid," I protested.

Something in his demeanour changed and I wasn't sure what to make of the way his gaze dropped to the pulse in my throat. 

"I know you think that," he said.

It looked like he was having a hard time pulling his gaze back to my face. I imagined he didn't want me to see the patronizing gleam in his eyes. I thought I would save him the trouble and pushed him sideways so that I could head for the bed. 

"This should be enough pillows," I said, collecting an armful and making a beeline for the door. He snagged my elbow on the way by and spun me to face him. His eyes bore into mine in a way that pinned me to my spot.

"You want me, Ayla," he said.

The raspiness in his voice sounded like smoke and char and something sweeter than that. Honey, I thought. I almost protested, but he pulled me closer, tight enough, I could feel his thighs against mine.

 "You want me, but you aren't sure what that means, and that's what makes you a kid still, no matter how old or how beautiful you look."

His fingers brushed the crest of my cheek. "But it's alright," he whispered. "I understand. That's the way it should be." His smile wavered as though he was both sad and resolute. He released me, his fingers trailing across my forearms. 

He tapped the door frame twice before he turned to lope down the hall. I heard him thundering down the stairs.

I stood there stunned. Beautiful. He'd called me beautiful. None of the other things mattered: not the fact that he still thought I was a kid, not the fact that he seemed to think me naïve. All that registered was that one word, and I hugged it to me like I did the pillow in my hands, running my mind over it the way my fingers did the silk. My ears were buzzing with the shock of it.

I was still in a daze when I turned around to check and see if I needed anything more. He had left without a blanket or pillow, and I thought I could carry one more thing. 

That was when I realized that my ears were buzzing from the shock of it all.

There, standing with its head cocked as it looked at me was the incubus again.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER 12: 

It chose its androgynous form, and for some reason that infuriated me. At least, for one whole heartbeat. Then the fury drained from me, leaking out as though I was a tap that had been left on too long. Water flooded my mouth; I kept licking my lips. 

Longing, I thought. That's what this was. Everything went flushed and warm and I felt myself taking steps toward it in a halting, almost drugged way. In some small part of my mind, I tried to remember what its real face looked like. I tried to remember what it felt like. There was something about feathers and leather, but I couldn't seize on the actual images.

The pain in my rib where the Ozriel's death had branded me, burned as though a hot poker had stuck itself straight into the middle, yet it felt good, a ripple of deep pleasure that made me shiver in relief rather than pain.

"You're back," I murmured to it and even as I heard my own voice, I remembered there was something else about this creature. Something I should be afraid of, something terrifying and painful. My scalp itched, no doubt my mind trying to work out what kind of reaction I was supposed to be feeling instead of this hazy desire. Didn't matter. All I wanted was to get closer to the creature, feed the craving.

The incubus's black, pupil-less gaze pinned itself to my mouth as though it knew I wanted to feel its fingers on my lips. I was alone with it; nothing else existed in the room except it and me. My fingers lifted to the air in front of me, arching forward, reaching for it.

"Rowan," it murmured with a voice that had all the rasp of dry leaves on stone and a lilt that seemed both pleading and bereft, as though it had been wanting to speak the word for decades and couldn't remember the way to form the syllables. 

I felt a clenching, almost incapacitating grief beneath the longing of its voice. I needed to help it. Hold it. Let it have me as a means to fill that loss.

"My Rowan," the incubus said again in its rasping voice. It was a foot away from me, if anything. Close enough to reach out and grab me.

"Come to me," it said. "It's been too long."

I was almost there. One more step and I could feel its breath on my face, feed it my own, give it everything it needed because that was what I needed. 

Then everything went dark as a cool dry palm clamped itself down over my eyes. Someone else was in the room beside the incubus. Not Callum. I knew his smell. This was different. Someone different. Someone who wanted to keep me from the incubus who smelled of caramel and warm chocolate. 

 I struggled as I realized whoever it was had pressed himself against my back. Lips against my ear. I smelled candy floss and summer afternoons with cumulus clouds drifting across the sky. I thought I heard the incubus whimper.

"Don't move," those lips whispered against my earlobe. 

Not Callum. Azrael. Right behind me. Azrael. Relief and anxiety flooded through me all at the same time.

My mind cleared with the same kind of speed of an ice cream headache struck my sinuses after one bite. I remembered the feel of the incubus's talons ripping into my flesh. I remembered seeing the shadow of its beak pulling psychic energy like rags from Callum's body. I remembered that I wanted to kill the thing for what it had done to him, the haunted way he looked now, too dazed to know it had been draining him. I wanted to make sure it didn't ever do that to anyone ever again.

My heart was thrashing in my ears and I could feel it doing time with Azrael's as it beat against my back. 

His other hand snaked around my waist, this time a hot and firm touch that made the lingering desire for the creature a confusing mash. I found my hands seeking his waist for support and the hairs on my arms tingled as they strained for his touch.

His lips were on my throat and as he whispered, his breath tingled along my collarbone.

"Just back away with me. Easy now. "

Back away. I leaned against him instead, aware that my breathing was just a little too quick. Just a little too ragged.

"That's it," he said. "Let it go. Let me have you."

It was those last words that blasted through my mind like an ice water cascade over hot skin. He couldn't have me. Not now. Not for that long eternity of nothingness in the top of his cane.

Didn't matter how magnificent he was.  How powerful. He was the Angel of Death. And he was the reason I was in this mess. 

"I don't think so," I said, trying to wrench free. 

"So stubborn. Always so stubborn," he said and that electric touch running across my skin fizzled to nothing. I felt spun and as I made a 180, I wrenched free and nearly fell because as I did, I realized I was actually alone in the room with the incubus. I was left to stare into my bedroom mirror, watching the thing as it cowered into the corner.

The incubus. Its reflection appeared to be recovering from some unexpected shock, and even as I eyed it from the mirror, I could see it growing even more solid until it was standing there again whole and physical. I swallowed. I should do something. Spin around and tear at it or something. Scream for help. Anything. 

It gave me a curious look, as though it only just realized that there was absolutely no reason to be afraid. It advanced another inch, tentative, wary. It craned its neck this way and that as it moved, trying to look around me as though he thought something was behind me. That hazy feeling started to envelop me again. I couldn't have been more greased with longing than if I'd been plunged into a bath of warm oil.

It was just inches away from me now. I could watch its advance through the reflection in the mirror but it didn't seem to realize I could see it at all.

I could smell licorice and chocolate and sweet heaven, if it didn't emit the barest aroma of Callum's soap and musk. My throat went tight as the ache of recognizing that scent went all the way along my jawline. My chin lifted of its own accord as though it was giving access to a roaming mouth.

I thought I could make out someone whispering. The buzzing in my ears even seemed to hush as though they wanted to let the sound through. I froze, all of my focus going to that noise. 

"Is he gone?" it said.

Gone. Even looking at it in the mirror, I was having a hard time working out what the question meant. I knew I should scream but I couldn't. I knew that if I opened my mouth to answer, it would be to beg that thing to come closer.

"Are we alone?" That throaty rasp again like burning sugar. My knees felt like beanbags at the sound of its voice, but at least I didn't feel so drugged. The mirror, I realized. It had to be the mirror. 

But even if the mirror buffered some of the allure, I knew things weren't quite right. I just couldn't fix it. I couldn't turn around to face the thing because I couldn't take my eyes off its reflection. I was too entangled in whatever energy had wrapped around me. I felt lethargic and heavy-limbed. I couldn't even remember why we were in the room in the first place. This was my mother's room. It wasn't mine. My room was at the other end of the hall. But none of that mattered. I was supposed to be here. With this thing. Give myself to this thing.

I could feel my mind fogging up again. I could've sworn I heard the thing purring. I wanted terribly to lift my hand to its cheek and let my fingers trail down to its jaw, rub behind its ear, let it rub its forehead against mine. 

The incubus stood waiting for me, its arms outstretched, next to the poster of the Stone Temple Pilots. The light from the streetlamps streamed into the window, cascading over it. 

It looked beautiful in that moment. Not just an androgynous looking thing, but a work of beauty with silver skin that glittered and black almond-shaped eyes with lush lashes. I felt my heart ache just looking at it. No wings. No fierce beak. No talons. Just a gorgeous silver-skinned man.

"What do you want?" I heard myself saying. 

"You," it said. "Only you."

The response was enough to make my bladder twitch even as some deep part of me went hot with a rush of acceptance. Validation. It felt like a blessing and I almost didn't catch the sob that escaped my lips. 

"Snap out of it," Azrael said from behind me.

I managed to stagger backward, the shock of his voice in my ear clearing the fog for an instant. I swayed with arms outstretched, trying to balance myself on tottering legs. Azrael's voice, yes, but no Angel of Death lurked in the corners or hovered in the shadows. I was still alone with it. Wanting it. Wanting something. Even my skin ached to be touched. The hairs on my arms rose in anticipation.

I felt my heart like a ragged thing trying to contain a heartbeat too thunderous for it, lungs too small to contain their air. I caught sight of myself in the mirror. My hair was stuck out everywhere like flames from a log, as wild looking as my eyes. 

There was a sharp edge to my chin that I hadn't noticed before. The light, I thought. The streetlights streaming in from the window made hard edges of everything except for the incubus. Even in the mirror, the light just sort of softened its edges. But there was something else that showed in the reflection that I wouldn't have noticed looking at it head on.

The incubus wasn't as solid as it seemed. It wasn't as corporeal as it would have me believe. Illusion. That's what it was. The ghost of thought sent by something that could invade my dreams as well as my space. Strengthened into physical form by feeding on my fear, longing and even acceptance of it. It gained strength with each moment I let it in. Maybe that's what it had been all along. The personification of things I desired and couldn't have. The creature had invaded my home that way. Not through those pottery vessels buried in the yard. Whatever they were, it had nothing to do with this thing.

"I see you," I whispered.

It edged closer, cocked its head. Confused, I thought. It shivered, wavering in the light like a rainbow about to disappear. When it caught sight of the mirror beside me, it stepped closer to it, flickering like a burned down candle. It looked from me to the mirror, reached out for one of us. The incubus wavered again, a kaleidoscope weaving in and out of shape, blurring in and out of focus. It lifted long fingers toward the mirror and swung its gaze to me again. Bewilderment furrowed its smooth brow. For a moment, I thought the incubus would simply disappear.

"Don't go," I blurted out. I had no intention of playing nice with the thing, but I wasn't about to let it disappear and take us by surprise again another night. It was here now. It was time for it to end now.

A slow, but sly smile spread across the incubus's face. It thought it had me. It thought I was enthralled by it, by the mask of beauty it had decided to pull over itself in order to lure me into a false sense of safety.

But I had its number. I took my cue from Azrael's earlier shielding of my eyes and squeezed them closed. I brought to mind how I felt that night I'd seen the incubus draining Callum of all his energy. I willed myself to feel the pain in my shoulder that was left over from the sharp bite of its talons. I knew that thing. I could see it in my mind. It was ugly and it was vicious and I was going to send it back to whatever side of eternity it had come from. 

My hands were shaking and I had to clench them into fists and jam them against my thighs to keep them from pummelling the wall. I wanted to pummel that thing. I wanted to feel its bones give way beneath my fists and hear its cries of pain. I felt strong, ridiculously strong. That thing had come here to hurt me. To harm my loved ones. It wasn't getting out of there alive.

I fully expected it to transform then and to feel the harsh brush of its wing as it threw me against the wall. I didn't care. Let it come. Callum had been wrong. It was very easy to stand your ground when you were in the throes of righteous anger.

Every snippet of sound in the room came at me like thunder. My heartbeat. The ringing in my ears. The sound of its breathing warring with my own. But what was it waiting for? Something was holding it back.

"Do it already," I said. I wanted it to come. I wanted to jam my thumbs up into the soft spot beneath its beak and take it with me to the floor when it drove those talons into my throat.

"It's not time," came a voice through the murk of sound. Candy floss painted the air. A feathery touch ran down my hair, sliding down my neck and smoothing the wild, static ends.

Azrael. 

I gasped out a lungful of breath. Fingers swept across my eyes with a touch so light it could have been a breeze. A benediction, almost, that touch. 

I opened them to see sky blue eyes peering back into mine. Never the same, those eyes. Over his shoulder, I could see the incubus cowering against the wall, its eyes wide. Scared. Good. It should be scared.

"Leave him," Azrael said again. "He's not on my list,"

"I don't care about your list," I said. "I'm going to kill it. It hurt me. It hurt Callum."

"The Nephilim?" Azrael said with a dry note in his voice, one that made me feel small and naive. "That's unlikely. He wouldn't bother with a male."

My chest hurt from all the hard breathing. "It is so likely. I was right there when it did."

I stared at the incubus as it cowered against the wall. It wanted me to believe it vulnerable and love-lorn, a creature with immeasurable grief and longing. I knew better. I imagined it as the great birdlike thing again perched atop Callum's chest. I imagined its nasty jealousy as it sent the searing kiss of talons into my skin as punishment.

It seemed to be waiting for something. No doubt for me to recognize its allure again. I saw its gaze flick to Azrael and that infuriated me more.

"Don't look to him for support," I growled. "He won't help you."

It peered at me, aghast, shocked even that I would dare thwart it.

"It's not what you think," Azrael said. "Stay calm."

Calm. I'd remained calm for too long. Look what it got me. Look what it got Callum.  For some reason, I felt even more betrayed because Azrael wasn't encouraging me to end the creature. He seemed to be on its side rather than mine.

"You have no idea what it did to me," I said, my throat tight with emotion. "You're just letting it stand there, all hurt and innocent looking."

"It's not innocent, Ayla," Azrael said, patient as a mentor, almost infuriatingly so. "I know it isn't, but--"

I yelled, cutting off whatever he was saying. I'd had enough. Enough pain. Enough betrayal. I lunged for the incubus. It didn't have time to react.

My hands flew to its throat and I squeezed. It felt so good to take the power. So good to feel myself at the helm. I revelled in its pain. I felt it flow through me where my skin touched it. Grief. Loss. Fear. All rolled into one so acutely, I had to grit my teeth against the pain of it. I told myself it was ambrosia. The taste of my blood as I bit down was the savour of retribution.

"Rowan," it rasped out again, but this time it sounded desperate. 

I had it. I knew its weakness. Illusion. Driven by a longing and fed by acceptance. Well, I didn't want it here anymore. I wanted it dead.

It struggled beneath my grasp. I could feel its throat working to resist my force. I thought I could hear it choking.

"I don't want you," I said, conjuring some sense of otherworldly power from within me. The energy of an angel ran in my veins, I could do this. Every brand on my body came alive with electricity. My hands felt strong.

The buzzing in my ears hummed louder. Nausea bit through my stomach. But I could do this. I would reap this unholy unwanted creature and be done with this madness.

A soft, almost sizzling sort of hiss snaked around me and then a bright sounding pop rent the air. I blinked. My hands gripped empty space. 

I searched for it, panned my gaze sideways and up and down. There was nothing. Not corpse. No pile of ash.

"Congratulations, Ayla," Azrael said from behind me but he sounded resigned, not pleased. "It's gone."

I expected a sense of victory from him, not this resignation. I spun around, my throat nothing but a dry wasteland that made my voice box rattle.

