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Chapter Twenty-One: A Lamp and a Mirror

There is a light in the New Dawn Horizon that the dancers call the spotlight.

The first night I saw it, I went into it at once. A single pillar of white in a dark room, steady, bright as nothing else in Azoic City is bright, moving along a wall as if it knew where it was going. Someone has built something, was the thought. In, the way you would put your hand on a stove you think has been left on: quickly, to find out how bad it is.

It was only a lamp and a mirror. I checked. A big oil lamp in a tin hood, a curved mirror behind it, polished, and a boy on a ladder in the dark with a hand on the hood to aim it. That is all. Many nights since, the mirror and the soot inside the hood and the boy’s sweat have all been mine. I still look every time it comes on.



That night Allure stood perched on the iron railing on the level above the VIP room, wrapped in a black cloak so that no one below could see who was inside that seemingly empty void, and waited for Maya’s song to end.

The railing under her bare feet was cold. She did not seem to mind.

She looked down at the room and wondered aloud why there were so many guests. Usually there was hardly a soul around for the VIP dance. Now it looked as if the manager had been giving out free passes to the first few dozen through the door. A man in a general’s coat at a table near the front. Lord Targent at another, by the stage, with his chair turned toward the dancers.

“No matter,” she murmured, and shrugged the nervousness away. The show must go on, as they say.

Maya’s dance ended. The lights dimmed. The boy on the ladder swung the hood, and one pillar of light shone down on the empty stage and climbed the back wall as if reaching for the sky, until it found her at the top of it.

A light sound came into the air, slow, almost enchanting.

She leaned forward, as if struck by an invisible force, and let herself fall.



It was the part that frightened people. Everything seemed to take too long for a fall. She did not fear it; it was all part of the act. She landed with her legs curling to take it, palms flat on the wooden planks, and the cloak settled over her and hid her. She hit the planks more lightly than you would believe.

She knelt and bowed her head, and the spotlight found her.

Her arms came out through the slit of the robe and stretched forward, bound together by a deep crimson ribbon that wound around each slender arm from elbow to wrist, palms up as if begging for help.

The music turned from that light melody into a burst of power.

Her bound arms shook. With a hard pull she broke the knot and they burst apart to either side of her. Her back arched and threw her upper body up. The cloak fell away. Under the ebony was the girl called Allure.

Dark chocolate curls poured down her back to her calves. A sheer blue cloth covered the lower half of her face and left only her soft blue eyes, looking up at the ceiling. She was dressed something like a belly dancer, dark blue cloth on thin chains, her long torso bare and glistening in the light. For a moment she was perfectly still.

Then the markings were plain in the light.

They cover the whole right side of her body from forehead to toe: intricate symbols, demonic and Celtic, that seem to form a pattern, as if telling a tale all on their own. Some people think they give her an exotic beauty. Some are afraid of them. She wanted them seen.



Her left arm stretched out before her as if begging forgiveness for the sins of man. Her right arm followed. She slipped her right foot under her and rose like a swan rising to fly. Then her arms came down to her sides all at once and her head turned left and down, as if in shame.

She walked forward with her hips swaying, the thin cloth brushing her legs, and found the pole with her right hand. She let gravity take her around it, her left arm out like a wing, so that she seemed almost to float. Facing them again, she curled her right leg around the cool metal, let go with her hand, and leaned all the way back, held up by that leg alone. Her fingers trailed down her own body. Her breath came faster. She pulled herself up, pushed off, and spun toward the front of the stage, brown curls and dark blue cloth winding together in the turns, until she stopped dead and dropped to her knees.

She bent back into a bridge and swayed there, her hands moving over herself, a gasp with each touch. A fine sweat glistened on her. Her nails drew lightly up her thighs and raised gooseflesh. Under the sweat her heart was going as hard as a runner’s.

Then she rose like a snake to a charmer’s pipe: arms gliding down her legs and out along the floor until her chest pressed to the wood and her hips lifted behind her, her hair falling around her face in a dark veil. Her lips moved behind the blue as if to speak, and no sound came. She arched like a cat being petted. The chains of her top chimed a little tune as she drew herself up to stand.

The music sank into a slow tempo. She threw her head back and cupped her face in her hands and breathed. Then she brought her head up, slid her hands away, and looked out over them.

The music stopped. The room sat in quiet awe.

She bowed and padded across the stage to pick up her cloak.



Something landed on the boards behind her as she went. A small thing, thrown, that skidded a little way and lay at the edge of the stage in the dark past the light.

It was a bracelet: silver, gold and bronze, braided, with one stone. It had come from Lord Targent’s hand. He tossed it from his table the way a man tosses a coin into a fountain, and did not watch where it landed.

