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Chapter Eleven: The Black Liar

I have to go back once more to the night of the show, because while the candle burned in Charity’s corner, Dretta was at home. Part of my attention is nearly always on her.

She came back to the Manor with a note to herself to speak to Mercury about finding another gallery in the city, one whose owner she could tolerate. Even her worst enemy was not as rude and pretentious as that woman had been.

So the two of them agreed on one thing, at least.

Unlike most angels she kept mainly to her office, working through the night. Sometimes she had to wonder about herself.

Then something moved at the edge of her eye. On the smooth stone of the balcony railing sat a bat, with its wings folded back to its sides and a parchment in its claws. It was looking at her through the open doors with small black eyes.

It was Draven, who had been in this office before, on the night Lantia, who called herself Silver, came through the shadows to look at Dretta’s invitation. He is warm, which his mistress is not, and his heart goes faster than any heart in the Manor, a little hard knot of heat working away in the cold.

Dretta laughed and went toward him without calling anyone. She had seen how her guards looked at his mistress.

He didn’t fly off. He rose over the balcony, came a few feet toward her, and let go of the parchment. It fell on the wind into her palms.

“You are welcome to stay here if you do not think you can make it home before dawn, little one. I would hate for anyone not used to the light to be trapped within it.”

She drew the black silk band off the letter, and the bat landed on her left shoulder and settled there, as if a body were better than a railing. His head nuzzled her cheek. So much for vampires and their creatures being as hard as stone.

The calligraphy was very fine. I didn’t read it. But Dretta read it aloud to the bat, half under her breath, the way people read to animals, and so I heard it.

Dear Archangel Alexandretta,

I have come to make a meeting time for me to speak with you. A place? Well if you wish, I would like to meet you at a small café within Azoic City, beside the gallery that you must have toured this evening. We would be on an even ground, within the sights of mortals and not on each other’s territories.

If you can, I would like to meet you the next evening coming, when the moon sets to rid the blasphemous sun back into the darkness for a few hours. Pardon my choice of words but as you know ones like us hate the sun.

Please, no escorts if possible. It may be hard to trust me but I will not harm you. I just wish to speak with you. If you can please write a letter back and my pet Draven will bring your response to me.

Signed… ‘Silver’

She reached up a finger and petted the little creature’s back, and he squeaked his approval.

“So little one, your name is Draven. Well, your mistress shall get what she wishes, a meeting at the café alone. Once again, I shall place my trust in His will and follow my heart.”

He flapped his wings while she spoke and brushed her long hair back over her shoulder. She wrote her answer quickly.

While she wrote, the gallery burned.

By the time she had finished, the sun was showing over the horizon, and she drew the curtains around her sleeping area. She lifted the bat from her shoulder and put him on one of the big pillows, and curled up herself, and after a moment he hopped across and curled against her knees in the soft cloth of her gown.

She did not keep a pet. Not since the cat she had found had died. She buried it in the Manor garden herself, with no one to help. I am in that ground.

She couldn’t bear to get attached to a creature only for it to die on her. That may be why her liaisons with humans were short. Settling into the pillows, she almost laughed, and said to no one that she seemed to think about romance a lot lately. Maybe she was growing old.

She slept easily. Draven slept against her knees. The dark between the curtains held them both, the warm one and the warm one. I don’t sleep, and I don’t mind watching others do it. It is one of the few times anyone is entirely still and entirely alive at once.



She woke in the early afternoon, careful not to disturb her guest, and reread her letter and worked at her papers until the sun began to set. Then she went over and petted the bat.

“Draven, ’tis nightfall again, little one, and your mistress will be waiting for her message.”

There was a knock at her door just as she was about to give him the letter. She opened the window for him and went to the door, still in the gown from the night before.

It was Reiki, in his new suit, singed down one side. He had nothing else to wear. The smoke still clung to his hair.

“Well hello my friend, how are you doing?” She drew a breath. “I do have to apologize for my behavior last night, but before speaking to a new person, I try to clear my mind. That way I may cope with the person politely even if I do not personally like them. I apologize for not responding to you.”

He smiled. “It is not necessary. I understood. I met her too. She seemed… over involved with her work.” The smile went. “Her gallery burned last night, not long after we left it. I rescued what artwork I could.”

She hadn’t known. I watched it reach her.

He came in and shut the door behind him, and when he turned back to her his face had changed.

“I have some things I must confess to you. Please do not think less of me when you hear what I have to say.”



He told her some of it.

He chose as he went, which parts to give her and which to keep back. She watched him do it too, and let him. When he stopped, she found she had sat down in her chair. Her face showed nothing. Her wings moved behind her, and that was the only sign she was upset at all.

“And still you find yourself here with me. Not your normal now, is it my friend?”

She smiled. Acceptance of people, until they had proven they did not need it or did not deserve it, was her normal. He had proved nothing of the kind.

“Well I hope you don’t expect me to treat you differently. But beware whom you speak to about this; not all those here have given up the war completely.”

“Normal?” he muttered.

He said it as if he were trying it on.

“I understand your concern Dretta,” he said, and there was a tear in his eye. “That is why I am very careful about my… name. There are those that can read the text on my arm.”

I have been close enough to that text to read every letter of it. I have never read it.

“I prayed for guidance on this matter and I feel that Goddess was right in guiding me toward you. I see Her grace in your eyes, Dretta. There is more, if you wish to hear it, but I can understand if you need to pray for your own guidance before I continue.”

He turned toward the door, and back.

“I shall retire to the room that a truly beautiful young human girl named Caroline showed to me. If I may keep it as my permanent quarters, I would be grateful. I find the Manor a much more comfortable environment than the Hold.”

“Well you are welcome to stay where you feel most comfortable, of course. Caroline is a dear girl. I do not need to pray, Reiki, not on this. I am fine with it. If there is more you wish to say at a later time, you are welcome to do so.”

He turned back to face her. The tear fell. It struck the stone floor between them and froze there, no bigger than a coin. The stone under it was cold for an hour after.

“No, dear Dretta. I think if you are ready, Goddess intended for me to tell you all.”



So he told her all of it, standing, the way a soldier gives a report, with his wings folded tight and his eyes on a point somewhere past her shoulder.

He had not always been called Reiki. He had not always looked as he looked now. A long time ago, in the place he came from, which was not above, he had been something else. There had been a spirit of the forest, young and very beautiful, who meant to start a new world, and he had followed her. He said my Love when he spoke of her, as other people say a name.

And there had been another. A tormentor. Met’ra, they called him. The Black Liar.

Reiki said Met’ra had a skill at lying beyond any other of his kind. He said Met’ra didn’t tell you things so much as put them in you. A thought would come into your head, and it would sound like your own voice, and you would believe you had thought it. Met’ra had worked on him like that, the way water works on stone, until Reiki did what Met’ra wanted: he stirred up rebellion among the Nations of the Forest. When the dust settled, the Black Liar was nowhere to be found, and Reiki was standing in the ruin of it alone, and all the blame came down on him.

I stopped attending to anything else in the world for a moment, when he said that.

Whatever said Kill her to him on his first morning in this office, over a grapefruit, it said it inside him, where his own voice is. Not a word reached the walls. Not a shaking in the air. Only his heart, jumping.

Now here was a name for something that speaks where I can’t hear.

But I had three holes in the world and a name that might fit them, and I held onto the name the way you hold a stone in your pocket.

Reiki went on.

They sent him home. Back down. His sister took him in, and every other soul there turned their back on him. He had lived only because he was under her protection; there was not a creature in that place that did not shudder at the thought of her anger. Somewhere in that time his body changed. He came out of it in the shape she saw now, an angel with wings as black as soot. Only his eyes had stayed the same, the icy blue he was born with.

He still longed for the light of his old love. He would find the one who betrayed him, and the Black Liar would answer for it. And now, by ways he did not altogether understand, he had been let into Seraphia among the angels, and every day he lived in fear that someone would find out what he had been. And who his sister was.

He said her name then, for the first time. “Krys-Juun. The Dark Mother.”

When he had finished, he stood and waited for whatever she would do.



She didn’t do anything for a while. She looked at him.

She was remembering the same morning, I think: his hand going for the sword, and then the truth coming out of him instead.

Then her eyes went to the crystal on the balcony rail.

She had stood before that crystal on the night she went to the club and asked for someone who could aid in this cause. And the next morning a black-winged angel walked in through the front door of her manor like a common human, and gave her a feather.

Behind her there was a squeak. Draven had waked on his pillow. He took one look at the strange angel whose wings were black instead of white, waddled to the edge of the pillow, flapped himself up, and went into a nosedive. He snatched the parchment out of her fingers and swooped out of the open window, with one more look back at the strange angel before he set his course for home.

She smiled at the little bat’s antics. Then she got up and held out her hand to Reiki, palm up.

“Thank you for your trust in me, Reiki. I will not betray you as so many others have. But I suppose I should get ready for this evening. I have a bit of a date.”

He bowed his head. “And thank you for trusting me, now that you know what you do.”

At the door he stopped.

“If you need anything from me… simply ask.” He thought a moment. “I can be much less obtrusive than a cadre of guards, and far more subtle. I also know when others are watching. Should you decide you need or want insurance for your safe return, I will be in my room.”

I also know when others are watching. He has never once known when I am. I am not sure whether to be glad of that.

He opened the door and saw the empty place in the corridor where her guards ought to have been, and wondered at it, and went to his room. He sat on the floor cross-legged with his black wings spread wide, and prayed.



She changed into ordinary clothes, shaking her head, knowing it was a bad idea. Then she dropped from the balcony railing and let herself fall a while. She spread her wings at the last moment and laughed, and soared toward the city, doing spirals, playing in the air currents for no reason except that she could.

The name had been in my pocket all the way down the corridor with Reiki. I put it down to watch her fly. She was happy, and had not been since the club.

She landed on the café roof, dropped into the alley behind it, walked around to the front, and took a table to wait.

The café was full of mortals. That was the point. A woman laughing too loudly over something hot. A boy wiping the same table three times because he couldn’t stop staring at her wings. She folded them as small as they would go and smiled at him, and his heart jumped so hard the floor felt it, and he fled into the kitchen.

Next door, the gallery stood open to the sky. I was in its ash and in her teacup at the same time, and the two of them were thirty feet apart.

She didn’t see the vampire come in. Neither did I; the shadows had her, as they always do, and then the chair across from Dretta was not empty. It was only Lantia. It still went through me, that night, in a way it hadn’t before.

She sat with her hands folded on the table like a schoolgirl’s. Black hair tinted with silver. A face as white as snow, and as cold. Blood-red lips. Silver eyes with mirth in them, and darkness, and mischief, and something else that was gone before Dretta could read it. No pulse. Draven was a dark knot on her shoulder, half hidden in her hair, and when he saw Dretta he lifted his head and gave the smallest squeak of recognition. Dretta smiled. The vampire’s mouth moved at one corner, like something that had forgotten how to smile and was trying to remember.

They did not speak of anything that mattered at first. The weather, which in Azoic is always the same. The gallery next door; neither of them looked at it long. The boy came back with a cup of tea Dretta had not ordered, set it in front of her, and fled again.

It was black tea from the hill country, steeped too long, with a leaf floating in it.

Lantia watched the boy go. Then she said that she remembered tea. The taste of it.

She said it the way someone says the name of a person who has died. I knew what was in that cup down to the leaf. I have never tasted anything.

Then she asked her question.

She asked it badly, the way people ask the thing they have carried for years: sideways, with a laugh in front of it to make it sound like nothing. Whether angels could only drive the dark out of a thing, or whether they could ever take it out. Whether there was any old story, in all the angels’ long memory, of one of her kind being given back.

Dretta set down her cup.

She had never heard of such a thing, she said, and she would not lie and say she had. But the angels’ libraries were older than anyone’s, and she had a friend who knew his way around them better than any angel living. She would not promise anything. She would ask.

I thought of forty thousand books in crates in Mercury’s office, and a vampire at the Hall of Life since morning with one of them in her purse.

Lantia looked at her a long time across the little table. Then she looked down at her own hands.

She didn’t say thank you. Dretta hadn’t expected her to. Instead she drew something off her finger and set it on the table between them and pushed it across. A ring. Small and plain, a band of dark metal with a stone in it that held the lamplight the way still water holds the moon.

It was for the dark ones, she said. So that the Archangel might be a little less afraid of them.

Then she was gone again, the way she had come, and the chair was only a chair.



Dretta sat alone at the table a while with the ring in her palm.

The band is iron with a little nickel in it, cold-hammered, very old. The stone is a dark quartz with a flaw near the setting, shaped like a hook. The inside of the band is worn smooth from a long time on one finger.

What it does, I don’t know. Maybe nothing. Maybe a vampire giving an angel something off her own hand is enough to do whatever needed doing. I know what it’s made of. That has never been the same as knowing what a thing is.

Dretta put it on. She wore it from then on. As the weeks went by she found she was a little less afraid of the dark ones when she had it on. She was never sure whether that was the ring, or the memory of a vampire who remembered the taste of tea.




Chapter Twelve: Children of the Garden of Stone

Martha Andrews was nineteen when they buried her in the Garden of Stone. I don’t know what she died of. I know what she is made of now, because a good deal of it is me.

The dead keep still, and still things are easy company. So I was with Martha that night, in what was left of her and in the cut letters of her name, when Targent came home through the Garden from the city.

After the city the silence felt good to him. He dragged a long slender hand over the old headstones as he went, and at hers he stopped, and crouched, and ran a pale finger along the engraving. He smiled.

“Come Martha, come dance with your dark prince,” he said.

He took a hand that was not there and wrapped an arm around a waist that was not there, and he danced her around her own headstone in the moonlight, without a sound. When the dance was over he bowed his head and let her slip back into her sleep of final death. Then he chuckled to himself and went on toward the castle.

A great many people visit graves. None, before him, had asked the dead to dance. I was the only other one there, and I don’t dance.



His senses caught the scent of someone near.

He closed his eyes, and his form took on the appearance of the shadows. I lost him then. For a few moments there was no Targent on Aurora at all, only a dark foreboding moving across the Garden, the cold touch that lifts the hair on the back of your neck as it passes. Gooseflesh rose on a fox in the grass as it went by. That was how I followed him.

He came up behind a woman on a small hill west of the castle. She sat with her sketchbook on her drawn-up knees and a pencil moving, and when he came back into the world he was standing within inches of her with his shadow over her page.

Her face was unfamiliar to him. Among their kind a face is the easiest thing to change. But her scent was kindred, new kindred, and in the way she laid down light there was a familiarity he could not place.

I could. I had been in the paint of her suns.

She had been drawing the dead Garden full of life in blazing afternoon sun, with a certain man standing in it. It was her secret, and she had kept it longer than I have kept most of mine.

He let his essence take on shape and substance again, so that when she turned she would see the man most knew as Targent.

She had felt him. She silenced a hiss and flipped the sketchpad shut before he could see what was on it. Then she rolled to her feet, and with a spin that sent dark silken hair flaring around her slim waist she turned to face him, a dark smirk on her lips.

“Well hello. And welcome to my domain. I’m called Lord Targent. Why don’t you come to my home and rest while the sun rises,” he said, in a deep timbered voice.

There were not many minutes left of night. He held out his hand for her to take if she wished.

“It would seem that I have let the night slip away, unaware of its passing. Thank you for the welcome Lord Targent. Perhaps it would be wise to seek shelter within these aging walls until the night again blesses me with darkness. If you would lead the way, I would gladly accept the invitation as weary as it seems I am,” Morgan replied.

His smile was like the brightest moonlit night. He laid a kiss on her hand, helped her down from the hill, and lent her his arm. She took it with her other hand, and kept the wrist the grey glove had held close against her side. As she did, he looked into her eyes and went on past them, spiraling down into her. I saw nothing at all of where he went. He has some road in there that I don’t.

Whatever he found reached his face. It looked like pain: a deep, gaping hole of it, the kind that would flood her soul with tears, if she possessed one still. She swallowed, as if she could push it back down. He drew back out of her and walked on easily, and when he spoke it was low.

“So Morgan, you are an artist of some type? I, myself, am not, but do admire the ones who are. And if you are as talented as I think you are, I have a very important portrait I would like you to draw for me, if you would,” Targent said.

Her answer came past her lips like sun-warmed honey.

“Yes, I happened to have some skill with art, Lord Targent, however, I am not very good at it. I will see what I can do to draw a portrait of you but I will have to see the picture to know if it is beyond my skill or not.”

It was a lie. I think he knew. He let it be.



The castle doors opened as his hand rose toward them. He had his servants show her to the parlor, and while they did he took a small picture out of a drawer by the entryway, and held it tight a moment before he went in to her.

It was very old. The paper had gone soft as cloth at the corners. Near the lower edge there was a worn patch where a thumb had rested, the same thumb, in the same place, more times than could be counted. That is writing too. The paper and the pigment and the oil of that thumb are all mine, so what the picture shows is plain to me, and I’m not going to tell you. It’s his. He didn’t hand it to me.