"One more fare for your collection," I said, feeling empty and weak. "Take it. I'm done here."

I staggered to the bureau and had to lay a trembling hand on the edge to keep my balance.

Azrael tugged down the sleeves of his suit jacket and shrugged into his shoulders.

"I'd like to say well done," he said. "But that stubborn streak..." 

He shook his head and black hair swept across his eyes. He ran his hand over it impatiently, shearing it to a buzz cut in mere seconds, revealing his full features cleanly. His eyes shifted color from blue to black. My breath caught on a hitch of inhale as I watched it all, knowing full well that whatever desire I felt was a leftover from the incubus.

"Well," he said. Let's just say it gets in your way."

"What do you mean?" I said, feeling disappointed that he didn't seem impressed. "I collected that thing for you. I did my duty. You should be happy." 

"There's power in your hands," he said.  "That's for sure. Enough to make me think you'll be a good reaper when something truly heinous comes your way."

I pulled down my T-shirt to expose the bandage on my collarbone. "It nearly killed me. Me and Callum. It deserved to die." My voice caught on that last word, and I straightened my spine so he'd be too distracted by my defiance to notice how weak I sounded.

His eye lingered a little too long on my shoulder but when it lifted to my face again, his expression was deadpan. He had noticed all right, but wouldn't comment on it. 

I sank onto the bed, the adrenaline abandoning me in waves that made me dizzy. 

"Xantho did deserve it," he said in a soothing voice. "And I would have taken him eventually myself for hurting you, but it wasn't his time."

"You would have taken him?" I said, weariness clouding everything he said. "You know what he did to me?"

"Yes," he whispered, but there was a fierceness in his tone I didn't understand. "I know what he did. I would have made him pay for it, but not now. Now wasn't the right time, Ayla."

I wasn't sure why I felt so drained and uncomfortable, or why I felt as though I'd done something shameful. The incubus had been draining me. It hurt Callum. Azrael should be pleased it was gone.

"I don't understand," I said. "I just did what you told me I was born to do. Unless what you really wanted was for me to let it finish off Callum for you"

"This isn't about your boy-toy, the Nephilim."

"No one uses that term anymore," I said in gasps. I thought I might be hyperventilating. A paper bag moved across my vision. Azrael. Summoning it no doubt from whatever realm he had dominion over and passing it to me. I gripped the edge and put it to my mouth. He gently lifted it to include my nose.

"Breathe." He had a note of impatience in his voice. "Human frailty. I don't see why you enjoy it."

I eyed him over the expanding paper, annoyed that he was purposely ignoring the point.

"You know incubi only attack when their lover is alone," he murmured, smoothing the rest of my hair down. "Oh yes," he said when he saw the look of distaste that was no doubt riding my brow. "He considered you a lover. He would have wanted to keep you safe, not attack you."

I crumpled the bag and dropped it to the floor. I hadn't expected such a declaration. Surely, things like that didn't feel love.  

He sighed and looked like he wanted to reach out to touch my face but settled on a piece of hair that had slipped over my shoulder. He inspected the long lock of hair and tucked it behind my ear. Something in the way he did it, with a quick almost imperceptible caress of the back of my earlobe sent a tingle down my spine. I felt myself leaning toward him slightly despite my impatience. 

A black brow quirked at me. Perfectly arched and sweeping up at the ends like a raven's wing. Looking at it brought to mind the feather from the cathedral on the night maniac attacked me. I touched my forehead where the tip of the feather had stroked across my skin. I'd not known it then, that I was being anointed, but seeing those black eyebrows reminded me how far I had come since that night. From a terrified girl reeling from shock in the face of the Angel of Death to a killer who saw his terrible presence as an interference. No doubt he still wanted me to be that terrified girl. 

I suspected it annoyed him to have me lean on him as though he were that spritely old gent in Birkenstocks instead of the mighty Angel of Death.

"I warned you that your stubbornness would get you in trouble, Ayla," he murmured into my hair and the candyfloss smell wafted over me again. "I told you what would happen if you didn't get rid of those abominations. But no, you're stubborn. You wanted to save them. And now that thing you unleashed is all the stronger for it. And she's gaining more power even now."

"She?" I said, pulling away. "That incubus was a he a few minutes ago." I narrowed my eyes at him. "I just killed it."

His full mouth twitched with something akin to humour I knew he wanted to argue.

"But the incubus was the danger," I muttered, trying to wrangle some sense out of the situation. "That was the threat. He," I said, stressing the pronoun, "is gone now."

Azrael seesawed his open hand up and down in front of his chest. "The incubus wasn't really a threat, not to you anyway."

"You've got to be kidding."

"Sadly, I don't think the Divine One installed that particular trait." 

He grinned as though to contradict it. Just seeing the glint of perfect white teeth and the way it changed his whole face, I wondered why the Almighty wouldn't include that aspect, and then as I realized how human it made Azrael seem, I understood.

"I'm tired, Azrael. It's been a long few days and I'd appreciate it if you would just collect up the incubus and go."

"And leave that thing here to drain your main squeeze even more?" he said. "Is that right? Main squeeze?"

I ignored the bait. "I just ended the threat. You just haven't collected it yet." I scanned the room, wondering where the incubus had gone anyway. Was it possible that as a spirit brought forth by psychic energy, it didn't have a form to collect?

"Ah, the threat," he said, as he watched me peering about the room. "About that."

Without realizing it, I reached out and grabbed his hands. Both of them were in mine and I squeezed hard. 

He flipped my hands over, spreading them open so that the palms faced the ceiling, and he brushed his fingers across the surface, lighting little sparks beneath my skin.

"The nephilim broke the seal on the spell that bound her to Dyre's underground. She's free to roam now. Although I imagine she'll want to stay around now that she has a ... lovah?" He lifted a brow in query.

"What are you saying?" I demanded. "You told me Sarah released the threat. Back in the crypt. You said she unleashed something awful. Something attracted to power. Are you saying the incubus was not that threat?"

I brought to mind that birdlike creature, felt again its brush of leathery wings and bite of talons. My fingers trailed to my collarbone, testing for the wound. The creature had looked distinctly feminine. She didn't want me anywhere near Callum.

Oh god. She. The incubus wasn't that creature at all. That creature was something entirely different. 

"Your necromancer certainly raised her essence and gave her a body to take hold of," Azrael said. "But you executed that little loophole back in the crypt. Left her flailing about. When your... boo opened the canopic jar, he unleashed the true magic that kept her bound here. Now she's connected to him, and as delightful as I find it that the nephilim will be incredibly busy being her baby daddy for the next little while, it really does cause a lot of problems for the rest of humanity."

"Baby daddy?" I said, feeling quite ill.

"Yes," Azrael said. "No doubt she has found the perfect mate."

"I think I'm going to be sick," I said clutching my stomach.

"No time for that, Ayla," he said. "Before she finally gets into the loving mood, she'll be needing a few energy shots. His nephilim blood should be quite handy for that. She might even find it necessary to use a druid or necromancer. Maybe even a supernatural reaper."

He tilted his head as though straining to hear something that might be coming from the hallway.

"You hear that?" he said.

I strained to listen. Nothing. I shook my head.

"She's not meant to be here, Ayla, not anymore. She's been a concept for a millennia now, and she really wouldn't understand the world of today. You need to reap her while it's still possible. Before she comes to full power and it's impossible to collect her at all."

He sighed as he pulled out his cane from beneath the bed and tossed it in the air. He caught it with a smack. He tip tapped the floor, testing the way a blind man might for obstacles, then grunted as though he'd found what he was looking for.

"I have work to do now," he said. "And so, I think, do you."

The way he was giving me that intense examination I knew something was wrong. Down to my very soles. I gripped the edges of the mattress with my fingers, and felt them dig into the sheets.

"Better run," he said.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER 13: 

I practically flew down the stairs, Azrael's voice echoing between my ears. Each thud of my feet striking the wood on the treads was an echo of my frenzied heartbeat. The house was deadly silent and I prayed it meant that Callum was outside with Gramp and Sarah, prayed that he was out there laughing with them as they searched in vain for that last vessel that probably wasn't even there anyway. 

I couldn't move fast enough. I nearly tripped on the bottom step and had to catch myself on the foyer table. My fingers clutched at something and came away with a piece of driftwood. I stared at it dumbly, shock erasing reason. Callum. That was it. I had to get to him. He was in danger. We all were.

I called out. 

No answer.

Nothing through the pass-through counter either except for those three squat jars obliterating my view of the living room. I cursed them out loud and then ran for the hall, aiming for the door that led to the living room. 

I skidded to a halt just at the edge of tiles where the carpet began. Early afternoon light streamed in through the eastern window, playing on the carpet and furniture. And there, in the middle of all that glorious sunlight, two forms on the living room floor. 

"No," I heard myself say. No. Please not that.

That thing. That thing was back and it was bigger than before. Instead of an eagle-sized bird, it was a great vulture like creature. And it was perched on top of Callum's chest. 

Just like the shadows from the night before, it appeared to be pulling rags of something from Callum's mouth. They were filmy and opaque, and they went on and on until they put me in mind of a clown pulling ribbons of kerchiefs from his throat. 

Except none of this was funny. 

I swayed on my feet as I tried to find my voice. I was aware of my toes digging into the shag, of my hands gripping the frame of the door.

Time went all wonky. I took a step forward, aware Callum wasn't moving and that he needed me. His mouth gaped open as that creature rocked back and forth on his chest, pulling back on that thread of energy so far, it craned its head nearly backwards over its body to get at it. 

It was the single twitch of Callum's fingers that freed me from my paralysis. I had a weapon. Right in my hand. Small and maybe ineffectual, but it was something.

I threw the driftwood at its head and screamed at it. "Get out," I said. "Get off him."

I shouldn't have expected it to obey. It was so huge and monstrously terrifying, and while most of me wanted to rush forward and yank it off of Callum, part of me was afraid to. And in the back of my mind was the feel of the incubus's throat beneath my hands. The way I had felt its neck muscles move as it swallowed. I felt sick. I wanted to rush the creature, and I wanted to run away. The conflicting emotions were too much. The adrenaline pumping down through my tissues was enough to make me dizzy.

Even so, I had to do something. I forced myself forward. I managed a foot, maybe two, as a fresh burst of adrenaline saturated my muscles, but then searing pain tore through the front of my hip and I froze in disbelief and frustration.

The brand, I realized. Azrael was collecting the incubus and the brand was searing into my skin, marking me, ticking off another reap on my ledger. Not now. Not when Callum needed me the most. Not when I had just gathered enough courage.

I staggered to my knees and fell to my palms. It hurt so much. I could barely breathe through it. I rolled onto my side, tried to breathe through the pain and crawl to get to Callum, but I couldn't. All I could manage was to grip the curve of my hip and moan.

I rolled over onto my back, and pulled my leg into my chest, sucking in air and letting it go in a wheeze. It couldn't last forever. It had to stop at some point. No amount of cradling it, no amount of rocking back and forth, of begging to Azrael could make it stop. I could almost taste searing skin and feel the twisting of my muscles as they tried to knit around the mark. The bone in my hip ached as though a thousand needles were scraping across the surface all at once.

I grit my teeth against another wave, cried out because I couldn't help it.

The back of my head was digging into the carpet, my hair catching on itself and tangling in knots that pulled at my scalp as I squirmed on the floor. At one point, I could see Callum straining for me with his hand. All I had to do was crawl forward a few feet and I would be close enough to grab for it. I could pull him out from beneath that thing and drag him into the kitchen if I had to. Surely I could manage that.

In desperation, I called out to him again. Wonder of wonders, I saw him try to roll over. He heard me. He was in there somewhere. I wasn't sure whether I should be relieved or terrified for him.

There was one long moment when I blinked my eyes free of tears and I caught his green eyed gaze. It was clear and present. A sob escaped my throat and I tried to reach for him again. I thought he was straining for my hand.

"Fight it," I said and then let go another shriek as a spasm rode my nerves.

From the corner of my eye, I could see the bird lean forward again to grasp a trail of smoky vapour snaking from Callum's nostrils. Tugged. Another stream of energy ran out and I could make out his hands twitching as they lay outstretched from his body. His chest lurched upward and I remembered that thing's talons on my skin, the burning of its leathery wings as it grazed me.

I was aware of a faint sense of electricity lifting the hairs on my arms. This wasn't a normal supernatural creature. It was something more. Whatever we had unleashed in the crypt had come to roost right in my home. I had let it loose. We had let it loose. 

My arms wrapped over my head as I tried to think. I had to think. I had to find a way to help him. I had to get up. I had to find a way, whatever it took. Distract it long enough for Callum to worm his way loose.

"Leave him be," I said through a dry throat. 

The creature turned a baleful eye toward me. Contempt. That's the look it gave me. At first. Then I thought I heard a chuckle and even as that horrific sound wafted across the room, the vulture vacillated subtly until its head turned into that of a woman's. 

She smiled at me with full, sensual lips. Sleek tawny hair ran down the length of her back and shone in the sun that fingered in through the curtains. Her nose was hooked slightly at the end but was still delicate looking, a graceful thing that might break beneath a hush of force. Red eyes like fat drops of blood cut a path to mine. They seemed to swim with authority and command and when she pinned me with that gaze, my throat shut tight. I had to suck at air through a narrow hole and I felt my chest heaving with the effort.

I knew her thoughts in that moment. 

You can't have him, they said. His blood is mine. Then yours will be too, Nathelium. I'll get to you soon enough.

"Like hell," I croaked out but I knew the threat was an empty one. I couldn't do much more than lie there holding my hip and crying silently in frustration and pain, crawling forward at each interval of spasm and marking no more than a mere inch.

She shivered back into the vulture form and resumed her work. I clenched my thigh and tried to move again and had to bite back on the pain. I was almost there. Almost.

"Hold on, Callum," I said. "Please hold on."

It was the red wool of a foot in Birkenstocks that saved me and I hitched out a sob when I saw it. Help was here. Gramp grabbed for the lid of one of the canopic jars from the pass-through counter and threw it like a Frisbee at the creature's head. The creature swivelled its red-eyed gaze to him and then moved on to Sarah. It lifted a russet coloured wing. The talons, inches long, each of them, shifted into five fingers. She pointed at Gramp. 

"Druid."

She pointed at Sarah. "Necromancer."

She dropped her gaze to Callum.

"Nephilim," she said.

"Demon," Gramp hollered in retort and then raised his arms above his head palms together and then he pulled them down to his solar plexus as though he was meditating. 

He started chanting. Not words, just sounds. I was aware Sarah was too. Different sounds, but same atonal murmuring that made my spine feel as though it wanted to pull itself out of my skin. 

Callum twitched on the floor and I pulled in a breath. "Don't give up," I yelled at him. "Don't you dare give up."

The pain was receding finally. I could breathe without hitching in shallow gulps. I could move again. It wasn't even fully gone when I scrambled forward on my hands and knees, pushing through the residual suffering and grabbed for Callum's hand. His head lolled to the side and I could see in his features he was feeling every psychic pull of energy. He was feeling it and needed relief from it.