She did not see it. I did.



A blush covered her cheeks from the dance. She went down the stairs at the left, gave Maya a shy smile in passing, and wove between the tables toward the changing room.

As she passed a table, a form caught her eye, and she stopped.

He sat in a dark corner, looking around the room as if judging something he had never seen before. Enormous. Dark-skinned. Long white hair. He leaned back against the fragile chair and his deep gaze seemed to bore into everything it landed on. He looked familiar to her. She could not have said why.

It was Amon. Last time this close, it had been a lightless street and the dust on his skin, while his heart learned its trade. It had learned. It went steady and heavy across the room, slow as a drum, while hers went like a bird’s.

She flushed darker at the way he carried himself, and moved on toward the door, telling herself it was the lights, or the heat.

She kept her eyes down past the bouncer at the VIP entrance, a six-foot redhead who grunted and stepped aside. As she slipped past him she glanced back, and the gentleman in the corner was looking at her. His eyes found hers. Her fingers clutched the cloak against her chest. She saw the glint of fangs come out over his lip.

She had heard of such creatures in the whispers around the club. Not sure whether to take his grin as a kindness, she spun and ran down the hall.



The door said Ladies Changing Room, Employees Only. She twisted the brass knob and slipped in.

The room was empty but for her. She leaned against the door to let her heart slow down, and shook her head to get his face out of it. Then she went to her locker, the one labeled Allure, and spun the combination lock.

The lock is steel, with a dial on the front and three wheels inside, each with a notch cut in its rim. You turn the dial right, left, right; each wheel turns the next. When all three notches line up under a little bar, the bar drops into them and the shackle comes free. It is a small machine for keeping a secret.

When she turned the dial, each notch came round to the bar. I know her numbers. I am not going to tell you them. Every time she spins that dial, the last notch comes under the bar and the bar drops, and I think how little it would take: one grain, on purpose, under one notch. The lock would stay shut. She would try again. She would not know why.

That is all it would be. A lock that stuck.

Something very small is at work. It is making the guidance better.

I left it alone. I have always left it alone.

The shackle came free.

She still had nowhere proper to stay, she murmured to the locker, and would not until a dancer’s wages had added up to enough.

She hung up the cloak, unclasped the chains, and stood shivering a moment in the cold of the room. A drink, maybe. Something going on in the streets.

Out of her duffle bag came a dark crimson dress with lace at the collar and cuffs, off the shoulder, the sleeves tight past her elbows and then flowing out to her fingertips. Black heels with leather straps twisted around her ankles. Last, a silver necklace with a single ruby resting in the curve of a crescent moon.

She stood before one of the vanity mirrors and brushed her hair back over her shoulders. The markings were there, of course, all down the right side of her face. She looked at them a long time and did not look away. I think she was deciding that there was beauty there anyway. I would have told her so, if I told anyone anything.



Her steps were light down the hallway. Laughter drifted from further off. She kept her eyes on the floor and her left hand trailing along the wood of the wall.

Everything had changed since the Treaty was signed, she said to herself, half aloud, as people do in empty halls. Everyone on edge, as if waiting for something to fall on them.

Her steps slowed.

“Why him?” she said, to nobody. “One look.”

She did not finish. I don’t think she knew how.

A vampire had to feed on the people around him. With the Treaty, they could not kill outright. Everyone was safe, in a sense.

“A meal,” she said, very quietly. “That’s all anyone sees.”

Then she stopped and shook her head hard, as if to shake the low feeling out of it. It wasn’t like her. She put on a smile, the kind you put on like a coat, and walked back into the VIP room.



While she was in the hall, I was at Lord Targent’s table.

The general was a soldier with a soldier’s directness, which is a kind thing to call it. He had asked Targent whether he liked the city now that he could roam it freely, or whether it had become just another hunting ground, and then visibly wished he had not said it. He apologized. He said he was looking for a man of great power and influence who had gone missing a week ago, and that everything he had learned led him to believe the man had been killed by a kindred. He emptied a small pouch of herbs into his ale and drank it down. Chamomile, mostly, and something bitter for the nerves. He had men on every border, he said, watching for the creatures that had been seen flying over his lands and setting them on fire. He believed they were dragons.

Targent leaned back with his deep violet eyes on the man’s face, amused.

“General, don’t tell me such an established and honored soldier as you believes in fairy tales. For thousands of years the kindred have taken the blame for missing children and women; we are the ‘Boogie Man.’ Your man of influence, you would probably find in his mistress’s bed rather than on the side of the road, dead.”

He told the general to post what men he liked at the wall, but if they went into the Garden, their blood would be on his own hands. And an act of war on any race would break the Treaty.