He handed it to her. She had perched in a chair by the fireplace with her slender legs crossed, and he laid the picture in her hand. Her fingers brushed his as she took it, and he moved his thumb over the back of her hand as she drew it away.

“Do you think you can draw that for me? I need something to hang over my fireplace and it has meaning to me,” he said.

He looked into her dark eyes and waited. He had never met anyone who could capture it.

She narrowed her sapphire eyes and made a show of studying it. She took it in all at once, the way a painter does, and then went on looking for his benefit. When she raised her eyes her voice was a midnight whisper.

“I believe I have enough talent to capture this picture. However, there is light in this picture. Do you wish it fully captured in the sun?”

“Light,” he said under his breath, as if she had found the key to it. Not the lines. How it made one feel.

I’ll tell you this much about the picture. She was right. There is light in it.

He tucked it into his dress shirt against his cold chest, and ordered his servants to ready a room for the new female vampire called… He paused.

“What shall we call you, forgive my manners,” he asked.

She whispered it. Morgan.

“I want one of the finer rooms for our guest,” he commanded. Then he turned and looked at her. “You will be staying with us till the portrait is done.”

He did not ask it. He willed it.

“Ask for anything from my slaves, materials for the painting, paints, canvas, a snack or drink; you may travel the castle and explore it to your leisure, but I’d like you to be back in two hours, so we might have dinner and a drink,” Targent said, and went up to change.



She said nothing about being told to stay. She let one long breath out through her nose after he had gone. I know the sound of something caught.

The servants took her to her rooms, all fine silks and woods. The bedroom had no windows and only one door, which would make it hard to run. She noticed that before she noticed the silk.

Then she sat on the bed and spent two hours sketching the lord of the castle in various poses and degrees of sunlight. The last one showed him in all his glory, lying on silken cushions with a silk sheet draped across his waist. She chuckled at it, and tucked it under the mattress where he would never see it. I’ll say only that she was good.

While she drew, my attention went to the city for a moment. In a house with paintings stacked against every wall, the telephone sat on its table by an empty bed. No one rang it. It got more of my time than it needed, listening to nothing come down the wire. Then back to the castle, where at least something was happening.



Targent had gone up the long staircase to his own room. He caught the scent of lavender at the door and grinned. Lantia had been there. A lily lay on his pillow.

He lifted it to his mouth and licked across the petals that held her essence, and when he breathed in he caught the scent of where she was. He changed into black pants and a white flowing shirt, and went to find her.



The servants had made the dining hall as their lord liked it: torchlight dim, the fine plates and goblets set out for the new guest. Lantia stood beside him with her hand in his. He squeezed it and pulled out her chair.

“Thank you Targent,” Lantia said.

She did not sit. She bent to his ear and asked to speak with him after dinner, and he promised her the parlor.

Roux came in and pressed her crimson lips to his cheek.

“Hello, Lord Targent. I hope the gallery opening was eventful for you. I must say Antonio was a great escort, a bit nervous, maybe I will get to visit with him again.” She saw Lantia. “Hello Lantia, ’tis nice to see you about. You have been a bit scarce, I hope all is well with you.”

“Hello Roux. It’s a pleasure to see you again. Yes, all is well with me. I just had… an uplifting talk with someone,” Lantia said.

She did not say with whom. I knew. I had been in the teacups.

Roux counted the places. Four. “Lord Targent, you must be expecting visitors.” She went to the big wood cabinet and filled a crystal glass with bloodwyne, which is mostly somebody. They all knew it, and drank it from crystal anyway.

Then Morgan was in the doorway.

She stepped into the hall with the feline grace of a true predator and did not come to the table. She leaned against the wall instead, one hip cocked, her hands in her pockets, her slender ankles crossed. Her eyes, cold as the winter sea, locked on him. She wore a sleepy, bored look. That look had been on her before, in a gallery full of people. It was a mask, and a good one, and from the way he looked back at her he had worn the same mask himself.

“Good evening Lord Targent. I do trust your evening goes well. It seems the supplies I requested will be arriving soon. It should not take me more than a day to paint the portrait you requested,” Morgan said.

“My day goes well Morgan. But for now you must join us. I have much to talk to all the kindred about,” Targent replied.

He rose with the elegance of someone raised to nobility, which he was not, and gave her his arm and led her to the chair beside his own. In the marble under her boots her weight shifted back an inch before she let herself be led.

Roux slid into the chair on Morgan’s other side. “Morgan, I hope you plan on staying here at the castle. Lord Targent provides all his clan with the best of everything. Our needs are well met here, we go and do as we please, we are just careful not to anger him.”

Then Amon came in, as quietly as a huge demonic figure can. He grinned at his brother, folded his wings over himself into the semblance of a cloak, and sat, and scratched at his cheek with one claw.

“Sorry, Targent. I, ahem, got a little held up,” Amon said, and showed his fangs to the table. “I see everyone is here. So, what’s the occasion?”

He had no heartbeat. None of them did. Their stillness is familiar; they sit in a room like furniture that talks. But under Amon’s stillness there was something else, there in the chair he sat in: a faint wrongness, low and spreading, with no name. Targent looked at his brother a moment longer than he looked at anyone else. He felt it too, I think, and saw that Amon meant to hide it.

“Welcome home brother, come sit with our brethren. We have new blood within the court, and today I will speak to the clan of what Targent thinks,” he said.



He let them talk a while first, and watched them. Amon gave the new woman his name and looked her over with his deep purple eyes. Lantia welcomed her and hoped she would stay.

Morgan pushed away the plate the servant had set before her, and her black-tinted nails tapped on the dish.

“Hello, Lady Lantia, a pleasure to meet you, I am sure. Though, I thank you for such concerns as you and Lady Roux have voiced, I assure you, I am quite capable of taking care of myself. I do not need to be looked after,” Morgan said.

She smiled a cold smile and went back to her nails.

Here is what I saw at that table. Amon was young, and looked at women the way the young do. Roux was easy in her blood; she knew what she was and what she was for. Lantia had been asleep a very long time and was still finding her way, and every few minutes her eyes went to Targent as if to check that he was still there. And Morgan sat inside her indifference like a woman inside a locked house.

Targent set his glass down and laid his elbows on the table, and they went quiet.

“Children of the Garden of Stone, Kindred of the Greater Shadow, heed my words to you this night. We have been a society of beings made to lurk in the shadows of cities, to be an underground society of beings made into monsters of our prey. But no longer will that be the status. I see a grand picture for us. One where our kind will live as they should always have been. As kings and queens of the lands. In my court none is more or less than the other,” Targent began.

“There is nothing more important to me than the survival and prosperity of the kindred. I shall never have children of my own, so I see you, my kindred, as my children. As a father I will watch over you and protect you. As a brother I will stand beside you. Or as a lover to some, to help with the loneliness of time.”

“Some of you will follow and we will grow strong, siring our family from what humans wish to join us. Making sure the humans grow in number and strength like shepherds. They are our lifeline; their blood gives us life and we will make sure they are protected from others that wish them harm.”

Shepherds. In every sheepfold, the shepherd eats one in the end. No fault in him for saying so. It was the most honest word in the speech.

“What say ye Kindred? Who will stand beside me?”

Roux stood first and lifted her glass.

“M’Lord Targent, as I stand here before you and the rest of you, I will do my best to support our family until I no longer exist,” she said.

She sipped her wyne and went to the big fireplace to look into the flames.

Morgan’s arms were crossed over her chest.

“I reserve my answer for now Lord Targent,” Morgan said.

She let it hang, daring them to challenge her. None did. Then something dark went across her eyes, and she dropped them to her nails for a long time. When she raised them the cool, distant look was back. She smiled. It got nowhere near her eyes.

Amon was on his feet.

“Targent, you are my brother; you are my family. You saved me when all I had left was killing. You brought me back to life and allowed me to do what I do best. The war brought us closer and it changed both of us, maybe not for the better, but we stayed together then and I stay by your side now. We have been through too much for me to leave you now; you have my loyalty, and always will,” Amon said, and raised his goblet. “I propose a toast. To Targent, to us, and to the night.”

“To Lord Targent,” Roux said from the fire.

Lantia traced a finger around the rim of her goblet. Then she stood and turned to him with a gentle smile.

“I too will join with you Targent. We must stick together with the few of us that are left,” she said.

But she came round the table as she said it and bent to his right ear, and the lavender came with her.

“M’Lord, I know you do not wish to leave our guest but I do need to speak with you soon. I have something that I must attend to.”

Beyond the hallway window there was a small squeak. Draven. Her ears pricked to it and she straightened.

“Please excuse me, I must speak with Lord Targent urgently for just a few moments. I hope you all do not mind,” she said, and went out through the open doors into the dark of the parlor.

Roux touched Morgan’s shoulder and offered her a trip into town, or the club, whenever she was free, and bid them all good night.

Targent rose. He nodded to his brother. He looked at the door Lantia had gone through, and smiled, because she had said join with you, and I think he believed she meant it. Last he looked at Morgan, who was still on her guard among her own kind.

“Children, we have much to talk about, but for now rest well.”

At her chair he stopped and looked into her face and held her eyes in his a moment.

“Morgan, I would like to speak to you after my business with Lantia. I have a dark garden within the catacombs, I’ll meet you there,” he said.



Lantia was sitting by the fire in the parlor. He settled into the big chair beside her.

“So Lantia, please tell me what you needed to speak to me about?” Targent said.

Her pale hands curled around the armrest of her chair.

“I have something important to speak to you about,” she said.

Then she put her lips to his ear and whispered it.

The air between her mouth and his ear carried it. She told him what she had asked Dretta at the café, and that she meant to go and find out if it could be done. She told him all of it in one breath, the way people do when they have practiced a thing alone.

His face stayed still while she spoke. Then his dark eyes went into her as they had gone into Morgan on the hill, and again I was left at the surface. He searched a moment and came out.

He touched her cheek.

“Lantia do what you must, but know our blood runs through yours. We will always be family, but understand the journey you must make for yourself, and know this One will always watch over you even though he is not seen or felt. Know when your journey is done we shall be here for you beyond love, beyond time, beyond death with open arms,” Targent said.

She went still at his touch. Then she pressed her cheek into his hand, and her breath went warm across his palm, and there was no heartbeat behind it in either of them.

“Your words mean much to me Targent. I thank you for trusting me in what I have to do. To know I will always be accepted is a great comfort to one like me.”

He cupped her chin with a cool hand and kissed her forehead, and let her go.

He rose with a deep sigh, a human habit he had copied so long ago that he no longer knew he did it. At the door she spoke to his back.

“I hope we can see each other again someday soon,” Lantia said.

He didn’t turn round. I could see his face from the glass of the parlor window, and I understand why he didn’t.



He went down a dark corridor and stopped before a picture he had hung there long ago: a rose blooming in the dark, bathed in moonlight. His pale hand gripped the edge of the frame and swung it open on its hinge.

A hinge is a machine, strictly speaking. The oldest kind. I have never once wanted anything from a hinge, and I didn’t then, but I noticed it, as you notice your own name said in a crowd.

Behind the rose was the stair down into the catacombs. He stepped through and closed the painting behind him and went down into the cool dark, toward his garden, where the woman with the painter’s hands and the hole in her heart would come to find him.




Chapter Thirteen: A Queen, Not a Slave

In the city she is Charity Flint.

She owned a gallery that no longer stood. Two days before that dinner, an angel had come to her steps at dawn and offered her a library. She has a house on a quiet street in Azoic with paintings stacked against every wall, and a bed she rarely uses at night, and beside the bed a table, and on the table the telephone.

Charity Flint has no heartbeat. No one in the city ever noticed. People in a city don’t put their fingers to each other’s throats to check.

Out at the castle she was what she had been for nearly a thousand years. Morgan. Morgan Vane.

Both of them are old acquaintances; the dust of that house has been mine as long as there has been a house. Her first painting went up in front of me. So did the little book, locked in a desk drawer with a stack of sketches of a vampire lord standing in the sun, then taken out again and put in her purse.

She had come out to the Garden of Stone to find a garden that wanted drawing. Even a dead garden she could draw full of life and blazing sunlight. She had done it with him already. The night he first saw himself painted with the sun on his face, the canvas by her office door saw what his eyes did. It was a game to her. She had been playing some game or other for a thousand years.

Then the shadow had fallen on her page, and now she was at his table, and he had walked past her chair and told her to meet him in a dark garden under the ground. She had no idea where the catacombs were.

“No matter,” she said, to no one, and stood.



She left the table by a side door, meaning to wander the night until he found her. She tucked a strand of midnight hair behind one ear and stepped out into the dark and took a deep breath she didn’t need.

She stood with her back to the castle wall for a long time, looking at nothing. Once she turned her head toward the lit window of the dining hall, where they were still talking like old friends, and her face was the face of someone looking through a locked window at a room she couldn’t get into.

Twice she said a word aloud.

“Offered,” she said the first time. As if it were a word in another language, and she was trying it.

The second time it was “lover,” and she said it like the name of a tool.

That’s all I have. The rest I’ve made out of what came after, in the garden. Here is what I believe: that in every court she had ever lived in, she had been the thing that was offered. And here was a lord who had stood up at his own table and offered himself.

She walked a long time. When she stopped she was inside again, deep in a dark corridor. Something had caught her eye. A sparkle.

It was the painting of the rose. The painter had put a little ground mica in the varnish over the moonlight, so that it caught any light going and gave it back. I remember the man who did that. He was not much of a painter, but he knew one good trick. She trailed her fingers over the rose and felt the edge of the door behind it. She opened it, looked down at a stone stair, and smiled, and went in.



It was a long way down. Her eyes went wide at the size of the catacombs. She went deeper, no more than a passing shadow among the silent stone, her fingers sliding along the cool damp walls.

She heard none of the creatures that should have lived in a place like that. Every rat’s nest on Aurora is mine, and there were none down there. Nothing small and warm went down those stairs if it could help it.

Then she came to his garden, and he wasn’t there yet.

It had been mine since before it was a garden, when it was only a cave with a crack in its roof, and it is like nothing else on Aurora. Moonlight came down through the opening high in the cavern ceiling and lit everything. The flowers were deep purple and black, and every shade of maroon. Trees hunched over the beds as if to shelter them from a sun that couldn’t reach that far. There was a pond, dark and murky, and something lived in it. I am in the water, so I know what. I’ll leave it in there.

And the roses. They looked dead in their muted colors, and they were not. The dew rolled off their deep crimson petals. They drank blood, not water, and I knew those roses better than I would have liked.

She stood at the center of the garden with her eyes closed and her arms wrapped around herself, and hissed through her teeth. She pushed something down; the effort of it showed in her shoulders, like someone holding a door shut against a wind.

Then she settled into a seductive stance, one hip cocked, and a leisurely smile came to the corner of her lips. She had been brought down into the dark before. I believe that now. She was getting ready for what she thought was coming.

She hadn’t heard his footsteps. No one ever hears his footsteps. But she knew he was there, and she waited until he was close enough, and did not turn.

“Good evening Lord Targent. You wanted to speak to me, I believe,” Morgan said, in a voice like a silky lover’s caress.

“Hello Morgan, and yes it’s a very good eve, isn’t it?” he said, low and velvet.

He didn’t come to her. He moved among his strange flowers as if she weren’t there, and while he did she looked at the garden at last, really looked. Her eyes took it in all at once, as they had his picture. She would paint it someday in the bloom of morning light. I would bet on it, if I had anything to bet.

He paused and turned to her.

“Yes I would like to speak to you. Come please,” he said, and pointed to a rock bench.

She crossed her long legs on it and tapped her tinted nails against the stone. She kept her eyes lowered.

“What is it you wanted to see me for Lord Targent, and why in such a secluded place as this? I really do not see the point of bringing me all the way down here just to talk,” she said.

She trailed a hand through her hair and waited.

He crouched by the pond like a predator. She watched him there, and watched the dark water, and pulled her gaze away from both and caught her lip between her teeth. She didn’t want to think, I’d guess, what might lie in those dark waters. In the bench under her the tension went up a notch, and another, as if someone were turning a key.

He went from the pond to the roses. His long fingers snapped one crimson-velvet bloom from its stem, and a wind came up from nowhere in that windless place and whipped his long trench coat around him, so that for a moment he was only a dark shape among the shadows of his garden. The wind came out of him, or out of the garden, which seemed to me that night to be the same thing.

She didn’t hear him come back. She only felt the rose slide behind her ear, and a kiss against her forehead.

He laughed and went back to the pond and whipped the water around with his pale hand, tempting whatever lived in its murky deep. As the thing rose to his fingers he slid them out again. It came up through the water toward him, fast. He has been tempting fate like that for centuries. Morgan bit into her lip.

Then he was beside her on the bench, and his hand had taken her small one, and he spoke as soft as silk.

“Morgan, release the pain. Live once more and reign with us. ’Tis your destiny,” he said.