For some reason, whether it was Gramp's or Sarah's chanting, or the fact I was tugging on Callum's hand, the creature shivered again and became that incredibly beautiful woman with the tawny hair. Nude. Large breasts. And yet that chest seemed covered with light downy feathers. I was aware from the corner of my eye that Gramp was already spreading his arms out to the sides one by one. He seemed to be gathering something from the air around him.

I thought the creature knew it too. She smiled. A short chuckle rippled from her throat.

She kneaded Callum's chest like a kitten settling down to sleep. Her fingers wrapped around his throat. I watched, horrified as she began to transform again into a bird. I thought she might try to lift off like an eagle, pulling Callum with her. I yelled at her.

But Gramp wasn't done yet. He laboured forward, with the jasper amulet that had been wrapped around the baby's neck. He shouted at the woman who turned her black and piercing gaze on him, and she lifted her hand toward him, talons growing out of that delicate hand. I thought she might slice through Gramp's chest, but he feinted away with the agility of a younger man. I realized it left Callum free of her grip, and I yanked as hard as I could backward. Callum moved just enough, I knew if I kept calm, I might yank him free. 

I waited. My breath was harsh in my ear. I felt every thought of my heart against my rib cage.

Gramp tossed the amulet as though he were working at winning a prize at the carnival. It struck her and she threw her hands up to deflect it, momentarily losing her balance. My moment had arrived. I yanked hard. Callum slipped free as she spilled backwards onto the carpet.

That tawny hair swayed and spilled down her shoulders as she twisted toward me, trying to find her feet. I got the feeling she was weaker than she wanted to be. She reminded me of a newborn cold, trying to stand on shaky legs. She couldn't get up. I threw the closest thing to my hand that I could. The piece of driftwood again. It bounced off her temple.

She glowered at me, but that was all. She'd used up what she had, I guessed. Trying to hold onto Callum, trying to transform too many times. I thanked whatever gods existed that she was at least that vulnerable. 

She disappeared just as Gramp sank to his knees.

I rushed him even though I knew Callum was weak, but he waved me toward Callum when I tried to help him up.

"Make sure he's okay," he said.

Both Sarah and I exchanged worried looks but I did as he bid while she helped Gramp into a chair. Callum lay there, outstretched, but with his eyes open. He blinked at me.

"Talk to me," I said to him.

He held up a clenched fist. "How much do you think this will get me on Ebay?" 

He dropped something that looked like a large greenish beetle onto the floor. 

We stared at it for a long moment before Sarah dared to pluck it from the carpet.

"A scarab stamp," she said, examining it. I watched as her brows knit together in thought. 

"How did you get it?"

"Not sure," he said, working to catch his breath. "It might have been around her neck."

"Why don't we get you something to drink," I said, looking at Gramp who nodded and disappeared into the kitchen. "You look a little peaked." 

I didn't want to say that he looked worse than peaked. He looked positively awful. I had no idea how much of his energy she had taken, or even if he would even be himself after this. I didn't even know what we were facing. I couldn't stop wringing my hands together.

"How are you?" he asked and I couldn't help feeling for my hip, testing for the mark.

"Don't worry about me," I said. "What about you?"

His hand trailed to my hip and met my fingers. I had the feeling he was testing to see if I winced.

"We have no idea what that thing did to you," I said. "We should get you checked out at the hospital or something."

He stared into my eyes. "I don't think so," he said. "I'm tired, and I feel a little weak, but I don't think anything is wrong with me physically." He gave me a long look that made me squirm.

"You're the one that should be checked out," he said. "You look like you were in quite a bit of pain."

I was about to protest but I heard both Sarah and Gramp from behind me agreeing.

"I'll call 911," Gramp said. 

I stood, letting Callum's hands go. I whirled around to face him.

"Don't," I said putting my hands up. "There's nothing wrong with me."

"Ayla," Gramp said patiently. "We just watched you writhing around in pain on the floor. You can't tell me there's nothing wrong."

I hung my head. "It's better now," I said. "All gone." I threw my hands out to the side as though to say it was over.

"Callum is the one who should be going to the hospital." I looked over my shoulder at him to see he was trying to get up. Sarah had him by the elbow and was helping him to the chair. 

"I don't think that's gonna matter," she said. "I have a feeling they won't find anything physically wrong." She peered deep into Callum's eyes as though she thought she could see behind them. "Are you dizzy?" she asked him.

He shook his head. "Except feeling like I just ran a marathon, I don't feel out of sorts."

"Anything hurt?" she said.

He shook his head.

Sarah looked over her shoulder at me. "I'm not sure a hospital will help. What would we tell them?" She lay a calm hand on Gramp's shoulder. "Maybe some water?"

Gramp nodded and left the room. She turned back to Callum immediately and I realized she wanted to get Gramp out of the room. "What do you remember?"

Callum sent a long look my way. His gaze travelled from my mouth down to my hips and then rose again to linger on my neck. "Ayla," he said. "I was dreaming about Ayla. And then she was there. And she was in pain." He pursed his lips, thinking. "I don't remember much else. Just that pain. I wanted to help," he said. I noticed his fists had clenched side on the couch. "And I couldn't."

I could hear the bald helplessness in his tone. I hung my head, wishing I hadn't looked like such a coward in front of him. 

"Now for you," Sarah said. She pointed at my jeans. "Unzip."

"I will not," I said, whipping around so she couldn't look at me the way she was, as though she planned to pull my jeans down and inspect my still raw skin. I barely avoided her hands but she'd always been strong for a wiry little thing and she wrestled me onto the sofa and unzipped my jeans for me, just enough to peel the flap away from the skin of my hip. She sucked in her breath.

"Ayla," she said as she exhaled. "Look."

I knew what I'd see, but not the shape of it. A duplicate of the one on the third jar. The mark we couldn't translate.

"Incubus, I guess," I said, meeting her blue-eyed gaze. She nodded and pointed at each container in their turn. "Virtue, Doppelgänger, Incubus."

I felt ill. I didn't want to think about the incubus. Didn't want to remember its throat beneath my palms. It made me feel dirty and unclean. It made me feel like I needed to take a shower.

Sarah crossed the room and laid her hand on the top of one of the earthen vessels. 

"Do you have any more brands you haven't told us about, Ayla?"

"What makes you ask?"

She shrugged and ran a finger down along the curve of its belly.

"Because we found another one in the yard."

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER 14: 

The fourth container looked much the same as the others, except its mark on the bottom was identical to the one on the scarab stamp Callum had taken from his assailant. To my eye, it looked like a bird with outstretched wings, its talons clutching a long frond. But then, I had just come eye-to-eye with one gargantuan bird straddling a guy I was crushing on so I might have biased my own vision. 

I knew without asking, they hadn't opened it. The seal and lashings were still intact.

As I held it in my hands, I knew we would have to open it the same way as the others, under protective wardings. We couldn't take a chance now, not with everything that had happened. I also knew no one had the energy to do it right then. Gramp was slouched in his chair. And I knew Callum had lost far more energy than he wanted to let on. Sarah was looking from one to the other with worry coiled in her expression. 

I had no idea what I looked like, but I imagined it was about as attractive as a mad woman walking the streets behind a shopping cart. 

We needed to recuperate, and we all knew it. We sat for long moments not saying anything before Sarah quietly got up and went into the kitchen. No doubt she'd be rummaging around in the fridge, and my suspicions panned out when I heard the sound of cutlery and pots clanking together. Cocoa, I thought. Maybe even a platter of food. It wasn't a bad idea, actually. Eating would give us all time to process what had just happened. 

If I was lucky, no one would talk. I needed a break to be with my own thoughts, but I was too afraid to go up to my room. Not because I imagined the incubus would be there waiting but because I knew it wouldn't be. And I knew why. Every time I thought of those moments when I'd wrapped my hands around its throat and squeezed, I felt dirty. I felt like a murderer.

I couldn't shake the feeling that what I'd done hadn't been in righteous anger, but in cold calculation. I couldn't bear to go up to my room and face that again. I didn't want to see the walls or imagine the incubus cowering in the corner as it watched for Azrael. I couldn't stand remembering the look of fear in his face, of hearing Azrael's voice behind telling me it wasn't time. That I'd let the anger take me until I had squeezed the life out of it.

It just seemed so callous, and that wasn't me. I didn't want to remember that part of me.

Worse, I didn't want to think that I was more callous than Azrael, who had wanted to offer the thing more time. 

I shook my hands out as though to rid them of the feel of its skin against my palms.

Instead, I studied Gramp as he sat there staring at the opposite wall. He was a hero. I wondered if he knew that. In all my years with him, this was the first time I'd seen him so fiercely alive. He was a warrior, I realized. In his day, I imagined he had been robust and intimidating. While to me he had been just plain old Gramp all this time. I was proud of him. More even now than I'd been while he'd fought for his health in the hospital. 

Sarah, in her turn, had maintained a calm composure and done what she needed to do. 

I, on the other hand, had panicked. I was as ashamed of that as I was off killing the incubus.

I stole a look at Callum as he sat next to me on the sofa, trying to tell myself he was going to be fine. His leg felt warm next to mine, and that had to be a good thing, didn't it? Normal?

As real as the heat of his leg was against mine, everything else was surreal. Seeing Sarah come back into the room with a tray of mugs and chocolate cake, it seemed even more so.

She placed the tray down on the coffee table and gave each one of us a sharp look.

"I don't know about the rest of you," she said. "But if I don't put something into my mouth, I'm going to lose my mind."

She plucked a mug from the tray and walked it over to Gramp. He took it but  held it between both hands, not bothering to put it to his lips.

She pressed the bottom of the mug gently. I imagined a look passed between the two of them because he lifted it slowly and put it to his mouth. His Adam's apple bobbed briefly and then he put the mug back down onto the side table next to his chair.

"Better," Sarah said.

She turned to face us with her arms crossed over her chest.

"Now that everyone has some chocolate in them," she said. "Do you mind telling me what the hell that was?" She paced the room for several moments when I didn't answer and then she held her hand up as though to block any information that came her way. 

"Never mind," she said. "If that was the incubus, I just want to know how we're going to get rid of it."

"It wasn't," I said, squirming on the sofa. 

I kept hearing Azrael telling me it wasn't time. And if it wasn't time, then what had I just done by getting rid of it prematurely?

She halted and faced me. "Sweet Sacred blood. Then what in the name of Grindelwald was it?" 

I took a long breath. I didn't want to do this. Not right now.

"I think it's the thing from the crypt," I said. I glanced up at her. "What we released when we killed the doppelgänger."

I used the word we because I didn't want to sound accusing.

"You mean what I loosed." Sara nodded sagely as she sank down into her chair and perched on the edge. "So how do you know?"

"Azrael told me," I said but I couldn't look at her when she said it because all I could focus on was the look in Azrael's eyes when he'd admitted to me what remained was even worse than we could have feared. She had to throw a balled up piece of paper at me to get me to look at her, and even then I couldn't meet her gaze for long.

"Azrael," she said, furrowing her blonde brow. "You've seen him? When? When did he tell you this?"

I plucked the paper from floor and balled it in my fist. Apparently, this action was enough to explain because she gasped.

"He was here," she said, and I wasn't sure just how she had managed to work it out and it creeped me out a little. "He was here and you haven't said so. That must mean –"

"It means the incubus won't be bothering us anymore." 

I hung my head. It hurt to say that. I felt nauseous and dizzy just imagining its skin beneath my palms. I'd killed it. Not that it didn't deserve it, but I killed it even knowing the time wasn't right for it. I hadn't done it out of self-defence. I hadn't done it out of fear. I had killed it intentionally. Out of vengeance. I shivered and crossed my arms over my chest.

"It called me Nephilim," Callum said out of the blue. "That...bird woman. I remember that. She was sitting on my chest and I was feeling weak and cold and she called me that name. I don't remember much except watching you in pain and remembering that." 

There was a sort of vacant look in his eye as he spoke and I thought it might not be the right time to tell him what it meant. I didn't think he could take it. Not after what he'd just endured.

"Nephilim means you have angel blood in you," Sarah said a little too casually. She didn't sound the least bit shocked and she didn't sugarcoat it. Pull the band aid right off. For good or bad, it was out there now. I watched as the expressions flitted across Callum's face: confusion, disbelief. Then that vacant stare again. I knew he wasn't processing it. I recognized in his body language exactly how I'd felt when Azrael had told me what I was.

"Angel blood?" Callum said. "Kind of like quarter Cherokee or something? And this from a guy who's never set foot in a church except to put out a fire." He nudged me with his leg as though he thought he'd cracked a really good joke.

No one laughed.

"You're serious," he said.

I nodded slowly, thinking that maybe the more time it took, the easier it would be for him to take the information in. Besides. Up until that point, he'd believed himself human. I knew how hard it was to have that sense of security and self-awareness torn away. 

"The whole time we thought it was an incubus attacking him, it wasn't," I said. "There was one here, yes, but it wasn't that same creature. Not by a long shot." I felt stupid. I should've made the connection. 

"You mean two awful things entered this house?" Gramp said. He shook his head and stared at the wall.

"Azrael told me before that whatever we had let loose was something strong and something that wanted more power. It told me it would find it wherever it could. He said that your blood was a threat because it would be a lure." I spun around to face each one of them. 

"So that's why that thing is here," I said. "It isn't here to spirit Sarah away to face her family. It wants energy. First it-she'll come for Callum, then druid or necromancer or me. We can't let that happen. We have to stop it."

Gramp scored me with his gaze. 

"How can we fight a thing like that?" he said. "I saw your pain. I saw how much that thing was hurting you –"

"It wasn't the creature, Gramp," I admitted. It was something else. Each time I reap an entity, I get marked." I pulled my pant leg up to show him the original brand. I twisted my calf and watched his face as his gaze fell to the mark and I recounted again my time in the church, this time filling in the detail I had left out before. That after I had accidentally killed the fallen angel, I had been branded.

Gramp swallowed when I was finished and then met my gaze again.

"That looks like you were branded," he said quietly.

Callum pushed himself to his feet without looking at me. His jaw was set in a rigid line that made his expression easy enough to read. He was angry. That much was clear. I felt like I should apologize but I had no idea what for. 

I sighed, spent and tired and uncertain.

"So where does that leave us?" I said. "Can we reverse the spell? Fix it somehow? Make it like it was never here?"

"Spells like that are very particular," Sarah said. "They take certain kinds of magic." She looked at Gramp for confirmation and he merely nodded. "In this case, we have four vessels each containing something very specific. We would have to know the intention of the spell as well as the ingredients and we haven't got that far."

"But you said you thought it was a protection spell," I said.

She shrugged. "Or a resurrection spell. I simply don't know any more than this is definitely Egyptian. Just look at the bottom of the vessel. That's pretty indicative of the origin and the Egyptians were big on resurrection. I can't guarantee that what these vessels aren't supposed to be doing is raise the creature we saw."

I shook my head. "Can't be. Azrael was very explicit. That thing is here because of us. These containers are separate."

"Then maybe we should split our efforts." Callum was pacing. "That vessel," he said, pointing to one of the jars on the counter. "It had a parchment in it. You said it was a spell."

"I did," she said.

"Maybe while we open the fourth one, you decipher what the spell is for. Decide once and for all whether it's resurrection or protection."

She nodded. I could tell by her expression she was reluctant to be alone, but it couldn't be helped. We needed Gramp to open the other container and I wanted to be there when it happened.