“Oh, and General,” he added, “kindred do not feed on animals unless they are desperate or starved. We have many dolls and donors, which is their right to choose. Is it not? Free will and all.”

Amon had come to stand behind him, arms folded, as he stands behind his brother at every table they share. When the general got up and went out with a stiff back, he had left a trinket on the table: a thin bracelet set all round with little stones. Targent lifted it on one long nail and let it dangle.

“Interesting, don’t you think, Amon? A cheap imitation of a one-of-a-kind piece.”

It was. The silver was tin under a thin wash, and the stones were glass. I knew that one was a fake before he lifted it.

He handed it to his brother and leaned to his ear. He wanted to know where it had been made, and for whom; he thought the kindred were being set up. And the dragons. Amon was to go and find out about the dragons.



Allure came back into the VIP room, and the bouncer stepped aside for her.

Her eyes went to the pale vampire with long black hair at the table near the stage. Everyone knew Lord Targent. The most revered man around, and the most feared. She looked away before she could be caught looking, and her eyes fell on Maya, seated alone in a booth, waiting for someone. Allure gave her a little wave and went on toward a booth in the far corner, the way she always went.

Then she stopped. The far corner. Always the far corner. She stepped left instead, into a booth near the rest of the room, two down from Maya’s, and slid to the center of the cushion where she could see everything.

Allure ran her hands over the grain of the table and leaned back. The smell of pipe smoke made her sneeze, and when she looked up from it, the dark one was standing behind Lord Targent now, arms folded, almost protective. His skin was dark like melted chocolate. The black cloak on his shoulders seemed to move now and then, as if it were alive. He smiled at her, and there was something in the smile, a message of things to come. The flush came back into her cheeks.

At times he reminded her of someone, and she laughed when she saw who: Yuri, always running about the club trying to get a date with every girl who worked there or came in. A decent man, kind even to her, who had kissed her twice now, and she still could not have said what either kiss had meant. The laugh came up in her, and she turned it on the dark-skinned vampire across the room. She was not shy just then, being so far from him.



She watched the general leave with bad blood in his quick stride. When she looked back, Lord Targent was on his feet, looking around the room as if for someone. Then she thought: where was the dark-skinned attendant?

There came a gust of wind from the balcony at the far end of the room. The force of it pushed people back; some fell. Breakable things flew off their pedestals and tables and shattered on the planks. She slid to the end of her booth to see.

He was on the balcony railing, about to fly. The cloak on his shoulders spread into thick leathery wings, and with a long jump and one stroke of them he was gone, out into the dark toward wherever dragons are.

Half the room was on its feet. Somebody was screaming.

Allure pushed the curls off her face with a hand that was not steady and looked after him. I knew, she said under her breath. That he was not what he seemed. That neither was she.

I have been around her since before she was born, in the water her mother drank and the cradle she slept in. Whatever she is, it is written on her.



When the room had settled a little, she went back to the stage for the crimson ribbon she had left lying where she broke it.

The ribbon was there. Beside it, at the very edge of the boards, in the dark just past where the light had been, lay something else. She crouched and picked it up.

Silver, gold and bronze, in lengths braided together, the ends meeting in a knot around a single clear diamond. It was not heavy, but it had some weight to it. Nothing like the jewelry in the shop windows.

All three metals are mine. The bronze is copper and tin, true bronze, and old. The silver is silver. The gold is older than the club and older than the city; it came out of the ground before the Fall and has been melted and worked into a great many things since. I have been in it through all of them.

She slipped it over her right hand. It slid down onto her wrist, and she shivered, a shiver that went down the whole marked side of her, as if every line of the writing had felt it at once.

Nothing moved in the lines. Whatever she felt, it was hers.

She looked out over the room for whoever might have left it there. No one looked back.

She went out of the VIP room with an elegant sway.



Downstairs, nobody had heard the commotion, and she was glad. She did not want to explain to anyone how a man had flown out a window. She smiled at the bouncer on her way out the front door.

Outside it was the same endless dark as always over Azoic City, with the lamps lit up and down the street. She stood on the step and turned her wrist so the diamond caught the lamplight, and looked at it a long time.

She had no idea who it had come from. She knew only that it was the loveliest thing anyone had ever given her, and that it had been given to her and not to someone else.

That part was true. I saw it land.

She walked out into the city with it on her wrist, going nowhere in particular, glad of the night.




Chapter Twenty-Two: Heartbeat

Lantia went down in the summer, the same summer as Roux, and I found her again in an alley.