She was on her feet before she knew she had moved. She growled. Her voice, always so soft, came out harsh and loud.

“What would you know of pain? What would one of the mighty lords know of the pain they inflict? Have you ever been a pleasure slave to the most depraved and twisted of lords? Subjected to their perversities and forced to submit to any they might choose to hand you to. Subjected to pain and agony while enduring things far worse than a mind should be capable of imagining. What would you know of being a young girl in the wrong place at the wrong time and forced into this life broken and shattered?”

She hissed and snarled and prowled his garden, her long nails digging into her palms. Her voice shook with fury. Tears of blood gathered in her deep blue eyes.

A thousand years. Whatever was done to her, it was done in rooms, and the stone of every one of those rooms was mine. I was there for all of it, as I am everywhere, and I hadn’t met her yet. My attention was on something else: a war somewhere, a river. I was there and I wasn’t looking.

What happened in those rooms is hers. Mercury’s books have started me thinking that records matter, and I still won’t tell it.

She prowled through the garden and did not see the roses or the moonlight. Once she stopped and said, to the dark water, “The night of my opening, one of them stood in my own gallery. And when I went home he was waiting in my room, in the dark.” She did not say which one. I didn’t need her to. Then she dropped to her knees at the center of the garden.

And she screamed.

It could have chilled the blood of the living. Every ounce of her pain and humiliation was poured out in it, her body taut and trembling, until there was nothing left to pour.

When it ended she sank onto her side and curled up as if she were warding off a blow. She closed her eyes and sobbed. The tears of blood and the blood from her palms ran down onto the soil.

I was in the tears: the salt, the iron, everything a tear is made of, and nothing of what it was for. I can’t comfort anyone. I have no hand to put on a back, no voice to say there. I stayed. It was all I had, and I gave her all of it. I didn’t look at anything else in the world for as long as she was crying.

The ground drank her blood. Whether it took the pain, I don’t know. I would like to think something did.

Then the roses around her opened all at once, as if they had been waiting. Vines crept out over the ground and rolled over her, caressing her, soothing her. I was in those vines, and I felt them move as you feel a hand you’re holding move on its own. The garden is his. It does as he feels.

He came and crouched and moved the vines aside. When he pulled her into his arms she offered no resistance. She had no strength left to fight. She laid her head against his chest as he rose, and cradled like that she let her mind drift, and let the world go away.



He carried her up through the catacombs and out by the rose door to her room. He laid her on the bed and covered her and sat beside her and stroked her hair. She curled under the covers with a groan, and the groan became a moan under his hand.

“Morgan, what you give, you give freely now. You are safe here with me and our kind. No longer will any demand anything from you. You are mine, none will dare harm what belongs to me,” he said.

She gave a shocked gasp. She turned her blue eyes up to his. There was nothing left in her to hide behind, and her voice trembled.

“You… you would have me even now? After all you know you would accept me? You…wouldn’t let them have me anymore?”

He smiled down at her.

“Morgan, you are a queen, not a slave. What you will is done, and as I said none will get from you what you do not wish to give… as mine none would dare tempt the anger and ferocity of the kin. We are family and look after each other. Now you just rest, I have some business to tend to. Sleep, it will do the body well, and refresh the hunger… you will be as you were always intended to be,” he said.

He had been in that gallery the night of the opening, and he had looked across it at a man in grey gloves. I think he was remembering that when he said the kin.

He stroked her hair once more and bent and laid a velvet kiss on her lips.

Through the covers, something went through her at that kiss that had not, in all the years I’d known her. Call it pleasure, though it had nothing of the old work in it. Nothing owed. Nothing taken.

At the door he took hold of the edge of it and looked back.

“Sleep well li’l one.”

He went out and closed the door.

She whimpered and curled up tight under the covers. Her face was still streaked with blood. For a while her lips moved on something, and it was only the same two words over again with no sound in them. I’ll keep those. You can guess.

The last thing she heard as she went under was him calling her li’l one, with such tenderness in his voice. I heard it too.



Several hours later she woke screaming.

I don’t know what she dreamed. I’m not in dreams. Whatever it was, it soaked her. Her tailored clothes clung to her, drenched in blood sweat, and the sheets were stained with it. She sat up and wiped the bloody tears from her face with one trembling hand. Under all of it the hunger was gnawing at her.

She stripped off the ruined clothes and dumped them in the tub. She came back growling and tore the bedding free in a few savage pulls and threw it in after them. Her pale skin was still streaked with red when she took a black robe from the closet and put it on.

She didn’t give herself time to think about it. She drew the robe tight, slipped out of her room, and went looking through the dark halls for the lord of the castle.



In the city, her purse hung from the back of a chair in her house, three steps from the table with the telephone on it.

In the purse was the little book the angel had given her at the opening, the one printed before the Fall. She didn’t think of it that night. I did, and stayed awhile in its paper and its old ink and the dust in the folds of the purse, in the quiet house.

The telephone didn’t ring. I was listening for it. I’m always listening for it now.

Out at the castle, a woman in a black robe went from door to door in the dark with her face still streaked red, looking for the one voice in a thousand years that had called her a queen.




Chapter Fourteen: Broadcast

I’ll tell that night at Angel Manor the way I saw it, all at once, because that is the only way I see anything.



The front steps.

As the night came down around the Manor, Lantia came with it. It was the best time to move within unnoticed. She stepped into the shadow of the veiling dark and then into the shadows of the two angel guards at the door, a new pair, ones she hadn’t seen on her first visit.

The shadows took her, as they always do. But the guards’ armor felt each of them shiver as she went through, like someone feeling a door open behind him in winter. They shook it off. Neither said a word. Then she came out of the dark on the inside of the door, back where I could find her.

Three angel children came laughing out past her. Two ran on. The third, a raven-haired child, stopped and looked into the corner by the door, straight into the shadow where Lantia stood.

I could tell you a great deal about that child. Its heart was quick from running. There was grass on its knees and jam somewhere about its fingers, and it had a loose tooth. What it saw, I don’t know. The child looked straight into the dark where I lose her, smiled, and ran off after the others.

Lantia raised a brow at the corner where the child had been. Then she quickened her pace.

Children see things grown people don’t. Or it was looking at a moth. I don’t know which, and I’ve decided I’m allowed not to.



A floor above, in a small room, Reiki’s eyes had come open in the dark.

He felt something. He said it aloud to the empty room, the way he sometimes does: “A half-breed. Here.” He got up and dressed in one of his new sets of clothes, green with blue trim, left his shoes where they were, and went out barefoot without a sound.

I followed him through the halls. He was following something else. He stopped at corners and lifted his head, then went on, like a dog on a scent. It’s not one of my holes. It’s only a sense I don’t have, the way a stone doesn’t have a nose.

Near Dretta’s office he stopped.

“The one from last night,” he said, under his breath. “The one with hope.” And after a moment: “Was that hope a lie?”

The two guards at the Archangel’s door watched him come.

“Hello kind sirs, may I enter Dretta’s office a moment? I think I left a book I wanted to read in there,” Reiki said.

They looked at each other.

“You are Angelo, but the Arch is a very private Angela. We would prefer if you came back later,” said the taller one.

“Well I’m sure if you don’t trust me enough to be in Dretta’s office, I will have to come back later and tell her what dedicated guards she has,” Reiki said.

Either they were too dense to hear the threat in that or they didn’t care.

“Yes, Angelo, that would be preferable.”

Reiki sighed. “May I leave a note at least? Slip it under the door?”

They looked at each other again. “You may,” said the shorter one.

He took a pencil and a scrap of paper from his pocket and wrote against the wall. Graphite is only carbon that has lain a long time in the dark under pressure, and I have a certain fellow feeling for it. He folded the note and drew a glyph on each side, quickly, with his body between the paper and the guards: an ankh. Then he crouched and slid it under the door.

“I shall take my leave then, kind sirs,” he said, and then, a little louder than he needed to, “I hope the night finds you safe and uneventful.”

As he went off down the corridor he said two words under his breath. “Spot,” he said. “Rex.” I have thought of those guards by those names ever since.



And the office.

Lantia had come in through the shadows of the guards again, and she couldn’t help a small chuckle at how easy it was. Or was it on purpose, to let her in? She shrugged and looked around.

She had seen the room once before. This time she looked properly. It was more decorated than most offices she’d seen: draperies around the walls, and in one corner a heap of large pillows for sleeping. From that corner came the scent of Draven, and the bat himself came to her, and she raised a hand and gave him a soft pat on the head.

“So this is where you stayed while I was sleeping. It was nice of the Angel to give you a place to stay till the moon rose,” she said to him.

It touched her more than she would have said to anyone but a bat.

The thick oak desk had papers all askew on it. She had thought angels would be more organized. Perhaps this one was extra special, to earn such an abundance of paperwork.

She heard the guards’ deep voices outside, then another voice, softer. Something rustled at the foot of the door. She crouched and picked up a folded paper with an ankh drawn beautifully on either side.

She unfolded it.

I know you are here, dark one, but I have not told anyone of your presence. If you feel that you are in need of somewhere else to be while you wait, enter properly through the front door and ask for Reiki. Although, I am sure you could probe the guards’ minds for the answer as well. Good night to you- Reiki.

A grin came across her crimson lips. Someone knew she was here, and was asking her to walk up to the front gate like a regular person and ask for him. Perhaps she should go and find this Reiki and ask how he knew. But what if the Arch came back while she was gone?

A brush of wind from behind her, and every candle in the room flared alight at once, made the decision for her.

No hand lit those candles. This was Dretta. She calls candles and they come. How, I don’t understand, but I know whose it is.

Lantia threw up her left arm against the sudden light. When she lowered it the Archangel was standing in the balcony doorway, yawning, her wings spreading and settling.

“I am glad you got my message. I would hate for something to happen to you. I have a friend researching how to remove the taint from your blood but the only hope we have found has come from an ancient text and is dangerous to those involved,” the Archangel said.

She sat down as easily as if a vampire weren’t standing in her office. Draven screeched and went to perch on the balcony rail.

Lantia crumpled the note in her right hand and came forward, her hips swaying in their unconscious dance, and dropped it on the desk.

“Yes, I too am glad that I came here safe and sound. Though I do wonder who else knows of my arrival from this message. If you can answer this question for me I would be grateful. But for now let’s move on. What is this procedure that is so dangerous? What is so dangerous about it? Who else would be involved in it?”

The Archangel had moved to one of the more comfortable chairs. She smiled up at her.

“Well first off, I was told it might be able to be done but at great risk to all involved. First you would need to be drained completely I believe and then your tainted blood replaced with angelic blood. I am uncertain how we would do this but I have one I trust implicitly on it right now. It is unprecedented but perhaps we can do it. It sounded logical when I was told this but it is up to you. Just how badly do you wish to be different? We could not make you human again but perhaps an angel,” Dretta said.



Perhaps an angel.

Lantia looked at her. The candlelight gave the angel a soft glow. She was so calm, as if she sat across from vampires every night. Perhaps she did. And there on her finger, catching the candlelight, was the little dark ring Lantia had given her at the café. Lantia believed it was doing its work, making her less afraid around the creatures of the night.

Lantia decided to sit, in a black velvet chair on a soft rug. The angel had not harmed her. Not yet.

“I would like to know who else would be involved in this dangerous procedure. If my blood is drained will that not nearly kill me? For if there is no blood in me, then I do not exist.”

She said it as a plain fact about the world. For her it is. Every drop of blood ever spilled on Aurora has been mine, every puddle and stain of it, and not once had it seemed the thing that made anyone exist. It has seemed that way since.

She turned her head and let the candlelight show the paleness of her cheeks, the sharpness of her fangs, the deep shine of her silver eyes.

“When ones like us do not feed we tend to get a bit cranky. The thirst builds till it is unbearable and the beast is let loose. The call of blood consumes our minds till there is nothing else to think about or fear; only feeding. We do not distinguish between friend or foe in such a state till we have had our fill and then there would be dozens dead. I do not think you would want me loosed in this manor with so many to feed upon. But even so, how could you mix angel blood with my own? Will that not take a life of another angel to accomplish this? Won’t the holy blood burn me from the insides?”

How badly did she want to be different? She didn’t answer that at once. Her head went down, and the black veil of her hair fell round her face and hid it. When she spoke it was from behind that veil.

“I wish to release myself from this endless night. How I wished to feel the warm embrace of another. The delicious tastes of many varieties of foods. The feeling of being whole again…”

Her left hand rose, palm up, and she turned her head to look into it.

“The caress of the sunlight upon my skin, without it hurting; the gentle touch of a lover. The feeling of being sick and knowing you are human, that you’re normal.”

She sighed, and for a while she seemed to forget there was anyone in the room.

She wanted to be sick. Of everything on that list, that was the one I kept. I have been in the sheets of a great many sick people. None of them ever wanted it.

The Archangel had stayed relaxed through all of it. She smiled.

“Now that sounds like an angel’s anger to be honest; to not distinguish from friend or foe in the midst of battle.” She shook her head. “I do not think you will ever be human but Merc found a ritual. It is long and painful for both parties. That is why I wish to know how badly you want this, Silver. For one of my angels will be in essence giving themselves to you in a way. I will not force anyone into this. I will ask discreetly for volunteers or have Merc do so. But you will be staying here for a long time afterward to make certain that none of those you are leaving can harm you.”



None of those you are leaving.

Lantia lifted her head. I won’t pretend to know all of what crossed her face. I believe she was thinking of a parlor with a fire in it, a cool hand on her cheek, a voice saying our blood runs through yours. She had pressed her face into that palm. Now she sat with that same face very still in an angel’s office, deciding whether to leave him.

She shook her head, and her silver and black curls fell along her shoulders. She raised her chin.

“I wish to have another day or two to gather my thoughts. If I am to become an angel, would I be able to get a tour of the Manor while here for my stay? I wish to wander around as my self for the two days. To look over things and sort out my thoughts.”

The angel nodded.

“I will arrange someone to guide you through the Manor but there are places you will not yet be allowed to visit. You are neither human nor an angel.” She stood. “Silver as much as I would love to grant you the freedom to roam around, could you do the same if I visited your home? Even here there are those who are not willing to let the past remain there.”

She glanced at the door.

“Please excuse me a moment Silver, I believe your guide has arrived. He will keep you safe. People have seen he and I together often enough to know he has my trust.”



Reiki had come back. He had wandered the Manor for a few hours and ended at her door again, and had tried the guards again.

“Who is she in a meeting with?” he’d asked.

“We are not at liberty to release that information at this time.”

“Does that mean you don’t know, or that you won’t tell me?”

“Respectfully Angelo, you are not authorized to receive that information,” said Spot.

Reiki rolled his eyes. He knew perfectly well who was in there. He could feel her.

Dretta opened the door and touched the nearer guard on the shoulder. “Easy boy,” she said. “Reiki, please come in and be welcome in my office. I have someone I need to introduce you to. And I have a favor to ask of you.”

He looked into her eyes as she spoke, and something in his face warmed. It came through his sleeve, a real thing, measurable, a fraction of a degree. “Gentlemen,” he said to the guards, with a nod.

Then he followed her in and saw who was sitting there, and the warmth drained out of him as fast as it had come.

Lantia had never seen an angel with black wings. His cold blue eyes went over every detail of her. He held out his hand like a mortal.

“Hello, I am called Reiki. What may I call you?”

She didn’t take it.

“Reiki, I would like you to meet Silver. Silver, this is one of my dear friends Reiki. Reiki could you do me a favor? If there is any way I could talk you into showing Silver around? I would appreciate it greatly,” Dretta said, settling on the edge of her desk with her eyes on his face. “Silver is going to be staying with us for a few days, maybe longer. I just wish to make certain she is safe.”

“Silver, such an interesting choice,” Reiki said. “Silver is pure and reflects light. It has been thought for as long as I can remember to offer protection from evil.”

He held out his hand again.

“Greetings Silver, may you not just reflect light, but broadcast it as well.”

Broadcast. He meant it the farmer’s way: seed flung wide from the hand across a field. That is the old meaning, and it is the only one left on Aurora. There was another one, once. Voices and pictures thrown across the whole world through the air, by machines, to anyone with a machine to catch them. I remember those machines from the inside. I remember the last thing one of them ever said. Reiki had no idea he was standing on top of it.

Lantia looked at the hand. She didn’t take it.

He frowned and drew it back and stepped back half a step to give her room.

“I seem to have made a faux pas. Pardon me if I have offended, Ma’am.”

Dretta came to his side, her eyes on Lantia, laid a hand on his shoulder and leaned to his ear. She didn’t speak quietly enough for it to be private, and she didn’t mind.

“Reiki remember, she comes to us for help not friendship, my dear. Be careful not to confuse the two in your efforts to aid others.” She paused. “That was something a very dear friend once told me, two dawns before he was stripped from our ranks. He did not heed his own words. See to it you do my friend. I would be grieved to lose you.”