Sarah sighed heavily. "I certainly don't fancy spending another night waiting for something to attack, so sure. Let's do it."

We left Sarah at the dining room table with a parchment spread in front of her and muttering to herself that she was certain it was about protection, but that she would do the work anyway if not just to prove it to us. She mumbled something about normal people not trusting magic and shooed us away with a flick of her hand. Gramp went directly to his protective circle with the vessel and placed it in the apex of the cross.

It was almost overkill, and I think we all knew it. After all, nothing had happened when we'd opened the last ones, but we just didn't want to take the chance.

Secretly, I believed we had nothing to fear from the jars. I wasn't sure why, but I felt as though they were the answer, not the enemy. Sarah, with her built-in paranoia after years of being on the run, couldn't help herself. Gramp was just for too wary of anything he thought would put me in danger.

I felt Callum's hand slip into mine and his grip was firm rather than gentle. He was standing entirely too close and every time I tried to move away, uncomfortable and nervous, he pressed even closer. We waited with bated breath as Gramp went through the ritual of chanting and then slipping the lashings from the jug. 

When he extracted a small vial of oil and a single black feather, we all sagged with relief. Strange, but not offensive. I could live with that.

"A feather," Callum said with a note of disappointment in his voice. "That's it?"

"I know you wish it was more," Gramp said. "But you haven't been involved in otherworldly things for long. Nothing is ever simple." I thought he tried to smile at Callum, but Callum spun away on his heel and with a long look at me, headed back up the stairs. Gramp and I trooped behind, the vessel in hand.

We ended up back in the same place we were before. Sitting across from each other in the living room with cups of cocoa. Sarah, of course, had a piece of pie. The scroll was lying in front of her on the coffee table. One foot was propped up on seat of the chair and she was giving each one of us an I told you so look.

"Definitely protection," she said. I recognize some of the symbols." She picked up the feather from the table where Gramp had placed it next to the vial of oil and twirled it in her fingers, staring at it.

"Four of them, just like Egyptian burial vessels. One with viscera. One with the deceased in need of protection. One with this Egyptian protection spell from the Book of the Dead." She eyed me with a look that dared me to question her. I just shook my head. What did I know about other languages, especially those of the dead? That was her specialty not mine.

She twirled the feather again, this time using the tip of it to write in the air. "And this. "The feather of truth and judgment."

She made the sign of the cross as she ended on a note of triumph. 

Something niggled at the back of my mind, but I couldn't quite place what it was. Something about feathers and crosses. I was thinking about images and language and how sometimes the two couldn't be interchangeable

Sarah leaned forward to tilt the container onto its side, revealing the bottom and the mark stamped onto it. 

"And here," she said. "This bird is holding the feather of truth. All parts of an Egyptian style burial. Add to that the amulet, and you have all the elements of a protection spell meant to ward off the wicked one from stealing this thing's soul." She pulled her other foot up onto the seat of the chair and hugged her knees.

"A little over-dramatic if you ask me," she said. "But it was two thousand years ago."

She smiled crookedly.

"Except it wasn't 2000 years ago," Gramp said, laying his hand on the side of the last container. "These have not been in the ground that long. These are more recent. And that makes all the difference."

He pointed to the fourth jug. "That mark," he said, picking the scarab stamp from the table where Callum had left it. "It's the only one you guys didn't mention as part of Ayla's branding. I don't know about the rest of you, but it's pretty obvious to me that it's a bird holding onto a feather. Coincidence?" He looked at each one of us in turn, pinning us with his black-eyed gaze. "I think not."

Sarah scratched her head and fluffed out her hair. "Maybe, but what's the connection? The most obvious has to be the answer."

I was only vaguely hearing them. My mind was still stuck in the glue of thought that held a feather fast as though it was the last puzzle piece to an image so obvious I couldn't make it out because I was standing too close. I remembered another night when feathers featured predominantly in an event. Everything zoned out for a second. 

Then the piece fit in perfectly, and gave me the answer we needed. 

"It's one explanation," I said. "But it's not the right one."

I grabbed the feather from Sarah's hand and eyed her. 

"I need you to raise the Angel of Death."

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER 15:

They all looked at me strangely. I started to pace, more sure with each passing moment that I had managed to grab hold of some critical piece of data. I'd seen a raven feather before as part of a spell. I'd seen oil. It had been in the cathedral the night of the fire. When the maniac was chasing me, intent on making me his last fare that could earn him his wings after who knew how many eons of penance. He had thrown oil at me. I slipped and slid in oil as I'd tried to escape. Holy oil, he'd called it. Even as he chanted a strange language, he'd twirled a feather tip across my forehead as though tracing symbols there. A sacred raven's feather, he'd said. All parts of the spell to collect up the energy of a fallen angel, his last and most difficult reap in order to reclaim his place in paradise.

"It was to bind me," I said, not realizing that I hadn't said any of those things out loud. When I got back confused expressions, I had to fill in the gaps. It seemed I would always be filling in the gaps of that night.

"I couldn't move," I said, with my arms hugging my chest. It was difficult to remember, to let myself return to those moments when I had been terrified each moment would be my last. "He threw bits of the oil at me and he chanted some strange language, and he drew across my forehead with a raven feather."

"The spell specifics," Sarah said. "Oil, feather, phrasing." She ticked them off one by one in her hand. "See what I mean? Each spell has its own unique markers and needs."

I nodded. "But there was one more ingredient. Fire." 

As I said it, I looked down at my feet because I knew Callum would be staring and I couldn't meet that gaze. It was too penetrating. I knew I would immediately slip back into time to the moment when he had found me lying in the aisle of the burning cathedral where Azrael had left me.

"Azrael," I said finally, remembering his eyebrows and how they reminded me of raven wings, of the maniac in the church who had used a feather to bind me. 

"That's where all this takes us. That maniac in the church did all of that to me in order to reap me so he could earn his wings back from the Angel of Death."

I was strangely excited for some reason. I wasn't sure I dared to hope that this could be an answer, but there was only one way to find out.

"You have to raise him, Sarah. He knows the answer." 

I knew it even as I said so. Azrael had tried to get me to listen when I killed the incubus. I was stubborn, he'd been right. Too stubborn. If I'd been more open minded, I might have solved this already.

"But I can't do that," she said. "I'm a necromancer. I raise the dead. I use the dead as weapons, as protections, as wardings. I don't summon angels."

"But you aren't just summoning angels," I argued. "You're summoning one very specific angel. Azrael. The Angel of Death. "

I gave her a pointed look.

She nodded with a slow smile. "Challenge accepted."

Gramp crossed the room and took her hands in his. The first since he'd come home, he looked hopeful.

"I'll help you," he said. "Whatever you need."

She smiled at him shyly. "You won't like it."

"I don't like any of this," he said. "So I imagine I'll have got used to it by the time you're ready."

She spun around as though she were taking in the room and looking for things she could use, as though with a renewed sense of purpose, she was seeing things differently. I felt the energy in the room shift. Everything was possible in that moment.

I felt Callum's hand slip into mine. He pulled me next to his side almost possessively. I stole a look at him out of the corner of my eye. On the surface, he looked fine. Only someone who looked him square in the face and studied his skin would see how sallow it was. I was worried about him, but I was even more worried about what might happen if we went another night without nailing that thing we had loosed in the crypt.

Gramp wanted to perform the ritual in the great outdoors beneath the moon with all of the protective natural things around, but Sarah made a good point. While she summoned Azrael, the rest of us could stand within the protective circles they had already made in the basement. So that's where we went. In the corner where Gramp's circle was, over the edge of the running river, we waited and watched as she brought her magic.

Azrael was there before she even realized it. She was still chanting and swaying back and forth when I caught sight of him. Rather than take on the look of the wizened old man, he came as his most gorgeous self. His black hair had been tied up in a man-bun and his silver –tipped cane lay across his shoulder as though he were getting ready for a leisurely stroll. 

His pin-striped suit was gone and instead he wore a long black leather duster with a black T-shirt that sent a shiver down my spine. He was both fearsome and magnificent. I didn't think Sarah expected him to be so compelling and she gasped when she noticed him standing there watching her. 

"I did it," she said, breathless. I could hear the excitement in her voice, the feeling of triumph. "I summoned the Angel of Death."

Under different circumstances, I might have felt proud of her.

Azrael cocked his head at her. Whatever look of victory might have crossed her face disappeared under his steely gaze.

"You didn't summon me," he said to her with a note of disdain in his voice. "I was coming anyway." He flicked a look of contempt over her and then his eyes trailed to me. It almost looked as though whatever else was around, no matter who stood in his presence, it was me he had come for. There was both validation and revulsion in that thought.

"I see you've gathered all of your peeps, Ayla." There was a look of distaste on his face as he took in Callum and my grandfather.

Callum nudged me with his elbow. "That's him?" he said.

I nodded. One second later, I regretted it. Callum lunged out of the protective circle before either Gramp or I could grab for him and he dashed across the basement, roaring as though one sound could contain all of his fury. He was still at least three feet away when he leapt for Azrael. I knew what would happen before it did, but it didn't make the next moments any less horrible.

Before I could get a chance to run for him, Gramp grabbed my elbow to hold me back. Azrael held out his hand as though he was going to greet Callum with a handshake. Then he waved it sideways with a leisurely movement. The effect was as powerful as a hurricane blast. 

Callum sailed across the basement and struck the wall. He crumpled into a heap on the floor. At first, I thought he might be dead, because he didn't move for several seconds. Then he groaned and rolled over onto his side. Had the wind knocked out of him, no doubt. But not dead. I let go a sigh of relief that I felt all the way down to my toes. It lasted for all of three seconds because a dark look came across Callum's face. His glare at the Angel of Death had ice in it.

Stay down, I said under my breath. Just stay down.

Callum pushed himself to a staggering stand and rushed the angel again.

This time Azrael let him get close enough to backhand him. Callum staggered beneath the blow and I yelled at both of them to stop. 

"What you've done to Ayla," Callum said from the floor, chest heaving. "It's inhumane."

Azrael lifted a well arched black brow. "Probably because I'm not human," he said. "But I'll play. What is it that I've done to Ayla?"

Callum pointed to me with a shaking finger. "Those marks." His face screwed up into a mask of anguish. "Those brands of hers. The pain you're inflicting on her each time you mark her. It's cruel." He swallowed, visibly upset and I imagined his throat was tight with emotion. I felt so sorry for him in that moment.

"Callum," I said, thinking I'd tell him to never mind all of that, that it didn't matter. 

Azrael held up his hand to stop me. He knelt down in front of Callum with the cane playing across his lap. "Who told you that I would cause her pain?"

"I saw it. I saw what you do."

Azrael lifted his gaze to mine. "I thought you understood," he said to me and then he looked back down at Callum with pity riding his black brow. 

"I don't cause those marks. I would never hurt her." This last he said looking at me. Then he stood up, obviously finished with the discussion.

He looked across the basement directly at me, seeming to grow at least three feet taller and two feet broader as he stood there. I heard Gramp swear beneath his breath. Azrael was magnificent, I knew. But I wasn't afraid.

"I don't have to explain myself to you, Nephilim," he said to Callum without so much as looking at him.

"Then explain this," I said, brandishing the raven feather.

He walked past Sarah, giving her a wide berth as though the very air she occupied was tainted, and he stood in front of me with his gaze pinned to mine. He didn't so much as look at the feather, but maintained an intense eye contact that made me squirm.

"Don't you know what it is?" he said.

"It's a sacred feather, isn't it?" I said.

He nodded slowly. "Your human brain hasn't atrophied your senses, I see." He winked at me and my fingers tightened around the feather, crumpling the bottom of it into my fist.

"You're here to collect that little bundle," I said and then I knew I heard Gramp swear. I looked at him sideways. "It makes sense, doesn't it?" I said to him. "He's the Angel of Death. Someone was trying to protect that baby from him." 

I swivelled my gaze back to Azrael.

"I didn't put it altogether until I saw that feather," I said. I waited for him to deny it, but he merely crossed his arms over his chest with the tip of his cane pointing to the ceiling.

"Ozriel used the feather to bind me in the cathedral. Whoever buried those vessels put that feather in it with the protective amulet, and that protection spell, Egyptian or not, was to keep you from collecting him."

"You're sure it's a him?" Azrael said with a quirked brow.

"Don't change the subject?" I said. "Answer the question."

"But you haven't asked one."

I thought Gramp could feel me tense up because he gripped me by the shoulder. 

"Careful, Ayla," he said.

I shook him off.

"I'm not afraid of him," I said. In truth, I was afraid, but I wasn't about to let him know that.

Azrael placed the tip of his cane on the floor and leaned on it. 

"I am here to collect that little soul, yes," he said.

"And how long has that little soul been avoiding the top of your cane?" I said.

He lifted one shoulder in a shrug. "Good question. If you had chosen to come back with your memory, you would know all of that."

"Well before you try to collect him up," I said. "I need to know something."

"The mighty Ayla needs my help," he said. "How refreshing."

"The incubus kept calling me Rowan," I said and I felt Gramp spasm as he stood next to me. I swung my gaze to his. "Mom," I said. "He kept calling me by my mom's name."

Azrael inclined his head almost majestically. "An incubus has an exquisite sense of time. They understand that it's not linear but fluid. And you do look an awful lot like your mother."

"It thought I was my mother. It was in love with my mother."

"Yes." He looked pleased for some reason.

"You've been waiting for me to figure that out," I said. "Why didn't you just tell me?"

"I'm tired of this conversation," he said. He waved his hand to encompass the entire basement. "And I'm tired of the energy in here from all of these abominations. I've come to do my duty. Where is it?"

I pointed to where Sarah stood in her ring, feeling victorious and just a little sorry for the Angel of Death. 

"He's over there in the middle of that well protected circle, empowered by the blood of a necromancer, tucked up in terrycloth, Jasper and an Egyptian protective spell that obviously had some use since you haven't come to claim the babe until now." 

I tried not to let triumph show in my expression, but had the feeling I had failed by the way he glowered at me. 

"You're not getting him." I crossed my arms and lifted my chin defiantly.

"You don't know what you're doing," he said. 

"I know someone didn't want you to have him, and that's enough for me," I said.

He snorted. "Just like you didn't when you chose to save that necromancer and bring that awful abomination into the world. How are you doing with that by the way?" he said. "Have you figured it out yet? Do you know how to get rid of it?"

I squirmed. The sense of victory was trickling out of my fingers like so much water and so was my pity for him.

 "You really are nasty and spiteful for an angel," I said. 

I had hoped for something more from him in light of how he'd acted in my bedroom. I had expected compassion at the least. Not this arrogant, uncaring supernatural being in front of me now. I didn't know why I was surprised or why it hurt, but it did and I wanted to hurt him back.

"So you haven't." If he was affected by my comments, he didn't show it. 

"We'll let me answer the questions for you," he said. "What you've raised is a god. A goddess, to be exact. You can't kill her. You can't reap her. All you can do is contain her. If you don't, she will only grow stronger as she feeds off your boyfriend there." He jerked his chin at Callum who was still struggling to get up.

He was so good at keeping his thoughts and crossing his face, that I wished I could be just as stoic, but had a feeling that the shock was written across my face as plainly as the text of a book.