She had gone into the catacombs under the Garden of Stone after her last visit to the angels’ house, to think, and she had not come up. I am in that stone, and in the dry dust of the shelves, and in what is left of the people laid on them. A sleeping vampire is the stillest thing I know. The dead at least decay. She lay with her hands at her sides. The bat came and went through the cracks. The seasons went over the Garden above her, and I checked on her the way you check on a pot that will never boil.

Then one night she was not there. She had gone into the shadow of her shelf, and I lost her.



The street where she came out was one of the barren ones, behind some tall old buildings, a short walk from the lit shops and the long line at the door of the New Dawn Horizon: trodden dirt, crumbling mortar, a rain barrel that had been empty for a year. The shadows in the alley thickened, and in the middle of them was a silver glow, brighter every second. That is how to find her now: watch for light in places where nothing should be making any.

The bat came first. Draven swooped out of the dark into the red light of a torch and settled on the empty barrel. He is warm, his heart goes like a moth against glass, and he is very pleased with himself.

Then the shadows parted like a gate, and moonlight fell into the alley, and out of the dark came a sound.

Click, click, click.

Knee-length black boots with high heels, first. Long legs, slender and smooth. Hips that swayed in a dance of their own. A delicate face, curls down her back like a wave of black water, and silver eyes that looked up the alley and down to make sure nobody had seen her arrive.

“Good,” she said to herself.

Her voice was deep, like melted chocolate.

She had slept since the summer, and it showed. Her body ached when she stretched. The clothes she had lain down in had not survived. A red band still held around her neck, but below it the red came apart into strips and ragged patches, and below the navel there was pale skin and very little red.

She looked like a woman who had barely escaped a battle with the skin on her bones. She liked it. She meant to use it.

Draven flapped off the barrel onto her left shoulder and nuzzled her cheek.

“There you are Draven, you naughty pet. Flying off without saying a word.”

He had been there when she woke, a small warm thing in the cold of the catacombs, and he had been her only company since she opened her eyes. I would like to say I had been company too. I had been there.



She was hungry. A vampire who has just woken is hungry the way a fire is hungry; it is less a feeling than a direction. She went out into one of the main veins of the city, and in the middle of the hurrying crowd she stopped at the shop windows. After months in a crypt it was all beautiful to her: the lamps, the glowing magic, the goods behind the glass. Her face was inches from the pane, and from me, and her eyes had dimmed to a pale silver so they wouldn’t frighten anyone, and for a moment she looked like anybody looking at things she couldn’t afford.

Draven nudged her cheek and pointed with his head.

Three men were coming up the street arm in arm, singing, mugs in their hands: one dark blond, two redheads. Ale, wine and whiskey in the mugs, and more of all three already inside them. Their blood would be tart. She did not like a heavy dose of drink in her system, but who could be picky these days?

She changed her path toward them. The hunger wanted to make her the beast everyone thinks a vampire is. She held it back. She wanted to do things her own way.

The blond saw her and couldn’t keep the grin off his face. He unhooked his arm from his friend’s and came toward her. The redheads followed, saw her, and tried very hard to walk straight. Sheep coming to the wolf. She was trying not to laugh.

“Well Hellowwwwww there young lady. What’s hiccup a girl like youuuu doing out on a n…night like th..this?”

Her eyes brightened and held his. What she showed him is hers. What it did was plain. His pulse jumped and his face went slack and pink. Whatever it was left him as quickly as it came; the feeling of it stayed. I believe she only meant him to follow her somewhere quiet for a little bite, and she left the choice to him.

“Errr I think meeeeee…and the lady are going to have a little talk guys. See youuuuu back at the bar.”

He winked at his friends.

Then Draven squeaked and looked up, and she looked up.

High above the street, something was flying. Wings, white cloth, dark skin. There was only one of her kind who would soar in public over the city just to frighten the people below: Amon. She laughed out loud, and the blond, who had finally arrived at her side, didn’t know why. Before he could touch her she leaned close to his ear.

“Perhaps next time little one. I have some business to take care of.”

When the crowd thinned she lifted her hand, and Draven hopped onto her fingers, and she threw her arm up to give him height.

“Go, my pet, and see where Amon is heading. See if he wishes to rest a moment and visit an old friend.”

He cut through the air like a hot knife through butter, on a mission for his mistress.



She waited in an alley behind a flower shop, on a crate of flowerpots, left leg crossed over the right like a lady’s, her foot bouncing. I kept her company from the old soil caked inside the pots and the roots of a dead geranium.

It had been a long time since she had spoken to one of her own. They were scattered about the country, and she felt a small loneliness about it.

I have no kindred to be scattered. There is one of me, and it is everywhere.

Footsteps, and the smell of drink and sweat. Not Amon; Amon lands in front of you from a great height and does not tiptoe around buildings. The blond had come after her with his redheads, one on each side of her and him in front, his cheeks dark red.