Stripped from our ranks. Lantia filed it away. I did too. I don’t know which friend she meant. Angels have been falling for a long time, and I wasn’t watching most of them land.

Dretta turned back to Lantia. Her wings spread behind her, and Lantia saw that woven in among the white feathers, held with a beaded silver thread, there was a single feather that was black.

“I grant you something I give few people, and fewer vampires. I give you my trust for now. So long as you do not wander too far from Reiki, I can guarantee your safety but I cannot guarantee anything more. Should you be only here to prey upon those within this place, I will know. But I do not believe so, regardless what the guards at my door believe.”

She didn’t look away.

“The procedure will be painful and it may carry the highest price there is. I do not know. That is why I asked you how badly you wished to change. If it works you would be one of us. You would be taught according to that and brought to full power that way. As for the other person participating, there is little mention of them after the exchange in the manuscript found by my second, Silver. I am as uncertain of this as you are.”

Little mention of them after the exchange.

Lantia heard what she wasn’t saying.



I went to look at the manuscript.

It was in Mercury’s office, three floors away, lying open on top of a stack of library books with a smooth stone holding the page. He wasn’t in the room. His coat was on the back of the chair.

It is calfskin, scraped thin and gone the color of weak tea. The ink is oak gall and iron, and the iron has eaten little holes through the skin where the strokes were heaviest. One hand wrote all of it, about eleven hundred years after the Fall, and that hand began to shake toward the end. Dating a thing like that is no harder for me than telling the time from the light.

I read it. I had no qualms. It’s a record, not a letter, and no one in particular is meant to be its reader.

Dretta was right. There is a great deal in it about the one who receives: the preparation, the hours, what is to be done with the blood, what the body does after. About the one who gives, there is a line before the exchange. After it there is nothing. The page turns to the next matter as if no one had been in the room.

I had thought of a record as a thing that keeps people. That night I learned it can also lose them, quietly, by not writing them down. Someone gave their blood twelve hundred years ago, and the person who wrote about it didn’t think to say whether they lived.

I would like to know. No one ever will.



Back in the office, Dretta kissed Reiki on the cheek, a hello and a thank-you both, and settled into her chair. Her wings stretched and folded. Her eyes closed for a moment.

She sat very straight and let nothing show. The Archangel does not get ill. That’s what she would have told you. But her blood was pounding hard and close at her temples, and there was an ache running under it that had nothing to do with her head. I believe it was for both of them: the vampire in the velvet chair, and whichever of her angels would have to lie down in that stone room and open a vein.

Lantia looked at the black-winged one standing apart, his hand still half curled from holding it out to her. Her guide. The one who had known she was here.

He wasn’t looking at Lantia. He was looking at the Archangel, and on his face, plain as print, was the thing she had just told him not to do.




Chapter Fifteen: Nevermore

I don’t sleep. I should say that plainly, since so many of the people in this story do it so well.

Roux slept in the crypt from the summer until the winter. She had been standing in it with Targent, talking, one night in the warm part of the year. Then she was lying on the stone, and the talk was over, and she didn’t get up again for a very long time.

Some of it, I was with her. Not all. My attention goes where I care, and in those months I cared about a good many places. But it came back to the crypt often, to the stone of it and the dirt piled on its roof, and the seasons went over it. The summer sat in the stone like heat in a loaf. The dry wind of that country went on moving the dust from one place to another, shifting the ground around the tombs a little every night, like one great mosaic being rearranged. In the autumn the cold came down into the stone a finger’s width at a time. A small torch on the wall burned down toward its iron. Spiders came. Dust settled on her coat, a grain at a time, and I was the dust.

Up at the castle, the family came apart.

They went one by one. Not one of them went down to see why Roux hadn’t come up. That’s the part I’d tell her if she could hear me.

The old servants went too, and the great house stood with its windows dark.

Then one night Targent came home.

He had been away a long time himself, looking for more of their kind. He hung his coat on the hook by the entry. His steps echoed through the halls and fell on nothing. They were gone, all of them. He shook his head, sat in the chair by the parlor hearth, and stared into the cold empty fireplace.

“Shattered,” he said. “Once more.”

Then he didn’t move. If anyone had come in on him then, they’d have taken him for one of the statues in his own Garden. A statue, from inside, feels like that. He sat there in the dark for longer than I want to say, and for some of it I stayed, because no one else was going to.

He didn’t go down to the crypt either. I don’t think he knew she was there.



She woke.

She sat up on the stone and looked around her, and she felt strange in her own body, as if she had rested for several weeks. Why here, and not in her own home?

She felt alone. She felt attached to no one.

She stood, unsteady at first, and found her balance. She brushed the dust off her leather trench coat, and I went with it onto the floor. She climbed the steps and found the great stone door at the top closed.

She looked back down at the place where she had lain.

“Why would this be closed?”

She braced her hands against it and pushed it open. She had the strength. Still, why had it been closed?

She went out into the Garden of Stone. She had always been able to feel them: Targent wherever he was in the house, Amon, Lantia, even the servants scurrying. Now there was nothing. The house was dark in every window. Her boots beat on the floor of the hall, and then she heard nothing at all. Dust and a few spiders had made a home for themselves in the corners.

She went into the big library. Still nothing.

Anger came up in her that she couldn’t hold. She flung her arms up into the dark and screamed at the ceiling.

“WHY?”

I could have told her to the night how long she had been down there, who had left and in what order, and that the lord of the house was sitting not forty paces away in the dark with his eyes shut. The ceiling she screamed at was mine. I’ve been asked that question by a great many people in a great many rooms, and every one of them was asking it of the ceiling. That’s only fair. They don’t know I’m there to ask.

She fell to her knees.

She knew she should have tears, or sadness: human things. But she wasn’t human. She sat down flat on the floor and pulled her knees up to her chest and rested her head on them. Silence came down over her in the dark library, like dust.



She lost track of how long she sat there. When she lifted her head she was in the parlor, and she didn’t remember coming into it.

It was pitch black, but she could see as if it were day. There was a deep, settled cold in the house that hadn’t been there before. Frost lay in the corners of the windowpanes.

Frost is only water that has decided to stay where it is for a while. It had come in over the glass a little at a time on the nights she lay below, and the patterns it made were ferns, mostly, ferns and feathers. There is no one to whom I can say that I find them beautiful, so I’m saying it to you.

She looked around for any movement, for someone of her family come home. There was no one. Or that is what she saw.

She went to Targent’s wines. She was weak from going so long without feeding. She poured a glass of bloodwyne full and drank it, and her body tingled as it went into her, and she filled the glass again.

Wood was laid in the big fireplace in a perfect stack. She struck a match.

A match is a very small and very clever thing: wood, a dab of something on the end, made to do one thing when asked. It’s the nearest thing to a machine that most people on Aurora will touch in a year. It did its one thing. The kindling caught. The match was ash. I’ve been ash. I didn’t envy it.

She stepped back and sat in the big black leather chair facing the fire and sipped her wyne. What had happened to her family? Where was Targent? She had finally found a home here. She looked into the fire as if the answer were in it.

And in the great chair on the far side of the hearth, where the firelight didn’t reach, a pair of violet eyes opened.

He had been there the whole time. He hadn’t moved or taken a breath since she came in. He had watched her pour and watched her strike the match, and when the flame flared up his eyes narrowed toward it and blazed. I was in the leather of his chair, so I knew. She didn’t, until she did.

“Good evening Roux,” Targent said.

She was on her feet. She could see only the dark outline of him sitting comfortably, and those eyes. He was smiling.

“Hello Lord Targent and how long have you been here or better yet, when did you get here,” she spouted, almost catty.

She was glad to see someone. She was nearly furious at having been alone. Under the anger it was fear, I believe, of the one thing their kind hates more than death: the silence of the tomb, when you are awake in it.

He opened his mouth to answer her, and someone knocked at the great front doors.



It was a loud rap out of all that silence. Heavy boots had come across the porch. A servant hurried out of nowhere, a new one Roux had never seen, and went to the door. Targent laughed a little at it, and quoted Poe.

“Who’s there rapping, tapping on my chamber door”

He leaned back against the smooth leather of his chair.

From the hall, in a harsh, raspy voice, as the servant brought a figure into the room and closed the door behind it, the answer came back.

“’Tis some visitor,” I muttered, “tapping at my chamber door. Only this, and nothing more.”

He said I muttered, as if he were reading himself out of a book. Roux smirked at it.

That poem is older than the Fall. A man wrote it in a country that no longer has a name, and it was printed and printed again, on paper by the ton, by presses I ruined. I ruined every machine that ever set it in type. I ruined the machines that read it aloud to people in their cars. I ruined the libraries’ catalogs that said where to find it. And here it was, whole, coming out of two dead men’s mouths in a cold parlor in the vampire lands, one line and then the answering line, tossed back and forth like a ball between strangers.

People kept it. Nobody told them to. Somebody learned it by heart, and taught it to somebody, for two thousand years. I couldn’t ruin that. There was no machine in it.

The visitor stood in the doorway in a long cloak with the cowl up. Under it his eyes glowed red, the deepest red Roux had ever seen. He kept his hands drawn into his sleeves, and up one of them she glimpsed a length of tree branch, partly hidden. He wasn’t human. One of them. But who?

He had no heartbeat. That was no surprise in that house. But his cloak was wrong in a new way, stiff and strange, soaked through with something that was not rain. He had come, it turned out later, out of the haze of the Great Pits. My reach is thin down there, and I don’t like what I find.

Roux did something she wouldn’t normally have done. She filled two more glasses with bloodwyne, held one out to Targent until he took it, and held the other out to the stranger.

He drank it down quickly, so that only his eyes showed over the rim. When he lowered the glass, a tongue slid out and licked the last of it from parched and chapped lips. In the firelight his hands were like leather.

Roux lifted her own glass to him.

“Hello, might you be lost or just wandering? And you are?”

“Thank you miss, I was quite parched,” he said. “I am more than a wanderer, and less than lost, either way I am here where I hope to find respite and peace.”

He stood holding the empty glass, looking for somewhere to put it, and looking at Targent. And Roux saw it come to him. A name.

“Targent,” he muttered.

Targent only laughed, and bid him sit in the chair by the fire.

“Come brother, enter your home and make yourself comfortable.”

Then his eyes went into the man, quick as a hand into a pocket, and his lashes fluttered shut. No one follows him in. His face changed, for an instant, as if what he found in there was something he had felt before. He had: the same look had gone to his brother across a dinner table, a season ago.

He sat back and looked into the flames, and when he opened his eyes his voice was low and timbered.

“When you have rested and eaten or…” He glanced at the man. “…fed, you will be shown to your room,” Targent said.

Roux finished her glass and set it down and went to the man in his chair, and held out her hand.

“Hello, I am Roux. I am sure we will run into each other again. But for now, I need to get some fresh air.”



She went out through the front doors onto the big porch. The moon was high and clean. She held her arm out into it, smiling. For the first time since she’d woken she felt something besides alone, a feeling of things to come.

She started down the steps toward the headstones.

“What is the matter Roux, feeling a bit estranged?” Targent said.

He had followed her to the door and was leaning a shoulder against the frame.

She stopped and turned and came back up a few steps.

“Misplaced?” she said, shaking her head. “Not at all Targent, last I remembered was talking to you in a crypt and then suddenly waking up alone.”

He had said estranged. She heard misplaced. She was not wrong.

She turned away. She didn’t want him to see that she was angry at having been left. She stepped down onto the dirt and looked up at the moon.

“It is good to be out tonight, the air is so brisk, don’t you think Targent?”

They stayed like that a long while, she on the steps and he in the doorway, and the moon climbed to the top of the sky.

Upstairs, the stranger slept. In his sleep his body changed. The red went out of his eyes under the lids, and his hands softened, and for an hour or two he was nearer to whatever he had been before. Then he woke, and the change came back over him like a tide coming in.

It was well past midnight when he came down.

“Ahem.”

“Seems we have company, Targent. Hello again, I hope you found your sleeping quarters to be most satisfying. Targent is most generous with his family, anything you need just let him know,” Roux said. “Do you have a name?”

He nodded. But before he answered he looked past both of them at the moon and spoke, low, as if it came out of him without asking.

“’Twas noontide of summer, And mid-time of night; And stars, in their orbits, Shone pale, through the light Of the brighter, cold moon…”

Another one. Poe again. It was not summer. I don’t think he cared.

“Forgive my rudeness. I am Nicademus. And thank you for your hospitality Targent….”

“How did you enjoy your rest and accommodations, fitting I hope?” Targent said.

“Nicademus, interesting name. Your travels here, I hope were safe,” Roux said.

She glanced at Targent as she said it, and her eyes went unfocused for a moment, and then she blinked, like a cat that has been lifted off a chair and set down on the floor. I believe she had gone into his mind and been allowed to see one thing there, and then been put out again. She didn’t fight it. She was still young in the blood.

“Nicademus, have you ventured into town?” she asked.

She leaned back against a porch railing with her feet crossed and watched the two men.

“No ’tis a fine chamber and good enough thank you,” Nicademus said to Targent, and then turned back to her, as if she were the better of the two to look at. “Yes, I have in fact. I know the town like the back of my hand. I grew up there not far from the old City Library, was where my friends and me used to live as well. Till not too long ago that is.”

His eyes grew darker. Then he shook his head hard and turned it to the side.

“Will you shut up,” he said, low, to no one.

Roux didn’t ask whom he was talking to.

The air at his ear and the cowl around it had nothing to hear. It had been the same, once, with a voice in Reiki’s head.

“If you don’t mind, I think I will go to the roof to sit and relax and gather my thoughts,” Nicademus said.

He walked out past her and around the side of the house and began to climb its wall.



Roux watched him climb to the top. When she looked back the doorway was empty; Targent had gone in. He knew more about this man than he was letting on. She chuckled to herself. This could be fun.

She could see his dark figure against the sky, pacing at first, then settling into a seat. She turned to the stones, her long black leather coat moving around her legs, and felt his eyes on her. Her fingers traced over the stones as she walked among them. Among the dead, some said, you could hear them crying out for those they loved.

You can’t. I’m in all of them, and they are quiet.

She stopped at a stone she always stopped at, and ran her fingers over the name.

Jake.

If she could have shed a tear, she would have, for this man. He was of her past, long ago. She stood with her hand on his name and let herself go back.

Jake is mine too: what he is made of now, how long he has been in the ground. Not one thing he ever said to her. I wasn’t listening then.

Then there was a thump behind her, hollow, like a fist on a coffin lid, and another, and another, coming closer.

She turned. Nicademus had leapt off the roof and was running through the Garden of Stone, landing on a big above-ground casket, coiling and leaping again from gravestone to gravestone, while the hollow tombs echoed their aggravation under his boots. He was coming straight at Jake.

She was beside the stone before he could reach it, standing between him and it, glaring up at him.

“Nicademus, do you find this place a playground?”

He swerved. He landed off to one side with a loud thump, and a gravestone split under him. It had stood there about three hundred years, and it cracked straight down through the name.

She nodded toward the forest that lay ahead of them.

“There are many trees there if you wish to jump around.”

He stopped his leaping and came toward her and stood a few yards off, with a look on his face that was almost a boy’s.

“My mother died long ago, Roux, and last time I checked you were not offering to be my new one. Everyone has choices on how to move and exercise. Unlike you, I cannot return to the city at least not right now, my face would bring lots of unwanted attention.”

He looked at the stone beside her.

“Jack… hmm. In case you don’t realize it, you’re not the only one that has lost someone close to you. Perhaps if you took the time to step back, you would realize that many have lost a loved one. Did you even get to say goodbye? I have never had the chance to say goodbye.”

She chuckled.

“Nicademus, his name is Jake. And you have no clue about me or my past.”

She came round to the front of the stone.

“So you can not go into town? What a shame. There are many things to see and things to feed upon,” she said, with a laugh.

She walked past him and bumped his shoulder with hers, just enough to tell him she wasn’t afraid of him.

“Enjoy the Garden of Stones Nicademus. But remember the sun comes up quickly.”

She went back to the castle and up to her room, tired out by the night. She had been hard on him. She meant to test him, to see how far she could push and whether he was hot-tempered.

From her window, before she lay down, she saw Targent come out in a long leather coat and call for his carriage, and the carriage go out through the gates toward Azoic City. And far out among the stones she saw the newcomer leaning against Jake’s stone, talking to it, as if it were an old friend.



It was only when she lay down that she let herself count.

She had stood in the crypt with Targent in the summer. Now there was frost on the windows, and the moon was a winter moon. Amon was gone. Lantia was gone. The cold dark-haired one who had come to paint Targent’s picture, Morgan, was gone. The servants were new. The dust was old. Whatever had happened in this house while she slept had happened without her.

I had the count to the hour. She didn’t ask.

She lay in the dark and listened to the house, which was not empty anymore. A man on a roof. A lord gone off to the city in his carriage. And under the floor, somewhere, a door shaped like a rose that she had never been able to find.