"Eventually, she'll move on to the necromancer, and then drain the druid. Then maybe she will come for you." He levelled his bright blue gaze to mine. "You're wasting your time summoning me when you should be searching for ways to stop the real danger."

It just kept getting worse. "Who is she?" I said. "At least tell me that."

He pointed at the vessel with the tip of his cane. "You seem to have all the information you need. Why don't you Google it?"

I gasped at his derisive tone and felt as though he'd slapped me. He gave one glowering look at Callum and then met my gaze with a hard, icy look before he walked three steps toward the basement wall and simply evaporated several feet from the cement. 

I was left staring at the space he disappeared into. Google it. I knew he was making a flippant comment, but it was a good idea. Knowing we were dealing with a goddess in the form of a gargantuan bird, it took the three of us no more than five minutes to discover the goddess in question. Nehkbet: Egyptian vulture goddess that showed up on every crown of every Pharaoh in every bad historical depiction I'd seen. Mother of mothers, she was called. Patron goddess of childbirth and protector of the deceased, and featuring heavily in the book of the dead.

Both Sarah and I exchanged looks and she smiled slyly.

"I need you to go back to the butcher," she said. "I know exactly how we can stop her."

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER 16: 

"If we can't kill her," Sarah said. "We'll have to use her."

"How so?" I said.

We had left the containers in the protective circles and were sitting in the basement on various bits of old furniture and camping chairs. Sarah kept biting her nails and I wished someone had gone to get her a bag of chips or something. She was making me nervous.

"I don't want Azrael to have that baby anymore than you do," she said. "Maybe even less since he seemed so repulsed by me."

I knew she'd been hurt by his reaction to her. I wanted to tell her that it didn't matter. He was nothing.

"We don't have much time," she said. "Midnight isn't far away, and that would be about the best time for me. I'll need all the power I can gather if I'm going to stand against a goddess."

"A weakened goddess," I said, correcting her.

She gave me a timid smile. "A weakened goddess."

"I know why I don't want Azrael to have the baby," she said. "But why don't you?"

"I just don't," I said, avoiding her gaze. "Where do you want to do this thing?"

"Out in the garden," Gramp said, interrupting. He'd been silent all of this time, but I sensed that whatever had been keeping him quiet, he had processed it and was ready to fight.

"We'll need all the energy we can gather," he said, nodding at Sarah. "She's right. Trying to do this thing over the corner of an underground river through cement and power isn't enough. We need the full strength of the Ley lines and the earth and all of the sacred trees and herbs out there."

"Normally, I would agree with you," Sarah said. "But I think we need the added magic of something incredibly powerful. As powerful as a sacred space." She studied her nails as she paused and then she looked up at me. When I caught her eye, I thought I saw panic in its depths.

It could only be one place.

"The crypt," I guessed and my stomach quivered. The last place I've ever want to go again was the Gothic crypt in the middle of town. 

She nodded but she didn't look pleased at the prospect either. "I wouldn't do it if I didn't think it was necessary."

"I don't exactly want to leave the property, and certainly not to go there," she said. "But it's perfect. It brings everything around full circle. The universe, especially the Egyptian belief system, loves the idea of completion. We bring her back to the place where we unleashed her, use her own amulet as a beacon. We use the power of the catacomb to add to her own energies, bind her there, and so keep Azrael from collecting the babe. We leave. We never go back."

"With less chance of it being accidentally disturbed," Callum said, pacing in front of me. "Most people won't go into that abandoned crypt if they know it exists, and the others have no clue it's there."

"So what will the specifics be, exactly?" Gramp asked. "If we aren't doing it outdoors, then should we carry in some earth or some sacred herbs?"

She ran upstairs and came back hearing a pen and paper. She used the cooler to scratch down a few notes and then she past the list to Callum. 

"I need a little time to get things together to process a spell that might hold her, but there are a few ingredients I'm going to need regardless."

He glanced down at the piece of paper.

"I can't get this," he said.

She pursed her lips. "This isn't simple magic. This has to be powerful stuff."

He crumpled the paper into his fist and jammed it into his jeans pocket. I noticed he avoided looking Sarah in the eye, and when he did, revulsion was etched over his face. I wondered what was on that paper that had him so repulsed.

His jaw clenched. He shook his head. "It'll make me sick to my stomach."

"Do you want to be that thing's boo for the rest of your days?"

His mouth twitched. "And then what?" he said, wary.

"Then we need bait."

"Me," he guessed.

She shrugged. "You can think of a better lure?" She appraised him head to foot with a look of appreciation. I could barely watch her, knowing I'd laugh just from nerves alone and he would be insulted. Eventually, he grunted his consent.

"Are you in, Ayla?" she asked me and I shrugged.

"You're the expert," I said. "But when we do this thing we have to do it right."

We discussed the specifics over cocoa and graham crackers while Callum was gone, pausing every now and then to consult the parchment to make sure we had interpreted everything correctly.

The concept was an easy one as far as I was concerned, but both Gramp and Sarah agonized over every detail. Sarah planned to create a Shen ring as a protective circle and put all the earthen pots and contents back in place, then set each pot within the circle.

"The words are the hard part," she said. "I don't have a fluid Egyptian enunciation, so I think it'll have to be hieroglyphs only, traced from the Book of the Dead, invoking her and pleading for her protection for the little one. Hopefully, we can use the binding spell to keep her tied to the vessels."

"So we leave it all in the containers, and just wait for her to step into the circle?" I couldn't believe it could be that simple.

She eyed me. "That's where you come in."

"What do you mean me?" I had thought Callum would be the bait. I was up for that. The thought of facing the thing again made the hair stand on the back of my neck. It wasn't as though I was a coward, really, it was just that facing down a vulture goddess who had the hots for the guy I was crushing on didn't exactly jump to the top of my bucket list.

"The baby is safe in the protective circle we have here," she said. "But it won't be safe there forever. My guess is that as soon as we try to extract it from that protection, Azrael will be back."

I didn't like where this was going.

"So you need me to ferry the thing over to the crypt?" I guessed.

She nodded. "He seems to be averse to hurting you. I'm not so sure he'd be quite so sympathetic to the rest of us, judging by his reaction in the basement."

It was true. Azrael had taken great pains to set me up in the first place, I doubted he would do anything to jeopardize it. However, he would think nothing of putting the rest of them in harm's way.

I let go a shuddering sigh. "Alright," I said. "Just so long as it doesn't mean more than that."

She chewed her lip and looked away from me. For a second, I thought she wanted to say more but she plucked a cookie from the platter and bit into it. "I have a good feeling about this," she said. "It couldn't be more perfect. Each one of those jars has one of your markings on it. It has to work."

"Except for that last one," I said. "That last one has nothing to do with me."

She cocked her head. "But it has the goddess on it." She chewed reflectively. "You've got to admit that's a good sign."

"Good sign or not, I guess we're doing this."

"Why don't you want him to have the baby anyway?" she asked.

I looked at her in silence for a long moment, trying to decide whether or not I wanted to admit the truth. It was bad enough they saw how painful each mark was, if they also knew what I suspected would happen to that baby when Azrael collected it, they would also make the leap to what would happen to me if I didn't complete my duty. I felt bad for that little thing. It was innocent. A small thing born into a world it'd only managed to see for a few short moments if it had gotten a chance to see at all. 

I hated the thought that Azrael would collect that thing up into the top of his cane and let it sift about there in a pile of glittering dust for all eternity. I felt a kinship with it. However, I couldn't forget that if I didn't reap the little thing, I'd be putting myself at risk of ending up in the top of the same cane. 

I managed to avoid the question throughout all of the preparations at the house, and as I collected up the tiny baby and placed it beneath my jacket with the amulet wrapped around its neck and the spell of protection tucked into its towel, I worried we weren't doing enough to protect it. All I had to count on was an old druid, a young and inexperienced necromancer, and bit of Nephilim bait who was already weak from her work.

I knew Callum planned to meet us at the crypt with whatever it was he'd collected for Sarah, and as I grabbed the keys to Old Yeller, I was already running over the dozen things that could go wrong.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER 17 

I said nothing as we headed to the driveway. Sarah had her red cooler in hand and planted it on the rack of my scooter where it hung like a brooding thing daring me to look inside. She sent a quizzical look my way when she caught me staring at it. 

"Just a few niceties," she said. "All to lure the energy of the goddess away from the house and to the church with us." She put her hand on the lid as though she thought I was going to peek inside. "Nothing you'd be interested in." She tapped the top with drumming fingers.

I chewed my lip and gunned Old Yeller to life. I had my doubts we could even trick Nehkbet into materializing at all, let alone in the dank underground of the cathedral's tombs. But what did I know? I'd been human up till three weeks ago.

When we arrived at the crypt, we lit the candles in the tunnel's sconces for every few feet we travelled The flickering of flame as we moved through the shaft painted odd shadows on the walls that played over the stone and eventually the rubble of bones we'd left on the earthen floor last time we'd been there. 

Sarah immediately headed to the area where her bed had been and pulled the rib bone she'd stolen from the cooler. She drew a large circle onto the floor that she referred to as a Shen ring right where the altar should be above us. She held onto that bone again in her left hand and gripped the jasper amulet in the other as she studied her work.

"This should be the place with the most power," she said as she drew the bone against the floor in a horizontal line underneath the circle. "Having the ring here will add another layer."

"We'll put the containers there." She scuffed around with her foot, clearing debris from the area.

"Just let them sit there?" I said, watching as a pebble rolled free of the circle. "What's to stop anyone in the future from knocking them over or rolling them out of the ring?"

She lifted a single blonde brow at me, indicating she didn't think I had much understanding of the magical world. "I'm doing my best, Ayla. Do you think you can dig through solid stone?" She pointed at the floor with the bone. It looked pretty ragged at the end. I thought I could make out a crack in the tip.

I shook my head.

She grunted. "Didn't think so. It's the best I can do for now. I'll ward the army later to keep the crypt safe from invasion."

Callum arrived when she was busy arranging everything just so. She wanted to make sure that the spell and the canopic jars were laid with just the right care within the circle. I noted she had left the child still wrapped in its cloth next to where her bedding used to be. I got a quick memory flash of those nights. Saw her bedroll and all of its throw pillows laying across the sleeping bag. The red cooler that she had used as a nightstand and as a sandwich cooler. I knew there had been other things in there as well, things I didn't want to think about. Things that she used to raise her skeleton army outside to act as her protectors should anyone break in. 

She didn't seem worried about any of that stuff now. She either felt very safe, or she was too preoccupied to worry about whether she was putting herself at risk. Progress, I smiled to myself.

When Callum burst through the door, he had two grocery bags hanging from one hand and the scarab amulet in the other. He held it out like a communal wafer. He still looked worn out. I noticed he hadn't shaved yet and the bristles on his chin stood out against his skin. Whatever the goddess had taken from him,  it wasn't something a little sleep could fix.

Sarah plucked the scarab from his palm and looked it over. "You got the other thing?" she said.

He nodded but stared at me when he answered. "Beneath my jacket."

She pocketed the amulet and then took the bags from him. One by one, she placed them into the cooler and then she returned to his side to extract something from beneath his armpit.

I thought I heard something chirp as she rustled around inside. He stood there, immobile, letting her dig beneath his coat while his gaze ran up and down me head to heal. I had more than one reason to squirm beneath that gaze.

"Don't tell me that's a baby bird," I said to Sarah. 

"Then don't ask," she said and then turned her back on me. The bird, too, she put into the cooler. I could hear it scraping around and flapping against the inside. I didn't want to think about what she was going to do with it.

I knew she planned to duplicate the spell from the book of the dead that called out to the goddess by drawing it on the floor outside of the ring. With the amulet held firm in Callum's grasp, he would be even more of a lure for her simply because she knew his energy signature. Sarah said she would be drawn to it, to finish what she'd started. It would be far easier for her to join with Callum because she had already done so. Callum was to stand inside the ring along with the baby and the containers. If all went well, the goddess would simply materialize there, and with the protective wardings around the ring, the only one able to step outside of the boundary would be the human.

At least that was the theory. I didn't trust it like Sarah did. Just watching, the way he made his way around the room in a dumbfounded manner, I couldn't imagine the spell working. 

I wasn't confident he could maintain his role at all, and I had to know he was alright. I pulled in a bracing breath and forced myself to cross the room to find him. He seemed brighter somehow when I touched his arm.

He said my name like he would say a prayer and the hushing sound of it made me drop my arm to my side. I shoved my hand in my pocket, nervous. He edged closer, finding some way to press his thigh against mine and place his palm on the small of my back. I inched away until I was against the wall.

He put his arm on the stone wall behind me, looming over me as though he wanted me to be in a position where I had to look up at him. He pressed so close, I felt my back dig against the wall.

"I'll be glad when this is over," he said. 

"Me too," I said and tried to push myself sideways to get out from underneath him. I didn't like the way he looked. He had a strange, haunting quality to his eyes. He didn't seem himself. He hadn't seemed like himself ever since the attack. It was just one more reminder of the urgency of neutralizing the goddess. It wasn't just to keep Azrael from getting the baby. There were other things at stake. Things--people--that meant far more to me.

He ran a finger down the back of my arm until his palm cupped my elbow. I felt the familiar tingle run across my skin, but it wasn't enjoyable the way it usually was. I was too distracted to let myself think about anything else. If I was honest with myself, he should have been as well. Yet, he looked almost disinterested in what was going on around him, as though he had other interests and the spell making that Sarah was doing over in the corner just happened to be on the periphery of it all.

When I tried to extricate myself from him, he put his other arm above my head against the wall. We ended up dancing like that for several seconds before I finally gave him a shove. I was nervous enough without his creepy, compulsive actions making it worse.

"Back off," I said.

It was so out of character for him and the faint buzz that always rode my skin when he touched me, was so conspicuously absent, I couldn't stay there a moment longer. The goddess, I told myself. She had taken too much energy from him and left him hollow, with nothing but base emotions seething below a thin shell of propriety. I knew she would want more. 

I didn't care what Sarah thought, this wasn't an ordinary entity we were messing around with. Like Azrael said, it was a goddess. We had no idea how much energy would be enough.

Azrael had warned me it would take more than Nephilim blood to satisfy her. She would want the rest of it. We were counting on her need to want to protect the offspring of a beleaguered mother when we had no idea who that mother was or even whether that nature would override Nehkbet's need for power. It was too much to bank on--we were risking everything on that bet.

Callum trailed after me everywhere I moved within the crypt. Eventually, I had to leave the room and light the candles in the hallway just to get away from him. The skeleton army was where we had left it the last time we had fled the place, piled outside the crypt door. Some of them lay as though they had simply sat down right where they were. I silently made my way over to the place where I knew one full skeleton remained. In a crook in the wall, the skull still leered out at me, and if I played my cell phone flashlight over it, I could see all of the bones pressed into its cranny behind the skull. I knew every bone was there except one. The one Sarah carted around with her. The one she had drawn out the Shen ring with both in my basement and in the crypt just beyond me.

It was a strange plan, if I had to admit it to myself. We left Gramp home because Sarah didn't want to take the chance that natural, earth-based magic would contradict and war against the types of things she had to do in order to call out to her magic. Nothing about this was natural, she had said, and she wanted to leave him untainted. He had argued at first, but I had simply told him we needed him where he was. 