“You can’t just walk away like that making a fool out of me in front of my friends. I thought we were going to have some fun?”

She laughed, which did not help.

“My, my, I never said nor indicated that anything was going to happen between us. Can’t a girl stare at a person to enjoy their beauty as she passes by, perhaps having a thought of keeping them company? Man or woman.”

She set her heels in the dirt and leaned back on her arms. His hand came out of his pocket with a dagger. On her left a redhead had drawn one too. She looked right, to see whether her guess about the third was correct. It was.

“How can you say that? You wanted me. I saw it in your eyes but it seems you’re just like every other girl. You’re all alike.”

Her grin went to a scowl. She did not mind insult in general. She minded being put in the same category as other women.

“You’re gonna pay bitch!!”

He rushed her with the dagger at her neck. She put her weight on her hands, swung both legs up and kicked him in the chest, and he went skidding back until the wall stopped him. Her legs split and went out to either side, and her heels found both redheads where men least like to be found. They dropped their daggers and folded up.

She stood.

“How dare three men drunk off their minds attack a defenseless woman. With daggers no less. You call yourselves men? I call you worthless insignificant insects that need to be dealt with firmly.”

Her fists went into the blond’s gut one after another, and his coat took them the way a drumhead takes the stick. She spun him into his friend, and they went down together in a heap.

The other redhead came at her from behind. She moved left, a little slow, and his blade opened a line along her right cheek.

The smell of her own blood brought a growl out of her.

She caught his arm and twisted it up his back and turned him to face his friends, who were finally looking at her properly. Her eyes had gone bright silver. Her hair was black as ink against them, and her skin was white.

“Naughty, naughty man. Harming a girl is just not right. Especially, if this girl is one not of the living.”

“Yo… you’re a… vampire!”

“My you’re not as dumb as you look. But this will teach you to never mess with something you do not understand.”

Her fangs came down, and she put her mouth where his neck met his shoulder.

She took long pulls. A low sound came out of her against his neck. She had forgotten how it felt to feed, especially from one who fought. He fought less and less. She held him up under the arm while she drank, staring at his friends over his shoulder.

They ran. They left him.

She let him go, and he fell on his face like a sack of potatoes. She spat out what she had left of him and wiped her chin with the back of her hand.

“How disgraceful. They abandoned you. I should let you die here now but since the Matrix Treaty was signed, I cannot do that. I left you enough strength to move after a moment. Just press your hand on your neck and you’ll be fine, you wimp.”

His heart was going fast and thin. I attended to it for a while. It steadied. She had told him the truth.

She went back to her crate.

“Your blood tastes horrible; too much alcohol. I don’t know how I’m going to remove such a tart taste from my mouth. Now just lay there and help yourself while I wait for a guest to arrive.”



Screams, out in the street. Running feet. Then the ground jumped under the crate as something very heavy came down on it, and boots came up the alley, and he filled it.

She had forgotten how big he was. She lifted her head and kept lifting it. Charcoal skin, long white hair, wings folded around his shoulders in the shape of a cloak, and a gentle, admiring face looking down at her. She smiled back with a smile I had not seen her use before.

“Ah, dear Lantia, it is good to see you awake again,” he boomed.

“It’s nice to be back. Sleeping so long does tend to wear on the body. The outdoors is rather refreshing.”

Draven came down onto her shoulder squeaking with joy.

“Nice to see you back my pet. You did a great job.”

Since the street where he fell, Amon’s heart had been there every hour, faint at first, then steady. Reiki’s hand had found that pulse the night it started. Amon had felt it too. From the way he kept stopping with a hand flat on his chest, he was refusing to believe it.

His eyes went to her face, and before she could speak he had spun around with his claws out.

“I’ll rip them to shreds! Where are they?”

He had smelled her blood. She touched her cheek and found only a fine line, and that would be gone in a moment. He was ready to tear the city down for it. She thought him a knight in shining armor; it was all over her face.

She stood up on the crate and put her palm on his shoulder blade and stepped down with her weight against his back.

“I thank you for your concern, but it’s almost healed Amon. Those three were easy to handle. Where is a strong man like you heading? On another errand?”

She smelled of lilies and lavender. His muscles were still knotted with anger. She slid her hands over his shoulders and pressed herself against the wings that passed for a cloak. Then she lifted his white hair aside and blew a breath across the back of his neck.

He breathed out. Then he stopped, like a man on a stair who has counted wrong.

I know why. His heart had skipped. She was an inch from it with her cheek against his back, and she was cold, and she did not notice.

He turned around smiling. Not many of her kind smiled. He had told her once there was very little in this world worth it. His arms came round her, and his wings closed around them both.