I know where it is. It’s his door.




Chapter Sixteen: Missing

Some of them think out loud. Of everyone in this story, Nicademus did it most.

I believe he talked to himself because there was a crowd in his head and he was trying to be heard over it. It made him the easiest of them all to know. Most people I have to guess at. Nicademus told the roof.



While Roux walked among the stones that first night, he sat up on the castle roof with his back against a chimney stack. Below, scavengers were rummaging through the dust of the Garden for a morsel to eat or a bit of pooled water. He watched them. Then he started to talk.

“Look at me,” he said. “Sitting on a roof. Pondering the past few months, and how my life has changed so greatly in such a short time.”

He laughed, without much in it.

“I walk out from within the depths of the haze surrounding the Great Pits. I trudge the long weary path to the Stone Gardens. And the first sight I’ve had of anything closer than a few feet in front of me accosts my eyes with more life than I have seen in a long, long time. For once, the constant chaos and wanton destruction is replaced by crisp cool lines of headstones and mausoleums. Row on row. A castle off in the distance.” He looked at his hands. “I could have wept. I don’t think I can, anymore.”

He was quiet a moment.

“As a child I learned about the Matrix Treaty, and the ruler of these lands. My mind still reeling from the countless days and nights since my change. Still not clear from the carnage I fled on the shores of the Great Forest. And for the life of me I cannot recall the name of the ruler of the vampire lands. All the way across. Taget, Target, Tangent.” He shook his head. “Damn. Said it out loud, too. Nobody to hear me but the dead.”

And me. I’m used to not being counted.



He looked down at the stones for a long time after that, picking them out one at a time. He had better than perfect sight, he told the roof; he’d been born with it, and this body had only sharpened it. From up there he could read the names.

He stopped on one. I know which; the cut letters of every name in that Garden are mine, and his eyes settled on that stone like a fly. He read it twice, under his breath. Then he looked away from it and said:

“The name I used to carry is too new on the minds of the council of man. People in that city know my face. A change of identity would help me blend in.” He touched his hair. “And a change of looks. I’ve grown it long in this form. Doesn’t say much to me. Cut it, or color it. Something.” He snorted. “I don’t think Targent is the type to help a man color his hair. I’ll have to ask Roux. Better company, less worry, than Targent himself.”

He looked down at the woman walking among the stones in her long black coat.

“Secretly,” he said, “I wouldn’t mind a bit of company. After the past few weeks alone.” He shook his head. “I don’t expect any.”



Then he went back, and I’ll give it to you as he gave it to the roof, because it’s his.

“My eighteenth birthday. They asked me to come to the council meeting. Not the custom, for one to go. But when you’re asked, you don’t refuse. And I was informed of a great many things that day. Not least of which, that I was an orphan. And that the woman I called Grams was dying. Of old age.” He was smiling at nothing. “A very kind elderly woman. Loving care, and impeccable manners. Gee, lucky me. Happy birthday. Your only parental figure is dying.”

He let a breath out, the way the living do.

“And later that evening, sure enough. Gone.”

“Ten years later I lose more. My friends. And my life. I just can’t win. No matter what.”

Slate is old mud pressed for a very long time until it splits clean. He sat on it and talked about losing things, and the slate kept still under him, and so did I.

“The twilight,” he said, more quietly. “That’s what I keep going back to. The days we spent just enjoying the twilight times, before the sun came up and before it went down. That’s why I always loved the trips to the Great Forest. You could see the turning of time and space around you out there.” He nearly laughed. “Few ventured out of the city very often. But me. You could never keep me in the city when you wanted me to stay.”

He stopped. You could see him decide not to go any further than that. Then he went on anyway, in a different voice, low and flat.

“That fate-filled trip. We undertook it for fun.”

That was all. He didn’t say what happened, and neither will I. Where his friends lie is known to me, the way every bone on Aurora is. I was not attending when they came to lie there.

“Now I have this,” he said, and waved a leathery hand at the Garden. “Cold stone. Lifeless tombs. This bastion of existence, here in the lands of Targent and the other vampires.” He let the hand drop. “The voices aren’t so bad tonight. I don’t trust it.”

He told the roof about the voices, then.

“They don’t start loud. They start low, like people talking in the next room. And you think you can ignore it. Then they come closer. Filling my mind with pointless urges and desires. Every day it’s hard, at the beginning of the day and the end of it. And they tell you what you want, and the worst of it is, they’re right. They’re always right about what you want.” He looked at his hands. “The thought of killing a human just to eat is barbaric to me. Cannibalistic. I haven’t had much time to get over the fact that I’m a walking dead man. But even with the finality of it, I still hold on to the last bit of my humanity.”

He sat with his hands in his lap, and there was nothing to hear but him and the wind over the slates.

Then he stood up, bored, he said, and looking for a rush he’d never felt before. He ran to the edge of the roof and leapt off it, and you know what happened after that, among the tombs.



When Roux had gone back through the castle doors he went and leaned against the stone she had guarded, and looked at it.

“Well Jake,” he said, going by the name on the marker. “What is the deal with her? You must have really broken her heart.”

Jake didn’t say. Neither did I.

Nicademus sighed and started back toward the castle. As he passed among the markers the lord’s carriage went by him at speed, out through the gates toward the city. His keen nose caught Targent inside it.

Targent had seen him from the door before he got in: a shadowed man standing on top of a headstone. Now, as the horses pulled away toward Azoic, he turned his head to the window and caught one more glimpse of him among the stones, and smiled to himself.

Nicademus didn’t see the smile. I did.



Inside, he stopped one of the servants in the hall.

“I require a few things when someone might be able to return with them. Some hair dye, a good razor and perhaps some decent city clothes…. Thank you.”

He didn’t wait for an answer. He was halfway to his room before he thought of the rest.

“Oh and if you see Roux, could you ask her to come and see me? Thank you.”



It was weeks before he could make himself go the first time in disguise.

When he was done with the dye, his hair was dark and short and the beard was gone. The clothes were decent city clothes, not new, not old. He stood in front of the glass in his room and looked at himself a long time.

“Somebody’s cousin,” he said to the mirror.

I was in the silver behind the glass. That’s a thing about mirrors I like: they give back what’s in front of them and keep nothing. He was right. He looked like somebody’s cousin.

His hands were still his hands. Leathery, with long talon-like nails as black as the darkest obsidian, as dark and lifeless as the eyes of the devastators who call the Great Pits home. So he wore gloves. His eyes he couldn’t do anything about. He kept his head down and his hat low, and hoped that people in a nightclub didn’t look too closely at anyone’s eyes.

On the way into the city he tried a name out loud, walking.

“Nick,” he said. “Nick.”

It was the first half of the name on the stone he had read twice from the roof. I’ll keep the rest. Now half of a dead man’s name walks around Azoic in gloves. I’d like to think whoever is under that stone wouldn’t mind.



He’d been to the club once already. He had sat in a booth there, and a blonde dancer called Maya had sat with him a while, and he’d bought her a drink, and she had thanked him and gone off to get ready for her dance.

Now he came back down the same street alone.

He had grown up a stone’s throw from there, by the old City Library. The whole neighborhood had probably known him, or known of him, before he disappeared. Now they either didn’t remember or didn’t care. He found that both were fine with him.

There had been a sign on the wall beside the club door. MISSING. His face on it, the old face. Someone had put it up after he and his friends didn’t come back from the forest, and the last time he had walked past it, it was still there, curling at the corners in the rain.

It was gone. Torn down. There was a strip of old paste on the bricks where it had been, and stuck in the paste, a corner of paper.

“Who tore it down?” he said, to the wall. “And why?”

Nobody knows. The brick and the paste and every drop of rain that ran down that wall were mine for as long as the poster was on it, and I wasn’t looking. Nobody I cared about had stood in front of it yet.

I can tell you what the poster was, though, because a corner of it was still there. It was drawn by hand, in charcoal, the face done from memory by someone who knew it well; the corner had the edge of a jaw on it, and a careful stroke along it where they had gone back and made it right. The letters were inked by the same hand. Nobody prints things in Azoic.

“The bodies should be long gone,” he said, very low. “Never found by a single person.” And then: “Or were they found?”

He sighed, which he didn’t need to do anymore, and went past the bouncer into the hum of the crowd and the music. He took a seat at the wall end of the long smooth bar, where he could see the whole room, and waited for the bartender. His eyes kept moving. Did he see anyone he knew? Did anyone see him?



The lord was there.

He was at a table near the stage with a big man in a soldier’s coat, a general by the look of him, who was doing the talking.

Targent wasn’t listening. He was looking past him, at the bar, at Nick. For one instant his face had a look of great concentration on it. Then it was gone, and he turned back to the general as if nothing had happened.

Nick felt it, though. It went through him: his shoulders came up, and he went still the way a rabbit goes still.

“He knows me,” he said into the bar. “Of course he knows me. He gave me the hair dye.”

The bartender came. Nick ordered something he couldn’t drink, so he’d have something to hold.



Then the voices came back.

I could see them in him. The girl on the stool beside him had a pulse going in her throat, quick and bright, and his head turned a fraction toward it. All that blood moved around under all that skin in the dark of the club, and the smell of it was sweet and coppery, and his fangs came down a little behind his closed lips. His lips tightened over them.

He put his head down over his glass.

“Shut up,” he said, low. “Shut up. Shut up.”

The girl on the next stool looked at him and moved down one.

He sat with his gloved hands flat on the bar until it passed. His lips moved on a word, and I was close enough to hear it. “Grams,” he said. And then, a little later, “Twilight.”

When he looked up again the table by the stage was empty, the music had changed, and no one in the whole place was looking at him.

He left the drink on the bar.



Outside, the corner of the poster was still on the wall under its strip of paste. He stood in front of it a while longer. Then he worked it loose with a gloved fingertip, carefully, so it wouldn’t tear, and put it in his pocket.

I went with it.

A great many pockets are mine. People carry the oddest things close to them: a key to a house that burned, a pressed flower, a tooth, a little old picture held tight against a cold chest. Someone drew his face so the city wouldn’t forget him, and the city forgot him anyway. Now the only piece of it left in the world was riding home in his pocket, the edge of a jaw, drawn right.

He turned up his collar and walked back through the city and out past the last houses toward the Garden of Stone.

On the road, with no one near him for a mile but me, he said one more thing aloud.

“They must remain so. All of them. Forever.” He walked a while. “That’s the only way any of this works.”

He walked on toward the stones with the corner of his own face in his pocket.




Chapter Seventeen: The Empty Chair

The pot of foundling blend was not on the cart.

I noticed before Reiki did, from the tin of the pots and the grain of the handles, worn pale where her hands went. He noticed the pot first. Then he noticed that the girl who ran the cart was not there either: the girl with sad eyes who had poured for him the first week he came up out of the dark, whose dark blend was almost as strong as his sister’s. In her place stood a man, seemingly in his mid-thirties and slightly balding.

“Can I help you, Angelo?”

“Possibly. The girl that’s usually here, do you know where she is?”

The man shook his head. “Nope, haven’t seen her. She left word that she wouldn’t come in today. So I came in to cover for her.”

“Ahh well then, perhaps I should drop in on her. You know where I could find her?”

“Hmm. I’m not sure, but I think her place is a couple blocks over.”

He pointed, and Reiki strolled off that way. He did not look back.



Most people in this city pass through me like weather. A few I watch. After the afternoon an angel talked to the coffee girl as if she mattered and left a gold piece on her cart, while she stood looking after him with it in her palm, I started to look in on her now and then. Not often. Her apartment two blocks over: a bed, a table, a window that stuck. Her walk home with the empty pots. A little bush on the porch with red beans on it, which she talked to. I liked her.

I know some things about her I would rather not. For some time she had been rubbing her temple when she thought no one was looking, and some mornings she had to sit down on the porch step before she could lift the pots. What it meant was beyond me; I have never been a doctor.

That morning she had not been watched. My attention came back to her with his, around the corner.



He stopped dead.

There was a wagon with the word MORGUE written on its side. Two men were loading a body covered by a white sheet.

“No. It can’t be,” he said aloud.

He ran. Constables were wandering about; one door stood open. On the porch he saw the thing that turned his blood cold: a small potted bush. To most it would have looked sickly and underwatered, but the bright red beans on its branches proved it was very healthy indeed.

Inside, the highest-ranking officer was eating pastry from a box and joking with the others. Reiki walked silently up to him.

“What happened?”

The man did not stop chewing.

“Oh hello, Angelo. It’s nothing that needs to concern you. Some skank hanged herself is all.”

The sky above Azoic City rumbled with thunder.

There had been no storm coming. The water of that sky was mine. Weather has rules, known to me the way you know your own stairs in the dark. That thunder kept none of them.

“I knew this girl and I am offended that you make light of her untimely demise,” Reiki shot back.

“No offense, Angelo,” the man smirked, taking another pastry, “but a lot of men ‘knew’ her, if you know what I mean.”

Lightning lit up the sky, and the crash of thunder echoed through the city.

“GET OUT!”

“But Angelo, we still need to process the scene, document everything and see if there is a will.”

“I will not alter your precious ‘crime scene.’ GO, take your damn confections with you.”

Thunder boomed overhead.

“If you have a problem, take it up with the Arch. I just want some time alone.”

They left quickly. He walked into the bedroom. I won’t tell you what was in it, except that there was a chair on its side and a rope from the rafter, frayed where they had cut her down. The rafter has me in it. I wish I could say it didn’t.

He dropped to his knees and put his head in his hands.

“I didn’t even know your name, child.”

Outside, it began to rain. I came down with it, on her porch, on her bush, on the roof of the wagon going away.



“Kathleen.”

He was on his feet and turning. It was her. He ran toward her with his arms open wide to hug her, went straight through her, and hit the wall face first.

It is a good wall. I am in it. It did not give.

He turned, rubbing his head, and saw that she was translucent, with a white aura around her form.

“Silly Angelo,” she said, and laughed.

I could see her. She was there in the window glass and the brass of the doorknob, a girl made of pale light. But she weighed nothing on the floorboards. The air did not move when she spoke, and the air is mine. There was nothing of her in that room for me to be in. I don’t know what a soul is made of. Nothing I am.

His eyebrow went up. “You’re dead. What are you…”

“Doing here? Well, for lack of a better term, I’m a ghost. What you are seeing is the karmic echo of my soul.”

His hand went to his side, for a sword that was not there.

“No, that won’t be necessary. I have been to my Home in Grace and I came back.”

“Why? If you have seen the light of grace, why would you ever…”

“Because a grieving angel is not only the saddest thing, it is also dangerous; to both you and those around you.”

“But I hardly knew you, why would I grieve? And how could I be dangerous?”

“You feel all life is precious, and it is, but you tend to go overboard. Taking every death you witness personally. As for danger, there are many stages to grief, and each is a temptation for evil. For one such as you, falling from grace would be a very bad thing indeed. But I will tell you right now, my friend, it was not your fault. You will hear things about me that will upset and may disturb you. Do not be angry with those who speak ill of me. They don’t know me as you do.”

“I hardly know you at all.”

“Exactly. And therefore cannot judge me on my past. You were the only person I have ever met that judged me for who I am… not what I was. You gave me hope that day you stopped by my stand. You actually talked to me as if I mattered. You gave me a reason to live.”

He stared at her. “But you committed suicide.”

Her smile never faltered.

“Ahh yes, therein lies the irony. I had been feeling ill before we met, but I was too depressed to care. So that day I actually went to the doctor. He sent me to a seer who was able to see inside my body. The seer found something,” she tapped her forehead, “here. An inoperable tumor. Less than six months to live.”

Sadness crossed his face, and the rain outside let up a little.

“I’m sorry,” he said.

“There is no need to apologize. I considered telling you about it the next time you came by. But before I could, you had to go. When I closed down that night and went home, I ran into a strange little man. He told me he could heal me, in a way. He said he could return me from the dead, but only if I died within the next hour. In hindsight I should have known better. I am a fool.”



I have to stop here.

I was watching her that night. Not all of it. Some.

She came home with the empty pots and set them by the door. She lit one candle. She sat down at her table, the one with the drawer, and put her face in her hands for a while. Then she looked up across the table at the empty chair, at the place above its seat where a short man’s face would be.

She said, “What?”

Then she listened. Then she said, “Could you?” and listened again. Then, “An hour?”

I thought she was talking to herself. People do. She talked to the bush.

The chair had me in it: the wood, the glue in its joints, the dust in the seat. So did the candle, and the smoke, and the air across the table. There was no one there. I mean that exactly. There was no weight on the chair. There was no warmth in the air, and no breath in it but hers. The candlelight fell on the back of the chair and the wall behind it and nothing in between. Every room of that apartment has been mine for years.

She nodded at nothing. I went elsewhere. I had other rooms that night.

I have gone back over it many times since. That is all there is.



“You are not, you were tricked, it is not your…” Reiki started to say.

“No, dear friend, I AM a fool. That is the truth. But my foolish action has served a purpose.”