Beyond the door of the tunnel, I could hear chirps and Sarah chanting. I pushed open the door to see markings on the floor of the crypt. Hieroglyphs, I guessed, drawn out in red. I had to tell myself it wasn't blood. Paint. Dirt. Salt. Anything but blood. I noticed the cooler lid was open and the tops of plastic bags hung over the edge. So. It had begun.

I was standing inside the crypt room, with the door wide open and showing the lights through the tunnels all the way past the skeleton army. Callum was behind me, standing in the middle of the circle with the amulet poised on his outstretched palm. At first, I attributed the distinct ringing in my ears to be left over from the magic Sarah was pulling from the other world, told myself it was the constant hum I always felt around Callum. 

But I knew better. When it grew louder, more shrill, I knew what it was.  It was that part of me that had been marked, responding to Sarah's magic. It was the shift in the material plane reaching out to that other world where the goddess lurked, waiting to break through. 

It was the goddess coming. 

I wasn't sure what I was expecting, but it wasn't a rumble in the earth. The vibration ran to the bottom of my boots and up into my shins. I expected her to materialize right there, but she didn't. I stole a glance at Sarah, but her eyes were heavenward, her arms outstretched. One single ball of light rested over her solar plexus and I realized her hands were dripping blood. The chirping noise had stopped.

Beyond the door to the crypt, in the heart of the tunnel, I could just make out a crack in the ceiling where a reddish light was shining through. Some sort of rend in the material of worlds, I guessed. At first Nehkbet pushed a talon through, and then a foot. Along with the foot that poked through the crevice, came a reptilian sort of leg. I saw feathers next.

"She's coming," I said in a hoarse whisper.

She was much larger than I remembered, yet she slipped through much like a baby might from the womb. One second she was clawing to get into the world and the next she burst from hers into ours. Strangely enough, as large as she was, as broad as she was, she still seemed to fit in the confines of the tunnel. Not fully physical, then. She was half woman, half bird, but neither at the same time. 

She didn't seem to understand at first where she was or what she was looking for. Even as far away as she was, I could still see her eyes darting about like a bird's might. It seemed to take an eternity before her eyes landed on Sarah and in that moment I heard Sarah's lilting voice rise. Some part of Sarah knew her quarry had slipped through. Whatever language she was speaking, whatever words I didn't understand, Nehkbet understood them perfectly. 

I watched as she turned that blood red gaze past Sarah to Callum. The amulet seemed outlined in golden light against his skin. A smile creased the goddess's face. In that second, I knew as surely as if I had read her mind she wasn't planning to play nice and simply let  herself be trapped. She wasn't going to simply materialize directly into the circle. 

She was rushing it. 

I knew I couldn't just stand there. Callum had been wrong about me holding my ground. Azrael had been right. 

I had to run. 

I had one split second, and one second only, and then I wasn't thinking at all. I ran. I felt her behind me, that vacillating presence, raising the hairs on my arms and sending squeals of ringing through my eardrums. 

I reached the circle before she did and pushed him out of the way. He landed on his backside just outside the circle, surprised. I stooped to reach for the infant, thinking to hold it tight in my arms and present it to her. 

I never got the chance. 

I felt her behind me and I spun around. In the next instant, her talons were around my ribs and her beak was shoved deep down my throat. 

I couldn't breathe. 

I was gagging.

The next thing I knew, I was swivelling on my heels, taking in wall after wall of muted grey. If there was any illumination in the room, I couldn't find the source. All that was there  was unending and gloomy grey.

Then in the next instant, he was there.

Azrael.

"Where am I?" I said bewildered, trying desperately to work out where everyone had gone, why I was alone. 

"Why are you here?"

He gave me a sad smile. "Because you're dying."

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER 18 

Dying. Then this place must be limbo. I felt my heart lurch in my chest and my pulse beat like bat wings in my throat. So. I'd failed and now he'd come to claim me, just like all the other things he stored away.

I tried to gasp out a cry for help, and felt as though I was being split in two. I couldn't manage a single articulate sound. I fell to the ground, curled on the cold earth.

Through the haze of pain, I felt Azrael beside me. I was aware I was lying down and that he was snuggled around me like a lover. My dream all over again. I could smell that candy floss again and my mouth watered. Whether from pain or desire, I couldn't know.

When I heard the first sound, it was his voice in my ear and for a second I felt safe. Rescued. I wanted to curl into him for solace. Then I remembered I hated him. I hated what he'd made of me and I whimpered instead.

"You don't have to die, Ayla. Not if you do the right thing. I can help you."

I grit my teeth against the spasms of pain. My mind flashed images onto the backs of my closed eyelids as though they were being screened for me in living color. Me in the back yard at Gramp's house, digging holes. I suffered an acute sense of loss as I stared down into the earth and in the next instant, I was there, feeling the earth beneath my feet and smelling the fragrant air. My shoulders ached from digging. I rammed the shovel into a pile of dirt and stared down into the last of four broad holes.

Gramp was gone, I knew that and I mourned him as I recalled the lushness of his garden. Each herb so lovingly tended had dried and gone to seed. I tried not to look at them as one by one, I laid vessels into the ground and covered the soil over the top. I walked around the edges of each of them, tamping the earth down with my bare feet. 

Then the image disappeared as another wave of pain cascaded over me. I lost contact with Gramp's yard. Instead, I felt smothered. Hot. Sweating. I felt torn apart. My back was on fire. Wherever I was, it was agonizing. A fleeting descent with air rushing on my face even as I felt torn apart from the inside out. I gasped. My fall. Oh dear heavens. I felt so bereft as I careened downward that there weren't words for it. Such pain could only be held in images and not language. No one would know the sense of loss.

Azrael's breath fingered down my spine and burned a place between my rib cage.

"How much do you remember?" he whispered against my neck. 

"Enough," I said. Enough that I didn't want to remember more.

He ran his thumb along my bare arm and I realized I was nude. Even so, his touch was chaste, almost determinedly so. The backs of his fingers stroked my jawline and the pain disappeared. I rolled over to face him and searched his kaleidoscope gaze for an explanation. I couldn't be angry. I wasn't afraid or happy. I felt as though some part of me was being held back behind a gauzy veil and with one movement, I could tear it free. 

Trouble was, I couldn't lift a finger to do so.

"Where is this place?" I said. "Where is everyone?" I tried to stretch out but my limbs felt like dead weight. A strange sort of drowsiness drenched every tissue.

"You're weak," he said. "Let me help you."

He pushed himself onto his knees and I felt his arms dig beneath my legs. As though I was weightless, he scooped me up and stood, holding me in his arms against his chest. I expected to feel his heart thudding against my chin, but instead it was as though his entire body throbbed. At first, it was rapid, and then it slowed. It pulsed once every three seconds, and it surprised me to realize it wasn't his heart I was feeling but my own. It wanted to keep time with his, I realized, and that made me strangely uncomfortable, as though I was forgetting something important. 

I squirmed, worming my way this way and that until my feet found the ground again. There was some sort of debris digging into the soles of my feet and working its way between my toes. The amulet, I realized as I looked down, broken into pieces of crumbled jade. 

The baby. The goddess. Callum.

"I remember," I said, as another flash entered my mind. I turned my gaze on him. "I'm not supposed to be here."

Azrael wasn't wearing the usual suit. Instead, he wore a white T-shirt like Callum the day we had been training in the garden. There wasn't a blood red tie hanging around his neck; in its place a heavy--linked gold chain disappeared beneath a V in the shirt. His hair was still black but it was slicked flat against his head. Those icy green eyes of his so usually expressive were shifting to each color of the rainbow again until he seemed to decide on gold. 

"You look ridiculous," I said, because I couldn't think of anything else to hurt him and I wanted to. Right then I wanted to hurt him a lot.

If I struck a chord, he didn't show it.

"Do you like me better like this?" he said. In the next heartbeat, he was wearing that long leather duster jacket he had worn in the basement.

"No fair," I said, realizing that he'd plucked a very intimate image from my mind, one I wouldn't want him to see, one all tied up in desire for something I didn't understand but felt nonetheless. "You read my mind."

He shrugged. "It's not usually a very open read," he admitted. "But here, it seems it is."

"Then what am I thinking now?" I glared at him.

"That you hate me," he said and there was a terrible longing in his voice as well as realization. He hadn't known it until that moment. He had assumed up until that point I cared about him. I got the feeling he didn't enjoy the epiphany.

"You're to blame," I said as though it was the reason for everything and maybe it was. My new life, Callum's condition, the incubus's death at my hands. That one bothered me more than I'd let on. I stood my ground right then, squared my shoulders and lifted my chin in fury.

 "It's all your fault."

"Then you don't remember enough after all," he said. "Until you do, I'm afraid you're at risk. You're dying even now."

He still had that silver -tipped cane, I noticed, clutched in his fist. He used it to nudge my belly.

"Don't touch me with that," I said cowering away. "I don't want it anywhere near me."

Somewhere beyond, that goddess was doing heaven only knew what to the people I loved. 

"I don't have time for this."

He sounded resigned and sad when he spoke again.

"Time is fluid, Ayla. You should know that. Just as you know Nehkbet will take your soul because she needs it and because there's no one there to stop her. She wants to live more than she wants to save that infant from me."

"So you know what we're trying to do?" I said. I hoped not. Thwarting him was our last hope at saving the poor thing.

Again, he shrugged. "You just accused me of reading your mind. And I told you that it was easy here."

"So you know I won't give you the baby. That I'd rather die first."

He shrugged. "I know. But the real question is why would you risk yourself?"

"You can't understand," I said. "It has to do with love."

He quirked his black brow and I realized what I'd said. Strange. I hadn't understood it myself until I'd said it.

"What do you want with that baby anyway?" I said because exploring that emotion made me even more uncomfortable than thinking about ending up in his cane for all eternity.

"Why do you want to save it?" he said, but even as he spoke, I knew he thought he had the answer--he just wanted me to admit it. "It's nothing to you. A very nearly mummified infant with ties to the supernatural world. It's not supposed to be here." His icy green eyes fell to the tip of his cane. "It was never supposed to be here."

Was that regret in his voice? I simply couldn't tell. All I knew was the only way he was going to help me was if I agreed to relinquish that tiny body.

"You want to collect it. Shove it into your cane." 

Even I was astounded by the bitterness in my voice. 

"I have to." He started to pace in front of me, letting his cane tap the floor as he circled me. "I don't have a choice. It can't stay here."

"Why can't it?" I said, twisting around to face him. "It was buried in the earth for god knows how long. Why do you need it now? Why not just let it go?"

He whirled on me, and his face crumpled in fury. Some sort of mournful expression knit his brow and, partnered with the anger, he looked truly fierce.

"Because she's your last fare, Ayla," he bit out. His lips pressed into a thin urgent line as though he was struggling to control his emotions. "Reap her and come home. End this experiment of yours."

Last fare? That didn't make sense. I was nowhere near the end. The maniac in the cathedral had been covered top to bottom with tattoos. I had only three.

"How can she be my last fare?" I looked down at my hands. They were the same hands I had just moments earlier. The skin was fresh and young. I was wearing the same clothes. "I haven't had nearly enough yet to reach my quota."

He hung his head, putting both hands on top of the grieving angel's back that sat on the top of his cane. Then he gave me a long look. "I told you, time is fluid. You buried those vessels yourself. Years from now."

Years from now. I choked on the words. That didn't make sense. It couldn't be.

"You buried them and you marked each one of them with stamps you would recognize." He pointed to my calf. "Virtue," he said and then pointed to my ribcage. "Doppelgänger," he said and then he pointed to my hip. "Incubus." 

Then he spread his arms wide, the cane hanging from his right hand and the amulet Callum had stolen from the goddess in his left all whole again and shining with golden light. "Nehkbet, Vulture Goddess of Protection. Mother of mothers."

I felt like I had to reach out for something as I heard that last. I was dizzy and everything was going black. I felt his hands steadying me and I pulled away. I almost lost my footing as I yanked away from him. I rocked back and forth on my heels, trying to focus as I sought his face. Whatever else he wanted me to know, I understood one thing.

"If I buried them then I must have wanted to protect the infant from you, not reap it."

He took a long time to answer, but finally, he looked at me with more compassion than I could have imagined him capable of.

"Maybe you just wanted to give yourself another chance while you still could," he said.

Another chance. I stared at him as he clenched the top of his cane. The knuckles of his hands had gone white. He wanted me to understand something. Something crucial.

"I failed my last reap, didn't I?" I said, but he didn't need to answer. I knew the truth as soon as I said it.

"And now I'm dead."

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER 19 

I staggered as my knees went to water. Strangely enough, when I fell it was onto a soft chair that hadn't been there before. It felt like Gramp's recliner enough that I ran my hand over the familiar arm, taking comfort in the sensation of it on my fingers. Azrael, no doubt. Knowing my mind again. 

I hung my head. I knew at some point the shock would take over, but for now it was very much like feeling the floor through a foot that had gone to sleep. Very much like poking a frozen tooth with my tongue. Then the freezing started to recede and the pins and needles of disaster prickled over my mind.

"Oh my god," I said as I realized what the worse was, and it was bad enough that I clutched his arm in desperation. He let me hold onto it, even though I knew my fingers were digging in hard and that it had to hurt.

"I'm worse than dead, aren't I? I'm in limbo. In the top of your cane." I heard my voice catch on that last.  

He gave me another sad smile and eased my fingers from his arm. When he placed my hand onto my lap, he patted the back of it gently. 

"Not yet," he said. "You still have time. Let me have the child. Let me collect her. Let her be your reap. You've already decided she's nothing to you."

I lifted my gaze to his. "She?" I said. "The baby is a she?"

He clamped his lips together. As though he'd said too much.

I heard myself denying him even as I felt my head shaking in refusal. I couldn't do that. Not knowing that little thing had a gender, that it was old enough to be a she. Not knowing I had wanted to protect her.

"No," I said. "If I put those markings on the jars, then I did so to send myself a message. I must have wanted to protect her." I craned my neck to look up at him. He was chewing his lip and I knew something was bothering him.

"I didn't want you to have her," I guessed, but he didn't answer. Instead, he swung the cane so it tucked beneath his arm almost out of sight.

I stood up, finding the strength in my legs, and backed away from him.

"I won't let you have her."

"It's too late," he said. "Like I told you, you're already dying. Unless you can find a way to neutralize Nehkbet and still keep the child safe, it's over. Over. All but your decision. Reap her, Ayla. Either way, I collect. Make it the infant I collect and not you." 

I couldn't miss the pleading note in his voice, and I knew what he was saying made sense. The infant was already gone. Perhaps she was in her own sort of limbo anyway. Surely, I wouldn't care about such a thing so deeply that I would sacrifice my eternity for her. Except I had buried those vessels on my grandfather's property for a reason, marked them so I would know them. If I let him have the baby, then I was betraying some part of me I didn't even know existed yet. 

Azrael cocked his head at me, licked his lips as though he wanted to say something. "I can take care of the goddess for you. If that's the only thing holding you back."

The goddess. If he was willing to neutralize her for me, then he wanted the baby badly.

"And if I don't?"

"Then I can't intervene. You'll have made your choice."