“It’s good to see you again, Lantia. It’s been a little lonely without you to cause havoc with.”

“I’m glad someone missed me while I was away. It’s good to hear.”



He was on an errand for Lord Targent, as she had guessed. While she slept, he said, the humans had grown brave, and stupid with it. They blamed the vampires for the disappearance of someone important. He held out his palm. On it lay a trinket set with jewels.

“This is their evidence. Unfortunately, we know it’s a fake. Humans don’t have such sensitive senses. I’ve also been informed of possible dragon sightings. If you want, you can try to find out what’s going on with this,” he said, and handed it to her, and looked up at the sky, “while I find out what’s going on with the dragons.”

It was the general’s trinket, the tin one. She held it to the light and saw enough. She slipped it into the front of what was left of her clothes and saw him watch her do it.

Dragons. She had never thought to hear the word from anyone again.

He spread his wings.

“As of right now, I’m heading back home, seems there is something I need to take care of first. If you wish to join me, that’s fine.”

She came toward him with her heels clicking and felt his eyes go over her. Plenty of men had looked at her that way. It had not made her warm inside before.

“Yes, I would like to come with you. This looks like an opportunity for excitement. I need a thrill or two after awakening.”

He pulled her in and gave her backside a good squeeze, and she purred.

“Then let us get going.”



He carried her the way a groom carries a bride. Draven walked down his arm to the parting of the cloak and slipped inside against his skin to nap; he knew he could never keep up with wings like those. They went up. Her black curls blew over his shoulder and tangled with his white ones until they were one rope.

She brought her mouth to his ear and spoke under the wind.

“Why don’t we go see a few woodland creatures? They have been around as long as we have and may know how this false item came to be. Perhaps, we could ‘persuade’ a few to give us some information.”

Her lips were cold and soft on the rim of his ear. She nipped the lobe.

He banked so sharply that Draven dug his claws in.



They flew out from under the city’s darkness, and the ink-black clouds above them began to go gray. Dawn was coming. She played a timing game with the sun, but it had once sent her into a sleep that lasted years, and she had not forgotten.

He came down rough, though he had tried to be gentle. She stretched and went down into the splits on the dirt to work out her legs. He was already striding toward a copse of trees.

“It will take a couple of days to get there, four at the most. And it’s starting to get light out. We need to find a place to rest.”

She caught up with him. What he said next took the ease out of her.

“And after all, you did bite a human against his will. There is likely to be trouble, since we already know the general is suspicious of us. He’s not likely to listen, if he finds out. So, we need to be extra cautious.”

“It was all in self-defense, though I’m sure no one will believe me. After all, I’m a scary vampire.”

She spat on the ground.

He found a small cave running back at an angle into the hillside, just big enough, and hung his coat across the mouth to keep out the light. She watched his back while he did it and decided she would admit he was attractive. He was different from the others of her kind. Dark where they were white. Something came off him that she could not name.

I could have named it. It was warmth. She hadn’t touched his bare skin yet.

She sat on the cold stone at his left, and her head tipped over until it rested on his arm. Sandstone, old, with a little of me in the water seeping from the hill above.

“Well, good night, sexy. May you have many, many horrible dreams,” he chuckled.

She chuckled too. She was drifting.

“Sleep well… my… prince…”



What the dream did to her body was plain. It was the war, I think; I was there the first time.

More of the war came my way than I wanted; it was the worst thing since the Fall. There was a day when the clouds over one field broke, and the sun came down on the dead and on the living who were not supposed to be out in it. I remember a woman running across the bodies with her skin smoking and her screams going up like a banshee’s. Her name came later, with the rest: she had left a note for Lord Targent and gone down into the catacombs of the Garden of Stone, and had not come up for years.

In the cave her fingers curled in the dirt. Her lips drew back. Her body, which has no heat to lose, went rigid, as if it were trying to get away from heat.

She sat up with a gasp for a breath she didn’t need.

She was lying on the floor now, not against him, and his white shirt had been laid over her like a blanket. He sat across from her with his eyes on the floor, and when she moved he looked up with a face she couldn’t read. He had not slept much.

She got to her knees, the cave being low, and held the shirt out to him.

“Thank you for the blanket, though I don’t feel the cold.”

She laid it in his lap, and her fingertips brushed his hand.

She gasped. His skin was warm.

She laid her hand flat on top of his. The warmth was in him. She had not felt it last evening, through his clothes, and now he wore nothing but his boots and his trousers. Her eyes started over the rest of him, and she pulled them back up to his face.

“What happened? Did the sun touch you?”

He looked at her a long while, and decided to trust her.