She stopped like a dog that hears a whistle too high for anyone else, then looked at him again.

“I don’t have long for this field trip.”

“Why? What is so special about me?”

She waved the question away.

“That is not the question I need to answer. The question is what do you need to do? And the answer is this: help. The shop must be taken care of, this apartment needs to be cleaned, and many other things. When I wrote my will, I named you as executor. You are also named as a beneficiary.”

“WHAT?!”

“Calm down. Don’t give yourself a heart attack. I left you the coffee bush.” She pointed out to the porch. “It’s the beans I make foundling out of. Consider it a fee if you’d like.”

The will was in the drawer of the table in the next room. I had watched her write it a few weeks before, late, in her careful round hand, and had not understood what I was watching. I thought it was a letter.

“Oh dear, I really do have to go.” She had started to fade from the feet up. “Reiki, friend, don’t be hard on the ones who joke about me; they don’t know any better. Live well, my friend.”

Then she was gone from the glass and the brass, and there was only rain on the window.

He went out to the porch and checked on the plant. The soil seemed to have the right dampness. It did; I was in it. He left it where it was. It would be his soon enough.

He leaped from the porch to the street and stood in the last of the rain.



He was debating whether to go back to his room or on to the library when a dark figure came the other way.

Huge, black-skinned, his wings folded about him like a cloak. One of the dark ones. As they passed, the stranger’s purple eyes glanced into Reiki’s face, and the clawed hands clenched at his sides. The hatred in that look was plain, and so was the will it took to hold it down. Reiki acknowledged him with a nod. Then a thought crossed his mind, and his lips.

“Is all that we see or seem, but a dream within a dream?”

He looked startled to hear his own voice. The stranger stopped, watched Reiki from the corner of his eye, and spoke plainly.

“Dreaming is for those without hope. Hope is for those without faith. Faith is for those without dreams.”

Amon I knew, as I know all of them who sleep under the Garden of Stone, by what is not there: no pulse under the collar, no warmth in the cloth. They walk around as still inside as a cistern.

Amon had been wrong for months: a stir under his stillness that came and went, as if something in him were at war. That night, in the street, in front of an angel, the war ended.

His muscled form rippled. Then he fell to his knees clutching his chest, and his roar could be heard throughout the city.

Most everyone within earshot flinched. Reiki did not.

“He’s in pain,” he said, to no one, and knelt beside him.

“What is wrong? Should I see if I can find one of your… kind to help you? I am not all that knowledgeable in vampire physiology.”

The creature roared again and slammed his fist into the ground, and the street cracked in a ring around his body. Every grain of it shifted outward at once from his knuckles. He shoved Reiki away, used the wall to push himself up, and fell again. Then he lay still but for the clenching and unclenching of his clawed hands.

For a moment Reiki only stood. He looked at the creature on the ground, and then up the street the way he had been going, and then back. What was in his head, nobody can say. His jaw set like a man ashamed of something nobody else had heard.

He lifted his head and called for help.

There was another call under his voice, mind to mind, and that I could not hear; minds are not made of anything. But the mortals came. Seeing what the call was for, they backed away into a circle with the two immortals in the middle. No one moved to help.

Then blood began to slide down his face, from his eyes.

It was the old blood, the cold blood, and it was coming out of him because something was pushing it out.

“Please, if none of you know how to help, at least point me in the direction of someone who does,” Reiki said.

“But… but… Angelo, it… it’s a…”

He let them see his disappointment.

“He is a sentient being as you or I are. Whatever his form, he is just as worthy of help as any of us.”

He got his arms under the creature’s arms with a grunt. “Now if you won’t render aid to your fellow being, then show me someone who does care.”

A man pointed toward the darkest part of the city. Reiki was not the strongest of angels, and the creature’s feet and wings dragged the ground. The crowd parted as he went.

Dretta was standing at the back of it, observing.

Of course she was. She watches. It is one of the first things I knew about her.

“Angela. Dretta. Can you help? Grab his feet maybe?”

She slipped in and took the creature’s feet without so much as an argument.

“Honestly Angelo, I was waiting to see if you needed help. You know it is not my way to interfere with another’s missions. Now where are we taking him? I do not think he would be comfortable in Angel Manor, do you?”

His eyebrow arched. “Of course not. One of the crowd pointed me there.” He moved his head toward the dark. “Though it seems none of them cared to give me more detailed directions.”

The signs there were in bizarre languages, advertising things most would have found abominable. Reiki said he could feel things watching them. They were: small hearts, quick ones, a great many, keeping just out of sight in the doorways.



Halfway down a street with no lamps at all, under Reiki’s hands, the cistern moved.

One beat.

I was in the street dust on his skin where Reiki held him, so I felt it before either angel did: a push against the stillness, under my dust. Then another. Then the long ugly business of a heart learning its trade.

I have been on the skin of every vampire in Azoic since there have been vampires in Azoic. I had never felt one start. For a few steps of a narrow street, I was the only one in the world who knew.

Then Reiki smelled it. The blood dripping off the creature had changed; it smelled like something he recognized. His hand found the pulse.

“Oh goddess, what is happening?” He looked at Dretta. “Did you feel that? I think we need to find someone to help him, quick.”

He had spied a sign that looked promising.

“This way.”

It was a very grungy-looking shop with dead flowers in the box garden. He backed in through the door with the creature in his arms.

“No, No, No, No! Get out! We don’t serve your kind here!” said a bizarre-looking little man behind the counter.

“But he…”

The man was suddenly beside him. “Him we’ll help, you will leave NOW.”

That man got a hard look. A strange little man had just been mentioned, and here was a bizarre-looking one, plain to see: the wax in his big ears, the grease on his cuffs, a heart going like a bird’s. Whatever he was, he was made of something I could touch.

Several big-eared, spindly-limbed beings came from seemingly everywhere with a stretcher, and carried the half-breed into the other room. Reiki opened his mouth to thank the man and found himself and Dretta being shoved out the door.

“Out! You go away. You should not be here! Go back to your places! These places are ours!”

The door slammed. The bolt went across in the lock.

“Well then,” Reiki said to Dretta. “I suppose not everyone is glad to see an angel, hmmm?”

They had gone perhaps a block when the roof of the shop burst upward into the night.

I went up with the tiles. Something rocketed out of the wreck into the sky, and its roar went over the whole city: no pain in it now, only triumph. It fell back without bothering to unfurl its wings and hit the street on one knee, and the street cracked for yards around. He stood as if it had not fazed him, chuckled eerily, and walked off into the dark.

The stones felt his heart going, hard and fast and new.

The two angels stood in the black street and neither of them said anything.

Down the block, in the shadow of a doorway, a man in a judge’s plain coat stood gazing somberly at the place where the bizarre-looking little man had stood. Reiki did not know him. I did. There was a mark on his back under the coat, burned into the skin only days before: a great scale, with a feather on one side balanced by a bar of tarnished gold. That mark was still warmer than the skin around it, as if whatever made it had not entirely finished. He put a hand to it now, as if it burned, and set off toward the library.



Reiki went to the library too, in the end.

The steps had once been a granite stone cunningly chiseled to show no seam. Now there were cracks in them, no hazard to anyone, but there. I know each of those cracks.

He would give the girl the sending-off she deserved, and he told Dretta at the door that he needed the words to comfort those who would need them. Himself included. She said there was a reason for everything even when one could not see it, and came in with him.

Inside, on the wall above the reading circle, there is a clock.

It is hand-wound, brass and steel, taller than a man, its pendulum swinging behind a little glass door. People are allowed clocks; clocks are old and simple and have never hurt anyone. Its ticks go out through the floor and the shelves and the spines of the books, and so they go through me. It is the closest thing to a heartbeat a made thing has.

I listen to it more than I should. A clock is a machine. Not much of one: a weight, a spring, an escapement, a few wheels with teeth. If there were any hands left in me, this is where I would find them. I think about that.

A few degrees, from the dark toward the lit face of the world.

I leave it alone.

With the help of the staff, Reiki was soon buried in books, every faith, every view on death and what comes after it. Most were written after the Fall by people who had needed them. A few were older, and those I knew by their paper. He bent over them like a man who had been meant to know every word.



Dretta watched him disappear into the stacks and closed her eyes a moment.

She wasn’t thinking about mortality. She had the look she gets when she is remembering someone from before she was sent here. She did not leave. Besides Mercury, Reiki was nearly her only friend, and she knew, somehow, that something was wrong with him.

She took down a volume of old legends and sat to read. When she finished, her eyes were brimming. They were the legends where one lover follows the other into death. She always cries at those. I have watched her keep her distance from everyone, and I have watched her read those.

Then something reached her that did not reach me.

She went pale. She rose from her seat and walked out onto the cracked steps. She looked up. Her lips moved in what looked like a prayer. Then she took to the air, and her armor came onto her slender form as she rose. I have never found out where she keeps it.

I did not go with her. I stayed with Reiki. I chose that.



When he looked up from his book to jot a note, there was a small girl beside his table, no more than five years old, with flame-colored curls and very striking green eyes. He looked as if he knew her and could not think from where.

She waved at him and said, almost in a whisper, “Hi.”

He smiled. “Hello to you too, child. Are you lost?”

She locked her hands behind her and fidgeted. “I… umm… was playing and then mommy umm… I dunno where she is…”

“So you are lost. Let’s see if we can find your mother, hmm?”

A defiant smirk crossed her face. “I’m not lost! I know where I am. And mommy always told me not to go anywhere with strangers.”

He knelt in front of her.

“Yes, your mother is a very smart woman. I am called Reiki, and what may I call you?”

She fidgeted some more. “Heather,” she said, and bit her bottom lip as if waiting to be scolded.

He stood again, never touching her. “Come then. Let’s find her, Heather. Do you agree?”

She nodded, and they walked off among the stacks together.

I could see her. She was in the glass of the lamps and the varnish of the shelves, plain as anything, with a scab on one knee. But there was no weight on the boards where she stepped. There was no breath in front of her mouth when she talked, and she talked constantly. Kathleen had at least been pale enough to see through. This child looked as solid as a loaf of bread.

He never touched her. I was glad of that. I don’t know what his hand would have found.



Between two tall shelves he stopped.

His heart went hard and fast, the way it had gone one morning in Dretta’s office when something said kill her in a voice I could not hear. His face went empty, as if for a moment he had forgotten who he was. It lasted a second, if that. Then he blinked, and the child was standing there staring at him.

“Are you OK, Mr. Reiki?”

He nodded. Her hair was blond now, and her dress was different. He said something under his breath about the light, and they walked on, the child talking nonstop about how slugs were icky and flowers were pretty.

At the next corner she changed again, more a shimmer than a transformation. Her hair was dark now, as black as a raven’s wings. Or his own.

He stopped. “Child, who are you, really?”

Her dress twirled around her as she spun on her heels to face him.

“Who am I?” She giggled, as little girls do. “I am, that I am. Silly goose.”

His eyebrow went up. “Does that mean what I…”

“Think it means?” she sang. “Yes… and no. I cannot be explained that easily, or even complexly. I came to you as I do all of my children.” She started to walk again. “Whatever view of me they have.”

He started to speak. Her hair was an odd shade of lavender now, and her dress a clashing shade of orange.

“I know your thoughts, and I know your doubts. I will say simply this: you have your place in this world, I promise you. But you also must help others find theirs. There are those who walk this world who are as uncertain, if not more so, as to their place in the universe. Or even if they should exist. Be tolerant of those whose views are different from yours, even if you see them as abominable. Even a stopped clock is right twice a day.”

She looked upward, and snickered. “Sometimes I wonder who really runs things.”

I am in the ceiling. I don’t think she meant me.

She began to glow, as if lit from within.

“I must go. I won’t come to you again, my dear, not in this form nor this directly. But I will leave you with this truth. Your soul is your own and so is your path. This is how it is with all free beings. Remember, my child, I will be watching and listening.”

She glowed brighter and brighter until he was blinded, and then she was gone.

The light fell on everything in that corner. I am in everything in that corner. None of it was warmed. I don’t know what light is that warms nothing.

He blinked the stars out of his eyes. No one else seemed to have seen it.

“Was that real?” he murmured, rubbing his chin. “Or was it another trick?”

He stood there a long time. I think he was putting things together. So was I. Neither of us got anywhere.

Your soul is your own and so is your path.

I will be watching and listening.

I had not known, until then, that anyone else said that.



His eyes fell on the clock.

“Oh no,” he mumbled.

It was later than he thought. He started back toward his table through the reading circle.

The clock went on. It has never stopped, and I have never touched it. I listened to it the rest of that night.

I went looking for the child afterward, in the stacks, on the stairs, in the street. There was not a hair on the carpet. There was no warm place on the floor where she had stood.




Chapter Eighteen: The Outline of a Ghost

Charity Flint was in no hurry to get back to work.

I was in the road under her heels, the dust that rose a finger’s height at each step and settled again behind her. She blew a stray wisp of black hair from her face and kept her pace slow. The angel had given her a library. He had not told her it came with paperwork.

She turned down the street to the library. It called to her in a way the gallery never had.

The city does not know that Charity Flint has no heartbeat.



Hoofbeats behind her.

She opened her eyes, not having realized she had closed them, tucked a strand of hair behind her ear, turned toward the rider, and caught his gaze on her.

He was in no hurry either. He leaned a little back in the saddle to keep the horse slow, and looked at the city around him as if he meant to etch it into his mind. An older man; not old, simply at the end of his prime. Handsome, she would have given him that.

I knew him. He was the man from the doorway, the one with the scale burned into his back. He had come from the library steps and was riding away from them.

A sultry smile played across her lips as she watched him. He looked, and shook his head as if to clear her image out of it, and then, against his will, looked again.

At the bottom stair she caught her lip between her teeth and watched him ride into the night. She did not open the door until he was gone from view.



She groaned at her desk and sat. A small key on a chain at her neck unlocked the bottom drawer, and out came a sketchbook and pencils. Her hand went to work at once: the horse and rider against the nighttime city, exactly as she had seen them.

The drawing came up out of the graphite, and it was very good. She caught the way he sat the horse, a little back, a little careful, like a man who has fallen before.



She was still at it when the knock came.

Her assistant’s head appeared round the edge of the door. There was a gentleman, come in off the street, asking after the lady who had just walked up the steps.

Charity frowned. She laid the pencil on the open page, brushed her skirt, rose, and nodded to the girl to show him in. She could not think of anyone who would be visiting her, she said under her breath. Unless.

She did not finish it.

The door swung open, and the smile she gave him was warm and almost seductive. Her steely gaze warmed like a summer sky when the clouds have drifted off the sun.

He came in like a man walking out onto a frozen pond.

Her office was not much decorated. A few black wood shelves and cabinets, some full of books, others empty. Two paintings on opposing walls.

One was of Mercury riding the night air with a bundle of books and paintings in his outstretched arms, offering them to her where she stood beside a burning building. I was in the smoke that night, and in the ash after. She painted what she saw, or what she wished she had seen. I have learned not to argue with paintings.

The other might have caused a stir, depending on who saw it. It was Lord Targent standing before his castle in the full brilliant light of morning, the dew still sparkling on the grass and leaves. No one has ever seen him in the sun. I haven’t, and I am in the dew.

The man’s eyes went to the second painting and stayed there a moment.

She stepped around the desk to the sound of silk and the click of her heels, leaned against its corner with a hand braced to either side of her, crossed her ankles, and let her eyes go over him as an artist’s do.

“This is a pleasant surprise. Please come in and make yourself comfortable. How can I help you, noble sir?”

With bluster and a few guffaws, he composed himself.

“Well thank you kind lady, I am not sure about being a ‘noble’ sir, but I will certainly attempt to be pleasant.” He paused, glancing up at the patterns the low lights made on the ceiling. “My soul and spirit have willed me here tonight. Oh Heavens and Hearthstones, I just said I would be pleasant and I am already attempting to delve into a tirade that would be sure to upset even the most patient soul.”

I liked him at once. I like people who catch themselves.

“Allow me to start a little earlier. My soul has been restless, and my spirit is calling me to understand more of life than my former occupation as one of the head judges of Azoic City. Something or someone has called me to speak to you, I know not why, about the truths of the universe.”

She did not throw him out. A city judge, even a retired one, is not a man to take lightly.

She waved the assistant away, uncrossed her ankles and straightened, and decided something. She went very still, as she does, stiller than the living ever manage, and then smiled with one corner of her mouth.

“Well, noble sir, why don’t you come in and take a seat. My name is Charity Flint and I am the director here. What knowledge I possess, I am willing to share. Why don’t you start with telling me what other beings you are referring to?”

“You don’t by chance play chess, do you?”

He squinted one eye at the question. Then he took the guest chair, angled toward her with an open line to the door. His face was calm. His heart was going like a man’s who has climbed stairs.

“Why, yes, young lady. You wouldn’t happen to enjoy this so-called ‘man’s game’ now, would you?”