"And Callum? Sarah?" I said. "What about my grandfather?" I thought of the way I felt in that flash forward sequence, how bereft I felt that I knew he was gone. 

Azrael's silence was the only answer I needed. If I let Azrael have this baby, then it would leave the goddess free to siphon the energy from each of them in turn before he decided to step in and neutralize her. It was about the baby foremost, and he would collect the infant before he did anything to help the abominations he didn't see fit to live on a human earth. I'd be spared the limbo in his cane, maybe even gain my wings, but the futures of those I loved would be filled with void.

I couldn't do that to any of them. Just like I had in my mother's bedroom with the incubus, I made a choice based on gut reaction. I'd thought the incubus was the threat back then. And regardless of how ill it made me to make the choice, I had taken its life without a second thought because I thought it had hurt someone I loved and me. I wasn't any different now than I was three nights ago.

I studied Azrael out of the corner of my eye. Whether he knew it or not, I was beginning to recognize some of the intricacies of his body language. He tapped that cane when he was thinking or when he wanted to intimidate. He pulled a carefully stoic mask over his face when he didn't want me to read through it. And his eyes shifted color when he was feeling the most vulnerable. He was doing all of those things as I watched him. He was hiding something. If he could read my mind here, surely he understood where my train of thought was running and he wanted to keep me distracted from it.

I'd been thinking about the incubus. He knew that.

"There's something about the incubus you're not telling me," I said. 

He perched on the edge of the chair, placing the cane between his knees and propping his hands on it. The gold of his eyes shifted back to their normal green, but he couldn't fool me.

"You said it was in love with my mother," I said. "And you came when you thought I was going to reap it because it wasn't the right time."

His mouth twitched. "I forget how smart you are, Ayla," he said. "But that has nothing to do with this."

"I think it does." 

I knelt in front of him, putting my hands on his knees. His gaze seemed locked onto the way my fingers splayed across his legs and tucked into the crooks beneath the joints. The muscles in his legs tensed and let go. In a moment of brevity, I let my hands slip up to the middle of his thighs. He sucked in a breath.

"The incubus thought I was my mother," I said, musing. "It wanted to protect me. To warn me of something."

"You didn't need an incubus to warn you about the danger," he said, swivelling his gaze to mine. His eyes held mine for a long moment. "You had me."

I shook my head slowly, trying to recall those moments. "I don't think so." 

He had put his hands over my eyes to keep me from being compelled by the incubus, and he'd whispered in my ear, but he hadn't materialized. Not at first.

"You didn't want the incubus to see you," I said.

I leaned in, peering up into his face. For once, I felt as though I had the upper hand.

"It was afraid of you."

For a second, I thought he would deny it, but then he leaned back in the chair, letting my weight rest against him. His hand slipped to the back of my neck and his fingers ran up to tangle in my hair. He gave my head a gentle tug backward. I ended up with my throat arched toward him, my eyes taking in his full face and my body pinned to his. Those green eyes of his drilled into mine and for a second I imagined his lips trailing down the column of my throat. My chest ached, but not with fear, I realized. It was enough to make me swallow nervously.

"Everything fears me, Ayla, and for good reason." He leaned forward again, just a breath away. The smell of candy floss that always followed him invaded my senses, but this time it was tainted with the smell of burnt sugar. He touched my chest over my heart with two fingers and I felt pain and grief and the sense of eons stretching into emptiness all at the same instant. I felt bereft. Tears pooled in my eyes. Then he pocketed his fingers into his suit jacket as though they were a toy gun and the void in my soul filled back up again.

"Every creature on this earth is terrified of me," he murmured. "Everything. Except for you."

He'd made his point, but I pressed on despite the fear that lodged in my throat. I had to know one thing.

"Did the incubus come to warn me about you?" I said. "You said they have an exquisite sense of time. But you didn't just mean that it assumed my mother was still alive and was mistaking me for her. You meant that it knew everything that would happen. Everything to come. Everything that had been."

I pinned him with my gaze. "You sent it, didn't you?"

"Me?" he laughed. "It was your mother who let it in. She invited him. He's been waiting for her for decades because she forgot to release him. Poor thing has been coming every night since she left. Imagine how excited he was to find her again."

That wasn't true. It couldn't be.

"We would have known," I said. "It would have shown itself before now." I chewed at the inside of my cheek, scrambling for an explanation that made sense. My mother's bedroom. I'd never stayed in it till the night the incubus came. 

Azrael shifted in his jacket. The smell of leather drifted over me. I leaned back on my haunches, studying him.

"Check her mirror if you don't believe me," he said. 

"You're lying, why would my mother do that?"

He shrugged. "Your mother was a witch, Ayla, why do witches do anything?"

A witch. I shouldn't have been surprised, but I was. Enough to goad him.

"What do you know about my mother?"

That seemed to throw him. He shoved his hands into his suit pocket.

His eyes swirled with color again. "I knew her," he said. "But I don't know her anymore. No one does. Whatever she was, she's finished now. Ozriel reaped her."

I felt like he'd kicked my feet out from beneath me. That maniac in the cathedral. That fallen angel turned supernatural reaper had collected my mother. He was responsible for me ending up in all those foster homes. For all of this.

"Oh my god," I said. "She knew about you." I got up, reaching out for the arm of the chair to steady myself. "The incubus's presence had nothing to do with my grandfather's wardings or failures at protecting his home. My mother wanted it to fall in love with her. She wanted its protection. From you."

"You think a mere sex demon can save a witch from the Angel of Death? Please," he said. ""The real question is why did you kill it?"

That was easy, so easy I couldn't believe he needed to ask.

"It was a threat."

He smiled. "No. You wanted his aspect. She invited it here and you knew that. And you used that knowledge. He was weak. How else could you over-powered him so easily unless he had been pining for her all these years?"

"Not true," I said. "I don't even know what an aspect is."

"Don't you? How do you explain the glamour you wore to save your necromancer from the doppelgänger? Your sudden irresistible allure to the nephilim?"

"You're lying."

He shook his head. "Angels don't lie. You know that. You were a Virtue. Think, Ayla. Why would you ignore me telling you it wasn't time to reap the incubus? I was clear about it and yet you reaped it anyway."

"I wouldn't," I said, feeling sick because I knew finally, why I'd felt so guilty over killing it. 

"How do you know, Ayla? You opted to come back with no memory. I'll tell you why. You didn't want to know. You wanted to be ruthless. Cosmic consequences. Fate. Whatever drew you to kill it, you completed the task, and we're here now because of it."

I felt even dirtier knowing I'd used that incubus for some ends I didn't understand. 

Azrael took advantage of my silence by using it to cup his palm around the nape of my neck. 

"Let me have the infant. Let me save you," he said.

I pushed away from him. I wasn't about to let him bully me. Besides, I had already made my decision.

I wanted to ram this divine idea of cosmic fate right up his rear end.

I had known we unleashed Nehkbet. I wanted to use her. If time was really fluid as Azrael said, then I had to trust it. Trust that I knew what I was doing in the future enough to make the right choice now. 

"Ayla?" Azrael said, wary. No doubt he couldn't read my mind anymore, but he sensed something was shifting. I sensed it too. The grey was changing. I was starting to see through it. I thought I could see Callum's eyes, Sarah's face. Hear their voices.

"Ayla, what are you doing?" He was alarmed. That was clear. He didn't think I was going to make a choice contrary to his will. 

Screw him. There were always choices. When would he realize that?

"Tell me what you're doing."

"Choosing," I said. 

The dullness began to shift into the grey of stone and here and there, I could see lights winking in the distance. I could feel Nehkbet's weight on top of me again. Something was pushing its way down my throat, withdrawing, pushing back down again. I could hear voices. Strange chanting in a language I didn't understand. Callum hollering my name.

I felt Azrael next to me. His hand was on my forehead. I tried to blink up at him. His lips brushed mine. He tasted of fine chocolate and sweet port, both dark and intoxicating.

"Sorry," he said. "I tried." 

Then he pressed his forehead against mine, and a bright and sizzling jolt went through me. He looked into my eyes, and I could see myself reflected back in the wetness that filmed his. One of them filled with water and overran its boundaries and spilled down his cheek. I felt the tear drop onto my lip.

"Goodbye, Ayla," he said and then his cane tapped once against the floor.

In the next instant, I felt rough hands on my arms. Someone was desperate to pull me free of the weight on my chest. Everything tunnelled down to one pinprick and then exploded in a wave of light. 

In one motion, I felt yanked free. 

I stared up. I was still on my back, trying to focus everything in my vision into one image that made sense. There she was. Out of the corner of my eye, I could see the goddess right there beside me, but something was different.

A face loomed above mine. Callum's.

"You're alive," he said, his voice breaking.

I felt like I had the first time I had seen him. Disoriented, weak. But most definitely alive. The relief of it washed over me. Alive. I was ragged and spent, but alive.

An angry shriek cut through the air around me. Sarah's voice rose with it, insistent. Whatever spell she was weaving, she was struggling to keep it powered. It was holding, but just barely, and the goddess was not happy. Nehkbet, fully bird like, was still in the Shen ring. She was still there, held by Sarah's protective magic. I felt a moment of elation as I realized we had managed what Azrael said we couldn't. 

Azrael. I imagined I saw him standing on the other side of the ring. 

I smelled candy floss and chocolate and something darker, maybe the underbelly of churned soil.

I scanned the circle just to be sure. I counted out the containers. All four were there. I clutched Callum's arm as I realized something was wrong. The bundle of terrycloth was conspicuously missing from the ring.

"The baby," I croaked out. "Where is she?"

I imagined his look of horror mirrored my own in that instant. No doubt my struggle with the goddess had pushed the baby from the circle. Azrael had already realized she was free of the protective ring, and he was coming to claim her. 

I twisted around in Callum's grip and floundered around on the floor, feeling with my hands until my vision cooperated. My fingers met the terrycloth. Whatever relief I felt for having found her, was matched by the panic of knowing she was outside the circle. Vulnerable.

Soon it would be too late to do anything.

Azrael's voice rang in my mind. I couldn't neutralize Nehkbet and still keep the child safe. He thought they were two separate things, but what if they were the same? I had to take the chance. I had to. I didn't have time to formulate a better plan. For whatever it was worth, I had to do this now.

I made a choice and I made it quickly. 

Azrael paused, no more than a shadow so grey against the walls, he could have been just a play of light, but I knew he was waiting to see if I would reap the child. He wanted to give me one more chance. I almost laughed out loud in victory. One moment of hesitation was all I needed.

"Sarah," I yelled. "Raise her." 

I lifted the infant and held it aloft so she could see it even as Nehkbet shifted into that beautiful woman again. Naked, long legged and curvaceous of breast. She was reaching out, trying to grab for me. She wanted to live and she was very nearly there. She needed one of us. She needed me.

I faced her. I knew her nature. It was in all the searches we had done. It was in Azrael's words, it was in the stamp I had left on the bottom of the last jar. I knew what would happen. I had made the choice already, sometime in the future.

"Take her," I said. "She needs you. Take her. Live in her and protect her."

On his side of the circle, Azrael's hands clenched over the top of his cane.

Nehkbet cocked her head. Those black eyes of hers turned tawny and glazed over for a second as though it was the viscous lid of an eagle flipping over the Iris. She looked confused. It wasn't a baby. Not Really. It was a mummified corpse. The mother of mother's did not feel the urgency of protecting something that was already gone.

I hollered over my shoulder. "Sarah, raise her. Now."

As if by some miracle, Sarah seemed to understand what I meant. She began to chant again, but this time different. I thought I heard words I had learned in school. Thoth. Isis. Osiris. Nehkbet cocked her head again the other way. She recognized them too. It was obviously a spell she understood. I held the baby out. It started to twitch in my hands. I thought I could feel the baby moving. 

"Take her," I said again. "There isn't much time. Take her and live in her. Keep her safe."

The baby started to move, this time squirming more. She was coming to life. Whatever Sarah was doing, she was doing it right.

I shoved the baby toward Nehkbet. At the last second, she opened her arms like a mother might and she enfolded the child into her chest. She crooned to it. 

Together, they melded into one and as I watched, everything in the room seemed to waver as though I were slipping in and out of reality. When everything stopped moving, there was a squirming bundle in the middle of the Shen ring. 

Nehkbet was gone.

For a long moment there was silence and then the sound of squalling. Coming from the towel.

Callum looked at it. "Oh my god, Ayla. What have you done?"

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER 20 

Whatever it was I'd done, I knew it was something I couldn't take back. I stared down at the bundle of moving terrycloth and chewed my lip. How could I answer except to say if the infant was alive, I couldn't reap her, and that meant Azrael couldn't collect her. What it meant for future me and that last fare that could decide my eternity, was too much for me to imagine. I'd done the right thing; that's what I told myself. Whatever the results of pleading with Nehkbet to take the baby,  whatever consequences I might have to endure, it would be worth it. It had to be. 

A child was innocent, no matter what it was. The last time we looked at the tiny thing, she had stubby wings on the back and was so small, it looked like she might have been underdeveloped. How could that tiny thing have done anything to deserve what awaited her?

Whether the living, breathing and moving thing that had somehow merged with the Egyptian goddess was now even human, I couldn't have said. I just knew that she was now out of Azrael's reach and that was enough for me.

Even so, I couldn't bear to look at the tiny thing as it lay on the cement floor. It was squirming in the blankets and mewling like a kitten. Without thinking, I stepped several feet backward. Now that I had managed to keep her from Azrael, I wasn't sure what to do. Sarah edged closer and stared down at the moving bundle, but I noted that she didn't pick it up either. 

The sound coming from the blanket grew louder. Stronger. The infant was insistent she be picked up. I watched Callum's fists clench and unclench next to his legs. He knew we are all thinking the same thing. What if the result of the melding wasn't human. What if it was some sort of half bird half baby sort of thing. I thought of all the hieroglyphs and pictures I'd seen of Egyptian art over the years and squeezed my eyes closed against the image of seeing that baby with a hooked beak and talons for fingers. It put me in mind of Dr. Moreau and I stepped backwards again. 

It was Callum who gave in first. He approached cautiously, kneeling down on one knee and slipping his hands beneath the blanket, one obviously next to the head and the other around the bottom. He pulled her close against his chest and stood, spinning to face me as he did so.

"Moment of truth," he said, meeting my gaze. I nodded.

When he peeled back the blanket to expose the little face, he gasped. That couldn't be good. I felt my nails digging into my palms. Then he looked up at me again and smiled.

"She's beautiful," he said.

As relieved as I might have been, I still didn't want to go near it. Not yet. I had a hard time believing things would be alright. I couldn't be that lucky.

"Check everything," I said, anxiety making my throat tight. "The toes. The fingers."

"All there, perfect." He lifted the flaps of the blanket and then wrapping them back up again. "She's perfect."

He almost looked like a new father and my heart squeezed watching him.

Sarah took a deep breath along with me then reached for the baby. She held it against her bosom and peeled open the blanket enough she could burrow her nose into its neck. She was crooning to it before I had even made it to the door.

"Where are you going?" Callum asked. I looked back at him over my shoulder. 