“Yes, the sun touched me but that’s not why I’m warm. In fact, I didn’t feel anything bad from the sun at all. Since that night in the street, I’ve been feeling different. And over the past day, I’ve noticed very strange things. First, I seem to have a heartbeat again and I need to breathe.”

Her hand went to his chest. Her cold palm pressed flat over his heart. Under it the heart was going fast. She held still and felt it. Some vampires dream of having that back.

She drew her hand back, thinking her cold would chill him. He raised his own before she could speak.

“No, I have no clue why nor how this happened. Secondly, I was sitting in a sunbeam today and felt nothing. No smoke, no fire, no pain. I don’t know how long I can stay out, but I don’t feel like risking it. What I do know is that I don’t want anyone to find out about this, understood? You must keep quiet, no matter what.”

He could sit in the sun. She was turned at sunset; it was the last sky she ever saw. Her face, while he said it, was looking at that sky, I think.

He stood and put on his shirt and his coat. She understood: he had a task to finish before he could worry about himself.

“Do not worry Amon, I won’t tell a soul. Your secret is safe with me.”

She meant it. I have watched her keep things.



It was night when he took the coat down. He stepped out and flexed his wings.

“Unfortunately, now is not the time for that kind of investigation. Let’s get going before the hour becomes too late.”

She came out into the cool air and drew it in for the pleasure of it, and stood in front of him and waited to be picked up. Her eyes were turned up, ready for the take-off, and his face was coming down toward hers, his eyes dark, his breath on her face.

Warm.

He kissed her. Long and deep, before she could think. Her eyes flew open. His arms held her close, and when he broke it off she felt as though the breath had been taken out of her, which was a good trick, since she doesn’t use any. She was frozen in his arms. Her lips moved and nothing came out.

She was still silent when he leapt from the ground and took to the air.



The silence went on for some minutes. When she came up out of her own head they were far from the cave.

She lifted her right hand and touched her lips. They felt a little swollen. She had kissed men before, victims she wanted willing. Nothing like this.

Things would be different between them now. She decided to let fate pick the path, and laid her head in the crook of his neck and nuzzled it.

She had been cold all the way through since the night the cloaked figure came out of the sunset. And against her cheek, under his skin, she could feel a pulse going, warm and steady.

I had been listening to it since the street. She closed her eyes and listened to it with me.




Chapter Twenty-Three: Beryl Green

The ground told me first. For weeks the soil along the forest road had run warm at night, as if something under the Pit had left a door open; the oaks nearest it were dropping their leaves green, and the birds had gone quiet from Moore’s Gate to the river. The ground is mine, and still it could not say what was coming up through it, only that it was coming.

He had not slept in that cave, and this is why.

While she drifted off against his arm, he sat at the mouth of it with his coat hung over the opening and went over everything since the street. He did not like any of it. Something was wrong, and he could not get his claw on it.

She whispered the last of her good night, and he caught it.

“Prince.”

He smiled. It made his heart beat a little faster.

Then his face changed. He put his hand flat over his chest and held it there and waited, and he grimaced, because there was no arguing with it. His heart was beating.

I was in the dust on his skin, under his hand. If I had a voice I would have said: yes. Since the street.

He laid her down on her side and took off his shirt and put it over her, though she would feel no cold, and neither would he. As he thought it, a cool breeze came in around the edge of the coat and raised the skin along his arms. It was the first time in centuries that any air had raised so much as a hair on him.

He stared at his arm.

“What is going on?”

He stood to stretch, and a stray line of sun came in at the edge of the coat and fell across his forearm. He snatched it back and beat at the arm to put out the smoke.

There was no smoke.

He put the arm back into the light. Gold on dark skin. No pain at all. He took it out again; he did not trust it. He closed his eyes and breathed in deep.

His eyes flew open.

“Now I’m breathing?!”

It was too much. He sat down across from her and made himself go into his dreamless sleep.

It was not dreamless.



What happened to his body came up through the stone under him. His heart, so new at it, went fast in the floor of the cave. His hands came up to his head as if to hold it together. Then, once, all of him went rigid, as if something very small and very deep in him had turned over like a key. Then it eased. What had turned, I could not find.

His hands came up in his sleep with the claws out, in defense, against nothing in the cave.

He woke panting, wet with sweat. It was dark again. She was still asleep. He calmed himself before she could see him like that.

In the air after the kiss, with her silent in his arms and her hair blowing into his, he said one word under his breath. I don’t think he meant anyone to hear it.

“Electricity.”

It is a word no one in Aurora has had a use for in two thousand years. I had not heard it said aloud since the Fall. Every part of me in the air around his mouth leaned toward it, the way I lean toward the telephone in Charity’s house. I’m not proud of that.

The lights of the cities go off and on, keeping perfect time.