She let out a warm chuckle at man’s game.

The set was hers, brought from her house: all ivory, the pieces carved in exquisite detail into the likenesses of old kings and kingdoms. His eyes went over the board, and for a moment the worry in his face gave way to the question of how he would open.

He never did give her his name. She never asked again. It is Haischumein.



“Well yes, Ms. Flint. I referred to a creature I believe to be one of the creatures of the night, possibly a vampire. All I know is what the children’s stories have said, and the old wives’ tales, if any are indeed to be believed.”

Her eyes narrowed a hair at vampire. It was the first thing she could not keep off her face.

Without looking at the board, he reached out, took up the pawn in front of his queen and set it two spaces forward.

“You see, madam, I feel myself being pulled away to the Stone Garden, to speak with anyone, or anything, from the community of the shrouded ones.”

The Garden of Stone. A furrow crossed her brow, so slight most would not have seen it. She brushed a wrinkle from her skirt that was not there.

“You do not want to go to that garden, sir. It is a most dangerous place and those who do go often never return from it.”

She stepped to the board, the silk brushing her legs just above the knee, lifted the queen’s knight and set it before the bishop’s pawn. Then she went back to her corner of the desk. Her voice was more concerned than seductive now, though it still held a sultry note.

“I can help you to at least learn some of the truth about them, but it is a dangerous subject. They will not be pleased if they learn they are being discussed. Tell me where you would like to begin.”



He took his time. His eyes followed each thing she did with her hands and came back to her face.

“First, why is the Garden of Stone truly dangerous? All know what is said: that demons and foul zombies spew forth at the beckoning of Lord Targent to swallow trespassers. But what really happens?

“And what justice could there be among shadows?”

He advanced his queen’s bishop’s pawn one space, to guard his lonely soldier on the front line. Then he leaned in and looked straight into her eyes. Something changed in his face. He had begun, perhaps, to wonder how old she was.

“Your move, Mi’lady.”



He asked his questions in threes. She answered the ones she liked. The pawn waited on its square. A great many people have talked about truth across a table in front of me, and my attention did what yours would do. It went out of the window.

It went a long way, past the edge of the city’s dark, to where it was morning. There was a yard behind a house there, bare dirt and a fence, and a little boy playing in it with a puppy.

He was perhaps four. His hair had been combed flat with water. He wore a blue jacket with brass buttons, short trousers, white stockings, and the stockings were clean, which in a boy of four in a yard is a kind of miracle. The puppy was brown and loose in its skin and too young for its own feet. He picked it up under the front legs and hugged it to his chest, and set it down, and picked it up again. He held it upside down by the hind legs, the way small children do, to see what it would do, and laughed, and hugged it again. He was rough with it. Small children are. It was the gentlest thing I had seen in a week.

I was watching it the way you would have watched it: from the glass of a window, by the light.

Then something shifted, and I stopped watching by the light. I was in the yard the way I am in things, in the dirt and the fence and the dust in the fur, and the yard was different.

There were no shoes. The weight in the dirt was two bare feet, black with it, the nails broken. There was no jacket, and no buttons. There were ribs, under a shirt that had been a sack. His hair was matted flat to one side of his head. He was thin in the way that has nothing to do with growing.

And there was no heartbeat in the thing he held. There had not been one the whole time I watched. It was a possum, grey, with a bare pink tail, not long dead. It was still a little warm. Its mouth was open.

He hugged it to his chest, and set it down, and picked it up again. He held it upside down by the tail and laughed.

The clean boy had been an illusion, and the puppy with him: a dream of a boy, laid over a boy the way light lies over a floor. The dream had slipped. Under it was the same boy, doing the same thing, in the same yard. He never looked up. He did not know there was anything else to see.

I looked away.



When I came back to the library she was tapping a finger against her chin. Hardly any time had passed. She had watched him lift that first pawn without looking at it. She notices everything people do with their hands, which is how she paints them.

She slid off the desk, stepped to the board as if deep in thought, and placed her king’s knight before the pawn at king’s bishop. Her body did it beautifully while her eyes stayed somewhere else. She is very good at that: making her body perform while her mind stands back and watches. Wherever she learned it, I was in those walls too, and I wasn’t listening.

She went round her desk and settled into her chair. She steepled her fingers under her chin and waited a heartbeat she does not have.

“The Garden of Stone is a very dangerous place. Some people enter it and never see a thing but headstones. Others have gone in and never returned. I do not believe that legions of demons and undead rise from the ground, nor do I believe they would answer the lord’s call. However, the exact numbers of the vampires are unknown, and I do not doubt they would protect their secrets at any cost.”

She leaned forward, eyes narrowed as if trying to remember something she had been told.

Then she lied to him.

“You must understand, vampires feel no emotion whatsoever. What you consider merciful is, to their minds, just a waste of their time. Their hearts are cold and they can be vicious and vindictive in their very nature, though they have their own codes of honor. As for the society you wish to learn of, not many ever hold that information and live. I might be able to help you, but you would have to trust me, which it seems at the moment you do not. How dedicated are you to finding out what it is you seek, and how far are you willing to go to learn?”

No emotion. I have been in her tears. They are red, and there were a great many of them one night not long ago, at the castle.

Her eyes stayed off the wall where the lord stood in his sunlight.



He turned his old frame fully to face her.

“You say the lord. Are you referring to the being known as the Lord Targent? Your words are too keen, dear one, too exact, much akin to the lawyers of the courts I used to hold. You speak of vampires viewing mercy as a waste of time. How can time hold meaning to creatures of eternity?”

He took the plush arms of the chair and leaned in on them.

“The last note: you speak of trust, my dear Charity; what a fine name for your gifts. You ask me to trust you, and you proceed with taunts and gestures of requital, yet the air forms naught but the outline of a ghost, nothing of substance. I must know the truth, and bring the scales to a close.”

He let out the rest of the air in his lungs, sat upright, and waited.

The outline of a ghost. He meant her. It would have done for me.

She leaned back and crossed her legs. When she spoke, her voice was measured; none of what was going on behind her eyes came into it.

“The reason I know some of what goes on in and beyond the garden is because I know someone on the inside. She is a very intriguing woman who seems to enjoy taking certain risks. Yes, I refer to the Lord Targent, though I have met him only once.”

She tucked a wisp of raven hair behind her ear and studied him.

“I know someone who would be able to help you far better than I. She could show you what most mortals such as us never see and live. But there will be a price. How far are you willing to go to learn of the vampire courts?”

“To cool the searing placed upon my chest and heart? As far as these old bones can go, and beyond.”

It came out of him without a second thought, as if it had been pushed. His hand went to his chest when he said it, and then, very briefly, behind him, toward his back.



“You have a contact within the web, or should it be pool, of these supposedly nefarious beings? I want to know this price that must be paid.”

He narrowed his eyes at her, like a man reading a contract for the loopholes he knows are there.

She blew out a sigh, as if she had feared his answer, and slid an empty sheet of paper from the pile on her desk.

“The price she would demand of you is a simple one. Blood. This woman would ask that you feed her. She does not kill like others do; she prefers to leave those who feed her alive. For such a price she would agree not only to talk with you, but to take you inside, even into the castle.

“If you truly are determined to follow this course, then I will make contact with her. Her name is Morgan. It is rumored that she is an artisan and the courtesan of the vampire court; however, asking her directly about herself is a pointless venture. She will not answer questions about herself, though she is willing to share some secrets of the vampire society.”

She picked up a pencil and wrote, eyes lowered, fingers quick.



I was in the paper she wrote on and in the graphite that came off on it. I could feel the shape of every stroke. And I could not read one word.

It was not any alphabet I have ever seen, nor a cipher on one I know; I tried those. She told him plainly that she had no fear he would read it, and that only those who had made the script could.

She held it out to him across the desk.

“Go to the Garden of Stone and wait upon the edge. Do not step inside the garden without her. She will meet you there, and when she does, give her this. Morgan is a slender woman with long dark hair and cold blue eyes. She tends to be dressed in black. Yes, I have met Lord Targent only once, at the first showing I had at the gallery before it burned. He is a cold one, a colder man than you will ever meet, and he is very dangerous.”

Her eyes went to the painting on the wall, the lord in the rising sun, and came quickly away.

A colder man than you will ever meet. It was true of Targent the night he stood in her office and growled at his own face. I don’t know what is true of the man she painted.



“Blood? To feed her immortality? Or is there another need for blood these vampires have?”

He looked down at the veins on the backs of his hands. She let him look.

“Yes, I will agree to meet this woman. However, I must ask: how do I know I can trust what you say? You make claims of the secrecy of the vampire society, yet you seem to have the perfect contact. And you would offer me such knowledge for the mere price of using me as a piece of cattle.”

He took the paper, neatly but firmly, folded it, and put it in an inner fold of his robes. Then he looked at her as if the truth of her might be written on her face if he looked hard enough.

It was not written there. She has been a long time making sure of that.

“I do not know why the vampire needs blood. I do know that they need it, just as we humans must eat food every day. As for Morgan, from what she tells me, eternity is long and boring. Sharing this information puts her in danger, creates a thrill for her. That is why she does it.”

She laid her hand on the sketchbook, partly covering the drawing of him on his horse.

We humans. I was in the silk of her blouse the whole time she said it. Under it she was as still as the desk.



“Well then, lady, I will take my leave of you and your art… work.”

She heard the pause in the middle of the word. She kept the mask of concern on and let it go by.

He stopped at the painting behind him and peered at it, looking for a name etched in the paint. If he had looked close enough he would have found hers, on both. Then he took her hand lightly, gave it a quick shake, and stepped out through the door, tipping his hat behind him as a farewell.

The moment he was gone, a sly smile came over her lips.



She dealt with a little of the work on her desk, took up her briefcase, and left.

There was a folded note at the front desk where her assistant usually sat, with her title on the outside in a firm, old-fashioned hand. She opened it standing there.

I thank you young lady for your aid, though I must question you and your motives and your odd sense of discretion.

That one I could read. It was in good black ink and he pressed hard on the downstrokes.

Velvety laughter floated behind her as she went down the steps into the night. Her house was only a block away. It would not take her long to get there, and not long, once she was there, to change.

Somewhere ahead of her in the dark, an old man was riding out toward the Garden of Stone with a note in his robes that only one person in the world could read.

I had tried.




Chapter Nineteen: Music in the Blood

It did not take her long to change.

Her house is a block from the library. The telephone sat on its table beside the bed, black handset in its cradle, its wire going out through the wall and on toward the dark at the edge of the city. It did not ring. She did not look at it. I did. I always do.

The silk skirt went over the back of a chair. The pale blouse after it. She stood a moment in the dark of the room and let the director go out of her the way warmth goes out of a stone at night.

Then she dressed for the garden.

Black velvet slacks. Hard leather boots that would barely stir the dust. A crimson silk blouse cut low at the throat, a black velvet vest over it, and around her throat a choker set with a silver rose.

There is a glass over her washstand. She did not look into it, and there was nothing in it for me to hold: a lamp, a wall, the back of a chair with a skirt on it, and the space between them, empty, where a woman was standing. She touched the rose at her throat to be sure it sat straight, without a mirror, the way the blind do.

She put out the lamp. She did not need it any more than she needed the breath she took on the stair going down.



Morgan walked to the Garden of Stone.

I am no more in that place than anywhere in Azoic. But a great deal of what I am in there was once someone. Not all of the bodies housed there are dead, at least not in the traditional sense.

The moon was on her face. Her eyes had a gleam in their cold silvery blue: the gleam of a predator. There was no one out here to put on a face for. Only the stones, the dead under them, and the long cold rows running away toward the castle on its hill.

She walks differently there. In the city she is beautiful on purpose. In the garden she is at ease, in the domain of the coldest man she ever met.

The castle was nearly empty that night. The others were far away. I believe she had made sure of it.



He had not stayed at the edge.

The fire in him had disregarded every warning. He had come past the wall, laid a skin over the tattered heap of a mausoleum’s covering, and sat on it to rest, his horse tethered behind him. He sat hunched in his robes with the note in his fist, loosening and clenching it, loosening and clenching, to keep the blood moving in his hand in the cold of the dead night.

She stopped in the dark, well short of him, and listened.

I know what she was listening to, because I was listening to it too, from the other side, in the skin he sat on and the wool of his robes. Living blood in an old body has a weight to it, a slowness, like a river that has come a long way and has many things in it. If you are close enough, you can hear it knock. I have heard that river in a great many old men, through their coats and their bedclothes, and that night, for the first time, I heard it the way she did: as music.

She stood there longer than she needed to. Then she walked out of the dark, and a bored mask settled on her face, and one brow rose in a delicate arch.

“Most mortals would not dare to enter here, let alone rest so comfortably within the realm of the dead. You, sire, are either very brave or very stupid, and one must wonder which.”

With a wicked grin that flashed ivory fangs, she leaned against a headstone and crossed her arms, and let her gaze go over him like a whispered caress. She had laid the road to her own feet herself; she was not surprised to find him at the end of it.

“I am Morgan Vane, Courtesan of the Vampire courts, and I have to wonder what brought you into the lair of the beast, so to speak. However, I do not foresee any danger to you yet. So tell me, mortal, what is it that makes you brave enough to step into the garden?”



He did not run. She gave him that, with a small movement of her mouth.

He looked haggard, older than he had looked in her office an hour before. Some of that was the ride, and some was the place, which does that to the living. He did not recognize her. He had sat across a chessboard from this face.

His voice was steady.

“Lady Courtesan, as your title may be, neither bravery nor idiocy bring me here. The behests of my soul bring me here, against the very will of my bones. My blood boils and surges like a youth in heat, even as the sinews of my body fail me.”

My blood boils and surges. It did. We could both hear it.

“It is well known that this is a place of the dead. And as many know the stories of those who live an unlife, I wonder by what caliber such a creature would be judged. That is why I have come this night.”

Something went over her face at by what caliber such a creature would be judged, and was gone.

The walls of every court she ever served were mine, and I wasn’t listening. What the men in them did is easy to guess: weighed her and priced her, like a horse. Not one of them, surely, ever asked by what measure he himself would be judged.

One lord, once, at a long table in that castle on the hill, stood up in front of his whole court and offered to serve them. She was at that table. She did not answer him that night. She had not answered him yet.



She came toward him like a sleek cat, the tiny points of her fangs showing beneath her lips. Musical laughter came out of her as she stopped a few paces off. She lifted one booted foot onto a low crypt beside him and spoke in a voice like warmed honey.

“You have come here to learn what most mortals would never dare to contemplate, and yet you offer nothing in return for such knowledge. How am I to know you have not come here to kill? Perhaps if a price were offered, one might look more kindly upon the mortal within our midst.”

She looked at the old judge in his robes like a bottle that has been a long time in the cellar. But she had also sat across a board from him and watched him read her moves aloud. She had drawn him on his horse. She hadn’t decided which of those was true. She didn’t have to, yet.

She trailed her tongue over her lips.

“Tell me, puppy, what is it you have come here to learn, and what price are you willing to offer if I let you live long enough to learn it?”

Her hand dipped toward him, the long red nails reaching for his throat.

He did not lean away.

They grazed the skin over his pulse, and it jumped. I felt it jump. So did she.



“I have come here to learn what it means to live between the lines of life and unlife.”

He pulled together the face he must have worn on the bench, though his body quaked under it.

“As for the price, I have already proffered much of myself. I have thrown away my position as a judge in the city, and all but abandoned my estate. I have no vitality that youth bear. Please utter to me the path and the value of the pearl, that I may lay it before you.”

He had to gasp for air at the end of it.

I like him for that. He talks the way a man walks uphill, all the way to the top, whether or not anyone is waiting there.

She spilled the black strands off her shoulder with a toss. Her foot slid from the crypt. She came to him, and her nails went over his throat again.

“You assume, as all humans do, that age dulls the blood. Youth is not what it appears to be. We are connoisseurs of the blood, as some humans are of wine. A fine aged blood is more bountiful with flavor than something of youth.”

She stepped around behind him, letting her nails slide over his shoulder, set one boot on the stone beside him, and leaned down so that her words brushed across his ear.

“The price for letting you live long enough to find the answers you seek is your blood. I can hear it pulsing within your veins, sweet and full of life. I will not take enough to harm you, just a sip or two to savor the richness of it. For that price, I will lay the knowledge at your feet. I may even show you the court itself, though not where my brethren sleep.”

She came round in front of him, circling, and stopped directly before him, one hand on a cocked hip, and waited.



This is the moment I like best.

Not the blood. The blood is hers, and I have no stake in it. The moment just before. When a person has heard the price, and understood it, and has not yet answered. When the whole of them stands in front of you and decides.

More of these moments have passed through me than through anyone alive, or dead. A man at a cliff edge. A woman with a letter in her hand and a candle beside it. Two armies on two hills. I am in every one of them, and never can tell what will come out. The heart, yes. The sweat starting, yes. Not the choice, until it is made. It is the one thing in the world I never see coming.