"Home," I said. I couldn't face anymore. I was weary to the bone. Every part of me felt squeezed out like a lemon and I knew that if I stayed one moment more, I would start to question what I had done, and I didn't want to do that. I wanted to keep that feeling of having done the right thing.

"You can't leave without us," Sarah said. "We need to figure out what to do with her."

For some reason, I needed air. Everything felt too closed in.

"Do whatever you want," I said. 

Sarah advanced on me. "Oh no you don't. We're all in this together." She ran her fingers across the baby's cheek. "Every last one of us."

"I can't," I said, stumbling away. 

I found the door somehow with tears blurring my vision. My hands worked over the handle, trying to find the latch. When I did, I managed to push it open and stumble into the tunnel. I shoved the door closed, and leaned against it. My breath was coming in heavy gasps. It didn't make any sense why I was so upset, but I had to get out of there. I was relieved she was normal-looking, and I was relieved she was alright, but I still couldn't bring myself to look at her. My core ached with a chill, and I felt as though Azrael was whispering behind my back, saying goodbye over and over again.

I was halfway down the tunnel, stumbling along blindly with my hands along the walls as I headed for the exit. I could see the outside door yawning open. Good. A few more steps and I could be out of there. I could stumble into the light and pretend all of this was nothing but a regular day.

It was then that I realized there was a different car in the parking lot. I thought I could make out a blond head examining Callum's GTI. There was something familiar about that mop of hair. Something that made me feel tremendously guilty and nervous all at once. 

I was clinging to the side of the exit, trying to decide whether I should slip out or run back when he looked up. I ducked to the side. He'd seen me, I was sure of it. If he followed me in here, he would see the mess we'd made in the crypt. He'd see all of the things Sarah had done to initiate the spell. 

I spun on my heel and tore down the tunnel, calling to Sarah as I went. When I pushed open the door to the crypt, they were already clearing up. Nearly half of the area had been cleared away and all that was left that gave any indication of the things we had been doing was the wide open cooler with the plastic bags bags sticking out of the top. And the baby. She was crying now. Long wailing sounds that made something in my stomach clench.

"Can't you quiet her?" I said.

Sarah put her hand on her hip and faced me. "You have any ideas?"

"She's hungry," Callum said and lifted the baby from Sarah's arms. "That that's wrong with her." He looked down at the little thing with a compassionate eye.

"But we don't have time for that," I said. "Someone's coming."

That set a bee in their bonnets. They flew around the inside of the crypt, gathering up discarded items.  Sarah bent over to scoop up a small fluffy yellow thing and put it into the cooler. A baby chick, I thought. While my stomach had been clenching before, it out right gurgled then. I didn't want to think about the things she had to do to initiate her spell. 

All for the greater good, I told myself. Whatever it was, it had to be for the greater good.

As luck would have it, Callum had the cooler in his hand and the room looked fairly undisturbed when the guy from outside strode through the door, pushing it open with a squeal of rusted hinges.

He swung his head this way and that, taking in the entire room.

"What the heck is going on here?" he said.

He stepped fully inside and ran his hand down along the wall as though he were checking for dust. When he looked at his fingers and rubbed them together, I had the urge to laugh at him.

Sarah was the one who spoke up, thank heaven. I couldn't have put together an excuse as fast as she did. No doubt she had practice lying on the spot after years of being on the run.

"We were having a picnic," she said. She looked at Callum who raised the cooler up to chest height as though it were proof of her statement. 

"Strange place for a picnic," the blond said.

At first, his eyes were on the cooler, but then he swivelled his gaze to me. 

"I know you," he said.

He did. Sort of. I certainly recognized him. He looked much better than he had the last time I'd seen him. There was no blood on his face, and I was relieved to see he didn't limp from being struck by my scooter. He was handsome enough for man in his late 20s.

I shuffled sideways, preferring not to let him get a good look at me when I had just faced down the Angel of Death. I imagined I looked about as good as I felt. And I felt pretty ragged. If the guy was coming to collect Sarah and perform some awful rite of necromancy, I didn't think I'd have it in me to do much more than whimper.

Callum put the cooler on the floor and stuck his hand out. "Not exactly a picnic," he said. "More of a cleaning party." He pumped the guy's hand twice before he planted his hands on his hips as though surveying the room. "I work for the fire department. I couldn't stand the thought that this place was not checked over when we took care of the fire. But everything seems okay. I guess abandoned crypts don't interest arsonists." He tried on a thready smile that didn't reach his eyes, but I hoped the guy wouldn't notice it.

"Rory," the guy said. "And it's not abandoned anymore." It almost looked as though he was purposefully not paying attention to Sarah. But then, maybe I was being a little paranoid after everything that had happened. Fidgety, Gramp would call it. I could see Sarah from the corner of my eye, studying the guy's face as though she didn't see the resemblance we had mentioned at all.

I took that as a good sign. Surely if he was a member of her family, someone who wanted to sacrifice her to raise some ancestral necromancer, bells would have gone off somewhere in her magical mojo.

Callum let go of his hand and it didn't escape my notice that he swiped his palm against his jeans. "What do you mean not abandoned anymore?" .

"I bought it," Rory said. "Apparently the town can't afford to restore it, and there's far too much history in the place to let it go. They were more than ready to give it up to a decent bidder." 

He looked me straight in the eye. "I'm sure I know you."

My toe dug into the floor. The last thing I wanted to do was admit to him how he knew me. It was bad enough remembering the event let alone knowing that pretty much mentally accused him of being some the nefarious sorcerer. 

"The scooter accident," Callum said with all the casualness of an innocent introduction. Only he could make a scooter accident sound like a handshake over a cup of coffee. "You look well. I take it no concussion?"

"Oh yes," Rory said with a look that reminded me of someone who had just bitten into something sour. "The accident."

I couldn't do much more than nod. My ears were already buzzing badly enough from the magic still rippling through the air that I couldn't separate each different signal anymore. Whatever jolts of electricity went through me when Callum touched me, were drowned out in the searing shrieks of Nehkbet's residual magic. I wondered if my hearing would ever be the same.

The guy crossed his arms over his chest, taking us in. "I'm turning the place into a museum," he said. "Cataloguing all of the history here, starting with the monks and nuns who built the place. Dyre has quite a history. It's pretty interesting once you dig into it."

"I imagine," I said and only realized my tone was less than enthusiastic when Sarah elbowed me in the rib cage. I thought I could see the tip of the bone sticking out from baby's blanket. I remembered that she didn't have a chance to spell the skeletons and I thought I could read the regret of that on her face.

No doubt we are all feeling the residual pull of magic and wanted to get out of there as soon as we could.

That flat, blue-eyed gaze of Rory's fell on me and I thought there was something hard behind his expression that he was trying to hide with that bland smile. 

"Do you know much about the town?" he said. "Folks tell me it's a boring little spot with nothing interesting to uncover."

I was about to argue, when the baby let go a loud shriek, saving me from saying anything foolish.

Sarah nudged me again with her elbow. "We need to get little Nickie home. I think she's hungry."

I didn't want to think about what little Nickie might want to eat. That last meal she'd had as the goddess, had been energy straight from my solar plexus. I still didn't feel quite right from it. And every time I looked at Callum, I remembered how vulnerable he'd appeared beneath the weight of the goddess's hunger. He still wore a haunted look and whenever he was close to me, he kept touching me like I could restore his energy.

I wondered how long it would take before we both felt normal again. Baby or not, the infant had a goddess residing somewhere in her tissues and I wasn't sure how that would manifest. I just had to trust that everything would be okay.

It was enough to make the exhaustion I was already feeling wear me to an even duller nub. I needed to get out of there if I wanted to find my equilibrium. We all did, and I was sure I made some ridiculous apology and then pushed past Rory without bothering to look back. We trooped down at the tunnel together, and I wasn't sure if the others even paid attention to the way the bones of the skeletons still lay where we had left them and that they had no doubt been noted as Rory picked his way down the same path to find us. He left each one of the candles lit in the sconces, and I figured if this place was his now, he could worry about putting them back out when he left.

I didn't feel the least bit sorry to see the last of the place.

Sarah went with Callum in his car to pick up formula, and I used the time alone to let the events of the past few hours soak themselves into my mind. I had a lot to think about, a lot to process. If I managed to get that done, I had to prepare Gramp for the possible new resident to his home. 

I kept telling myself everything would be okay. It had to be. I had to trust that whatever decision I had made in haste, had been the right one because I had obviously set myself on that same path years from now. Was I any smarter as an adult than I was now? I prayed so because whatever had brought about that last moment where I had elected to sacrifice my last reap in order to save an infant with the early vestiges of wings on her back, I might never know.

I wasn't sure what I expected of Gramp, but it wasn't cold, controlled fury. I hadn't felt so divided from him in all my years there as I did in those moments. And I expected more of Sarah and Callum as they came in behind me and found me standing on one side of the pass-through counter and Gramp on the other. The two of them sidled past him into the living room where they were whispering together and left me alone to do the arguing with Gramp.

Gramp didn't let them go by unnoticed, however. He pointed at each of them as his voice rose. "How could you all do such a thing?"

I threw my arms up in the air. "What choice did I have? I had like three seconds to decide."

"There are always choices, Ayla," he said and my scalp prickled in response. 

Always choices. That's what I had said to Azrael. It's what I kept saying to Azrael. I didn't like having it thrown back at me. All I knew was we had found a way to neutralize the goddess. Whatever was dangerous about her was gone and we were safe again. She was nothing more terrible than a squalling, helpless thing spitting up on her blankie. For the hundredth time, I stole a look at her beneath my lids because I didn't want anyone to know I was peeking.

The baby was lying on the sofa. She was pink and pudgy and completely wingless. I wasn't sure why that surprised me, and I wasn't sure why I was disappointed. But there she was. A beautiful baby. The only strange thing about her was the gold coloured eyes that must have been a remnant of the goddess herself.

"We have to give her up," Gramp said and tapped his foot on the floor as though he had made a decision.

"What do you mean give her up?"

He looked at me for a long moment before I realized what he was saying. 

"No," I said, incensed he would even consider it. "You can't give her to social services."

"We certainly can't keep her," he said. "She isn't a stray kitten, Ayla."

"But you can't give her to social services either," Callum said, a sudden voice of reason in the chaos of the moment. I gave him a grateful smile.

"She's a god," he said. 

"Demi-god," Gramp corrected. "If she's anything, she's a half god." He sounded annoyed but at least he wasn't saying she had to go. It was a start. I knew he'd give in. His heart was too soft. Callum couldn't know it though, and he pressed the subject home quite nicely.

"Well, she sure isn't just a human baby. We have no idea what's going to happen with her. We have no idea if she's even safe or if anyone is safe around her."

Sarah poked her head around the kitchen door frame, clutching a large bag of chips and brandishing it at us as though it was an extension of the finger that pointed at us. 

"He might be right," she said, turning her eye to Gramp. "We have no idea what we did back there. We don't know what the result will be."

Gramp let go a heavy sigh. "We'll keep her then. For a little while." He glared at me, defeated but unwilling it seemed to give in. "But she stays in your room. And you two look after her. I've done my tour of duty." 

He spun on his heel to head to the kitchen, and I was pretty sure I heard him curse under his breath as he went to the fridge and dug out an ale. A pretty good indication of how he was feeling, since the strongest thing I'd ever seen him drink was dark chocolate cocoa.

"I'm not sure what this all means," Sarah said sitting down next to the baby on the sofa and sticking her pinky finger in between the rosebud lips. A wet smacking sound accompanied that of Sarah's crunching on chips.

After a while, she sighed. "At least the worst is over. I never wanted to use my powers to do what I just did today." She pressed her lips into a thin line as she looked up at me. "It's always been about using my power for protection. Never to do harm. Never to combat the natural order of things."

Even as she said these things, I thought of Azrael. I wondered how he would feel about her admission. He'd always been so insistent she was an abomination who had no rights in the human world. I felt more than proud of her in that moment and wished he could be around hear it.

"But I don't see how this can be a bad thing," she said, lifting the baby from the sofa and lying her against her shoulder. I could hear little Nickie making suckling sounds on Sarah's neck.

"I can see your uncomfortable with it all, Ayla," she said. "But you're the one that chose this route, and what could be more innocent than a babe? How can bringing this little thing back to life be a problem?"

I supposed she was right. What could a baby do after all. Witness the helplessness with which the tiny thing clung to her, the ever-increasing suckling sounds as they grew more insistent. As a goddess, Nickie had power, but as an infant, about the only thing she could do on her own power was squall and wet herself. Harmless. Perfectly harmless.

"I think this little thing is going to give me a hickey," Sarah said and passed her into Callum's arms. 

She wiped her hands down along her shirt like Pilate washing his hands clean and headed out into the hallway, muttering something about getting the cooler off the step before a raccoon decided to have a picnic with it. I knew her better than to think she was being conscientious. I had the feeling she figured the baby was about to let go a full lung full of screams and wanted nothing to do with it.

Sure enough, Sarah had made it as far as the pass-through counter when Nickie let loose a holler loud enough to curdle milk. Sarah shot a victorious look back at me over her shoulder.

Trying to swallow the lump of emotion sticking in my throat, I watched as Callum jostled the infant up and down. His eyes met mine over the fuzz-covered head and he smiled. He looked so content, and so perfectly at peace even amid the shrieks and bawling, I couldn't help returning his smile.

Maybe everything was going to be alright after all.

I was still smiling stupidly and blissfully hopeful when Sarah staggered back into the living room. The cooler dangled from her hand.

Something was wrong. I started for her on instinct, but she held up her hand to hold me back. Whatever it was, she didn't want me anywhere near her. She had that look on her face again, that looked like she was about to run. She looked like she was having a hard time swallowing. She reached out with one arm to place her palm against the wall and I noticed there was something between two of her fingers.

"What is it," I said. "What's wrong?"

I thought she wanted to speak, but it was obvious she couldn't gather the ability to do so without breaking down. I looked sideways at Callum and saw that he had stuck his pinky finger into Nickie's mouth and she was sucking on it fiercely. Even he knew something was wrong.

I reached my arms out to her, the way someone might do to someone who was about to jump off a ledge.

"It's alright, Sarah," I said. "Whatever it is, it's alright."

She shook her head and dropped the cooler onto the floor. The cover snapped open and a tiny yellow wing flopped out onto the carpet. She stared at it for a long moment before she caught my gaze.

"It's over," she said and her voice sounded so unlike her, I had to cock my head to be sure she had really spoken. "Finally over."

She held up a card for us both to see. Without a word, she flipped it over to show us the face of it. A tarot card of a skeleton riding a white horse. I was still trying to work through what it meant and why she was showing it to us when Callum spoke.

"A tarot card?" he said. 

"Not just any tarot card," she said and her voice broke on the last word. "The death card." 

She sank down onto her knees and reached for the wing that had slipped from the cooler. She tucked it almost lovingly back into the belly of the box then caught my eye. She seemed to be waiting for me to make a connection I didn't have the ends to, and when I didn't, a ghost-like smile played across her face.

"My family's calling card."

Then I knew. Her family had found her. I found myself wondering if it wasn't Rory after all, despite her insistence that she had no relatives that so closely resembled her, and then I realized it didn't matter. Not right then. Because whether it had come from him or a stranger, what would come next was most definitely going to be a full out war, and the game would be on. 
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