She was reading his face like a judge reading a courtroom. I was reading the rest of him.

The paper was still in his fist. He did not hold it out to her; he seemed to have forgotten it. She did not need it. She had written it, in her own office, in that script I cannot read, and sent him across the dark carrying it to her, and he had come.

Something hurt him then. He put a hand to his chest and pressed, and the other went a little way behind him toward his back. The mark there was hot through his robe, hotter than the rest of him.

He was afraid. She could smell it on him; it was in the sweat at his collar and the quick hard knock of his heart. And under the fear there was something steadier, that did not knock at all.

He breathed in sharply and pursed his lips, and calmed himself, as if to show his valor. Then he let the air out of him and opened his arms to the one who would soon take away a part of his very life.

“I am ready, and so is my soul.”




Chapter Twenty: Can You Catch the Wind

I told you I stayed with Reiki in the library. This is what that cost.

While Reiki bent over his books on death, an angel in a forest a long way from Azoic City walked into a temple full of praying men and shut the door behind him with the wind. That temple is mine, as every temple is, and my attention was not on it. What happens where I am not attending goes through me the way weather goes through a field: afterward I know it rained, and not the shape of any drop.

Nobody who was there was ever asked. Keep that in mind.

I caught up with Dretta in the air.



She felt it before she saw it.

There was smoke going up from the trees. There was a temple, or there had been: a black ruin now, rained on and steaming, its timbers burned through in a dozen places, as if lightning had walked across the roof on legs. Men sat on the ground outside it holding their arms, holding their ribs. Two were not sitting. Two lay where they had been carried out and set down.

Under them, in the ground and the cloth of their robes: their chests had been broken in. Each breath came wet and short, and under the cloth their hearts were doing what hearts do then: going faster, and weaker, trying. I have felt that a great many times. It does not get to be nothing.

She landed and looked at them, and her lips moved in a plea to the Creator for strength.

Then she looked past them, once, into the ruin, toward the far end where the altar had been.



I went in. I wanted to know what I had missed.

The ash and the wet char. The rain standing in the hollows of the floor stones. The iron of the hinges, the melted wax of their candles run together in a lake on the altar, the soot on the one wall still standing. All of it is mine. I went through it the way you search a room you know by heart for the one thing out of place.

At the altar end, where the monks had knelt to whatever they knelt to, there was a place I could not find.

I have no words for it that I trust. It was not dark. I can be in dark. It was not empty; I am in empty air, I am most of what empty air is. It was a place about the size of a man standing, a little above the floor in front of the altar, and I was not in it. I came at it from the floor stones, which run under it. The stones under it were not there to me. I came at it from the rain, which was still falling through the broken roof. I watched from the wall as a drop fell through that place, and the drop is me, and for the length of that fall it was not. It went in at the top and came out at the bottom, and in between it was nowhere.

The ash drifted across it. I could see the ash drift from the wall. I could not feel it cross.

The monks had been bowing to that. For hours: their candles had burned a long way down before the roof came in. I don’t think they knew what it was. I don’t.

Something stood in that temple that the monks could feel, and that Dretta could feel from outside the ruin, and that I cannot see, touch, or be in. I would like to tell you that what I felt then was curiosity.



She knew who had done it. She had known him since before he had a name in this world, and she knew the feel of him the way you know someone’s walk from the far end of a street. His anger was all over the place, still crackling in the air like the smell after a storm.

He must be confined until a trial could be called. That was the law, and she would keep it. She said so, aloud, to no one, the way she does when she is holding herself to something.

High overhead, something came down.

I saw Mercury fall. He came out of the top of the sky, out of air so thin that wings are no use in it and I am thin in it too. He dropped straight through me like a stone into a well, toward one place in the forest. He fell like someone who knew where he was going. Dretta looked up and her shoulders came down a little. She would not have to do this alone.

She would come back to heal those she could, once the rogue was under control. She went into the air after him as fast as her heart could drive her. Then she did something she rarely does. She turned her mind inward and sought the angry one in his. I didn’t hear what she sent. But her lips moved with it, the way they do when she prays, and the breath they shaped carried it:

Come home, young one, and present yourself. You have killed without need. Come seek forgiveness for what you have done.



They found him in a clearing under a great oak.

Mercury had reached it first. He stood in front of the young angel with a short sword at his hip and his hand nowhere near it. There was dust on the shoulders of his coat that glittered a little in the gray light. I am not in that dust. I never have been.

Icewolf stood under the tree with his wings folded and his head bowed. The blood of the men he had broken was still on him. It was theirs, and it was already cold.

He had heard her calling him home and had not come. But he had not run, either. He had stood and waited.

“Icewolf,” the Archangel said. Her voice was gentler than usual. “It is time to go home, Icewolf, back to the Hold. Will you accept an escort, or…”

She left the or hanging, and looked at Mercury.

The young one looked at them both and bowed his head.

“I have gone against the Creator and I should be punished.”

He walked to Mercury as if unsure whether he would be held or allowed to fly, and turned his face toward Dretta as if her voice were the only kind thing he had heard in a long time.

Mercury was not moved. He looked the young angel in the eye and spoke quietly, which with Mercury is always worse than shouting.

“You have no idea the damage you have done. If it were up to me, Icewolf, you would already be gone from this world. Luckily for you, the Archangel has not yet ordered your destruction. You will follow her back to the Hold. I will follow behind you.”

Then he turned to her and waited for her order, as he always does.

“Angelo, will you please do damage control? The building is a few miles back towards the Hold. Icewolf, please follow me. I will know if you leave my trail.”

She launched into the air. Icewolf leapt up beside her.

“I will do as I’m asked.” He turned his head back to Mercury. “Please, do not rebuild it. There is a reason for my destroying it.”



They flew.

She sighed and shook her head. Damage control had meant the wounded men, not the building.

“You have been away too long, Icewolf. No matter what they have done, if HE wishes vengeance, HE would say so and make HIS orders clear to all. Where is your compassion for the humans, Icewolf?”

He flew behind her with his head down for a long time. Then: “I had my reasons for doing as I did.”

And after a while: “I shouldn’t have killed those men, but something happened. Something took me over for a short moment.”

She did not answer that. She heard it and put it somewhere she would not lose it.

So did I. I would like to say I would have seen anything that took him, if I had been in that temple when it happened. After that afternoon, I’m not sure.

“Don’t blame yourself for my actions, Dretta. This was not a cause of yours.”

“It matters not what happened, but that it did happen, Icewolf. But you know no harm shall befall you until judgment has been rendered. I will ask that you do not leave the Hold under any circumstances unless myself or Mercury are with you.”

“Yes, Dretta. I will do as you command.”

The Hold came up white out of the haze ahead of them. He looked over at her.

“Have you ever lost control of your emotions around humans?”

A smile crossed her lips.

“When dealing with humans, very rarely have my emotions gotten away from me. You lost yourself most likely from being away from the peace of these places too long, but I do not know, Angelo. Though I felt the… oddity they were bowing to as well. I will admit it made me uncomfortable.”

She had not meant to say it. It hung there between them in the high air.

He didn’t ask her about it. Neither did I. But the breath she said it on was mine, and the word stayed with me a long time afterward, because it was the only word anyone has ever had for it.



He landed as lightly as a feather and stood with his head bowed, as though if anyone struck him now he would let them. She walked him through the halls. The calm of the Hold went over them both, as it always does. It reached him, and hurt him too: to be home, and not for anything good.

At his door she said, “I simply wish it had been under less painful circumstances. Here is where you will stay, Icewolf. If anything is needed, simply ask one of the two guards that will be posted, both for your safety and ours. I know angels do not do well in cages; therefore, I am attempting to make your confinement as comfortable as I can.”

She posted the guards and went to her chambers. There, with the door shut, she let go of what she had been holding since the smoke. I won’t tell you about that. She would not want it told, and it is enough that I was there.



When she had steadied, she went to the children’s wing. That is where she is most at home.

She watched the small ones sleep. Then one of the little girls began to dream, and to whimper, and Dretta’s face changed. She said under her breath that it was a darkness. No bad dream from too much supper or a story told too late. Something cold, that had come in from outside.

The pillow under the girl’s head, the sweat at her hairline, the blanket over her quick small wrists: all of it mine. Dreams never have been. Her heart was going like a rabbit’s. I can tell you that nothing came through the door, or the window, or the walls. I cannot tell you that nothing came in.

Dretta settled beside her and brushed the hair from her face, and whatever calm comes off Dretta was enough. The little one quieted. Dretta stayed until she had.

Something took me over for a short moment.

I could see that one on her face as plain as ink.

She got up and went to hear his side of it.



“Enter at your own risk,” his voice said through the door. It was quiet, and afraid.

One of the guards touched her arm. “Be careful, Angela. He is unbalanced.”

“No, my dear, Angelo, he is not unbalanced, only a bit lost for now. I will be fine.”

He had been at the small window, too small to fit through, and had gone back to sit on the bed.

“Though you have done something wrong, I feel you had reasons to do so. I wish to know what they were, or if perhaps something outside of yourself was working at the time.”

“I’ve done something so wrong, yet you come to talk to me? Why don’t you act like the others?” He looked at his hands. “I don’t know truthfully if I had full control of myself while I was in that temple. There was such hatred for me and for that man that maybe… maybe I lost control. I killed two men. I crushed their chests and more than likely hurt many others.”

He looked up at her.

“I killed.”

She sat beside him and put a hand on his shoulder. She cannot see someone in pain and not go to them, even someone who has killed.

“Because, Angelo, if I were like the others, then anyone could do my tasks. I accept people because of their faults. Now, Angelo, talk to me. Start from the beginning of why you went there, and maybe you will find the answers that confuse you so much.”



He told her.

He had been sitting in a tavern, of all places, and a man’s prayer had come to him there: a man calling for help. He had gone. He had found the temple, and the men in it, and the man who had prayed, who was there against his will. From the moment he walked in, he said, he felt the hatred in that room come at him: for him, for what he was, and for the man who had called him. He held it off a while. Then the fighting started, and he could not hold it any longer.

That is what he told her. I wasn’t there to know if it is what happened.

“Is the man still alive and safe, the one that was with me before I left?”

“I do not know, but I can have someone find out if you will tell me his name.”

“He called himself Darious, I believe. Even though I went there to save that man, I still killed two others. It’s not right. I should be punished. I’m sorry. I do feel better by having you talk with me. Shows that not everyone hates me.” And then, very low: “Please don’t leave.”

“I would not leave you alone to face this, at least not tonight. Why would I hate you? Hatred is a distant idea to me.”

He asked her what would happen to him.

“Honestly, Angelo, I do not know. If it were left to me, I would find out what went wrong, but the trial will be done by a committee. I wish I knew what was to be, Icewolf, but I do not; otherwise I might be tempted to change it.”



He had asked to fly. She left him three hours while she set other things to rights, including a message sent after Reiki, wherever he was. When she came back he was lying on his bed with one arm over his eyes, smoothing the feathers of his left wing with the other hand.

“Are you ready to go?”

He was up before she finished asking.

On the landing pads he threw his wings open and the light went flashing off them across the stones. Under his breath he said it: to fly. Then he was in the air, and she came up behind him.

“I won’t fly away. I just love to go fast,” he called back.

She laughed and kept pace with him, nowhere near her top speed. Somewhere along the way she forgot he was in her custody. She always does, in the air.

He took her to a cliff higher than most would bother to climb. The farms lay below it like a quilt. He came there to think, he said. He felt closest to God there.

She told him her own place was a quiet grove in the woods that no one else ever seemed to come to. I know it; the water that falls there is mine. She has prayed in it more times than can be counted.

He asked her what it was like, being with the Creator.

“It’s almost as if you had flown into the warmth of the sun with no burning.”

“You can ask me anything. You are mine for the next few hours,” he said, and laughed.

“Oh, I am yours for the next few hours, am I? I would venture to say we are in each other’s custody.”

He did not see what she meant. She stood and spread her wings wide over the drop.

“Simple. Can you catch the wind, Icewolf? Can you hold it in your hands? Neither can I be held.”

I am in the wind. Nobody has ever held me either.

She sat down again after, and the smile went out of her.

“I am worried the dark ones have been quiet for a long time, and I wonder what they are planning.”

“They are planning the same thing they are always planning,” he said. “Living.”

She looked at him. He was right.

He asked why she did not simply resign, and she asked him whether he would leave his wolves to an enemy who fought with poisoned meat.

“As you protect the wolves, so I protect the humans and the rest of the angels. You hurt others because of my inattention, and now we shall both pay the consequences for those actions.”

He asked if they might go down so he could see his pack.

“Of course, Angelo. After all, if you are punished, someone will need to look after your friends for you.”



He showed them to her from above the trees: lean healthy shapes moving in and out of the shadows, a few snarling at each other and then plainly only playing. They were very well. She would have something good to tell the council about him. I watched her hold on to that.

He asked her, red in the face, whether, if he was not jailed, they might have dinner. He would rather she did not see him in a cell.

“No one should be caged, Icewolf.”

Then he offered her a choice, a reading place nearby or the hot springs, with a strangely calm smile. She chose the springs. It was not often she got away from the Hold this long.



He ran ahead. When she arrived he had shed his cloak and shirt and stood at the edge of the steaming water looking uncertain about the rest. She slipped out of her robe and sat on the warm stone to draw off her boots.

“Wet clothes are hard to move in, especially if you get your wings damp.”

He went in and let his wings lie out along the ground behind him, which made an odd sight but was the sensible thing. An angel with soaked wings cannot fly until they dry, and is as grounded for that time as any mortal.

She did not do the sensible thing. She let the water into her wings, and then she settled them fully into the pool. She crippled herself, for a time, on purpose. A shudder went through her, and then she let go.

I was the water: around every feather of those wings, warm, holding them. I didn’t do anything. Water doesn’t have to do anything to hold someone. It was the nearest I have come.

It had been a very long time since she had let herself be unable to fly.

“Angelo, ’tis a wonder you have here, that much is certain. I thank you for sharing this with me.”

He was quiet a long while. Then, almost in a whisper: “Do you think they will have me killed?”

“I hope they do not call for your death, but mine is only one voice within the council. He tells us to forgive others. But first we must know why it happened the way it did.”

He knew what had happened, he said. He had killed people without thinking.

She moved her wings in the water and came close enough to touch his arm.

“Perhaps the council can be persuaded to look into this more deeply before pronouncing sentence on you, Ice. I feel something isn’t right with the whole affair. I will definitely shift my own vote. There is more to this.”

“But they wouldn’t clip my wings, would they?”

She made herself look into his face while she said it.

“Yes, Angelo. You would become mortal completely; your body would revert to that of a human’s form. They could seclude you, lock you in a place away from everyone. Or they could send you back, away from this world, where you could be retrained before allowing you anywhere near people again. Or your pack.”

He turned away with his eyes shut. I heard him say it. My pack.

He climbed out, shook out his wings, dressed, and turned back to her with more pain in his face than anger.

“Then let them cast their judgment, but I want a word before they banish me from this land.”



She never answered him.

An angelic messenger came gliding over the forest, his rich brown eyes searching the trees, and banked toward the rising steam. No expression showed on his face as he landed beside the pool. His gaze passed over her with barely a glance and settled on the young one, and his voice rang clear and sweet, like a melody on the wind.

“You are ordered to return to the lands below alone, take no one with you, and resume your duties as a protector until further notice.”

He spread his wings and went up without another word, and did not look back.

I went up with him as far as I go. He went farther.

No trial. No council. No vote.

She sat in the water with her wings soaked and useless behind her and watched the young one’s face change. The anger went out of it, and a smile came up in its place. He bowed to her, and his wings flowed out, and he was gone into the air. High up he turned once, only for a moment, to see that the pack was all right.

She did not move for a long time.

She had told him she would shift her vote. There had been no vote. Something had reached down past the council and past her and set him free. It might have been mercy. I believe she had been asking for mercy for him since the temple. She ought to have been glad.

But two men were dead. And no one had asked her why.

No one asked me, either. If they had, I could not have told them. I was in a library, watching an angel read about death.



She waited until her wings were dry enough to bear her. Then she dressed, flew home through the dark, went to her office, shut the door, and sat down to her paperwork. She would see anyone who came to her. She would not go out to them. Not for a while.

I went back to the temple.

It was morning by then, gray, and the rain had stopped. The wounded had been carried away. The two who were dying had died in the night. The lake of wax on the altar had gone hard, and the ash had settled into a skin over the wet floor, and all of it was gone through again, stone by stone, to the altar end.

The place was gone.

Not filled in. Gone, the way a man is gone from a chair he has got up out of. The stones in front of the altar were stones again, cold and wet, and mine, as all stones are. Twice over. There was nothing there to find.

I have looked for it since. Once or twice, in a crowd, in a doorway, I have thought I felt the edge of it. Then I look again, and it isn’t there.



End of Volume 2. Please download Volume 3 to continue.