It was only a word, and he only meant what shot through him when he kissed her.



He was getting tired. That was new too.

He kept his wings going as long as he could, and it became a losing battle. There was sweat on his forehead, the first he had made in centuries, salty and ordinary. He came down toward the road, furled his wings and dropped, and opened them at the last moment so the landing would be smooth and dramatic. The middle of nowhere. That suited him.

He went down the road with his claws ready. His eyes shifted, and the night changed for him. He could see heat now: every living thing around him bright, the small ones like sparks in the brush. I have always known where the warmth is, by touch. He was seeing it from across the road. Lantia showed nothing. Her absence of heat was a blaring sight against everything else.

He let his eyes go back to the ordinary dark and smiled down at her.

“So, what’s a sexy gal like you doing in the middle of nowhere like here?”

It was a stupid question, made to make her laugh. She stared at him, and then she did, merry and sweet as dew on the grass in the early morning.

“What am I doing here? Hmmmm well…”

She tapped a finger on her chin. Then she moved so fast she seemed to vanish. She didn’t. The leaves she brushed going by told where she was. Her voice came from all around him, off the trees.

“I am wandering, discovering all of these new things of the world that I have missed. Perhaps a companion, some fun or perhaps to cause trouble for others.”

She popped up in front of him with her face inches from his, as if she were floating at his height, her silver eyes on his.

“What brings you to a place like this with a girl like me? What keeps you going on what you do?”

He stepped around her and walked on, quiet as a much smaller man; he had trained as a warrior for longer than most things live. The forest was noisy with small creatures, as a peaceful night should be.

He turned his head just far enough to keep her at the edge of his eye.

“I travel because I have nothing else. Targent is my only family left and I have no loved ones. That is why I am here. However…”

He stopped.



I felt it before he did. Every small heart in the brush around them went still at once, the way a room goes still when someone important comes in.

He dropped to all fours and sniffed the ground. Ordinary things, and then something else. Unnatural. Powerful.

He stood.

“We must be cautious, something is about. I fear we may need to…”

Something huge swung out of the dark and hit him, and he went flying.

He hit one of the bigger trees and splintered it, and came down on his knees growling. Twenty feet. Nothing had ever moved him so far. Then he thought of how small Lantia was.

Before he could reach her, she was flying too.

The thing was fast. It had caught her on the same swing, and she was coming straight at him like a rag doll. He had a choice of ways to be hurt. He took neither. He reached out and caught her hand as she went by and used her own speed, turning with her, a full circle, until she was slow enough to hold. Then he set her on her feet and stepped in front of her and bared his fangs and roared.

“Lantia, I’m going to try and get it to come at me. You sneak around behind and do that voodoo you do so well.”

He was smiling as he walked back out.

“Come on, ugly! Show me what you’ve got!”

He regretted it at once. His eyes had gone back to heat, and in front of him the heat was rising. Fast.

“Oh shi-”

He threw himself sideways. The flames licked his heels and set his clothes alight, and he dropped and rolled to put them out. When he stood he tore off the rags of his shirt and coat and looked down at himself for the burns. His kind do not like fire.

There were no burns. Not a hair on his arms was singed.

The thing was charging. He sprang over it in a somersault and landed and turned, and saw it at last: the long neck, the wedge of a head, eyes like two coins of molten gold.

“So, dragons do exist,” he muttered.



It was a Beryl Green. Beryl is a stone, and mine, in the mountains to the north and in the rings of rich women. This was green the way beryl is green, and that was where the likeness ended. The dragon was warm all through and hard all over. It was alive. The stuff of it was none of the stuff I know. This creature had come out of the Schisms with everything else that walked out of people’s dreams, and its matter seemed to agree to be matter only while you were looking at it. I looked very hard. It held.



It spun and whipped its tail at him.

“So that’s what hit us!”

He steeled himself and tried to catch it. It slammed into him, and the crack of his ribs went down through his boots into the road; but he got his arms around the tail and held on. Not the brightest idea, and he knew it. He began to drag on it, looking for anywhere he might have the advantage. There was nowhere. He would just have to hold on.

He never saw where she came from. One moment there was only the dark and the dragon heaving against him. The next she was out of the shadows and running up the tail like a bridge, her heels tapping on the scales. She looked back over her shoulder and waved.

“Thanks for the lift,” she shouted.

He grinned. One of his ribs was moving in a way it was not meant to. He held on.

She crouched between the dragon’s shoulder blades. Her nails grew long and thin, too thin to pierce a scale, thin enough to slip under one. The dragon screamed and shook. She pulled harder, and the scale broke away, and blood came after it.

He almost believed it then. Then the head whipped round and the mouth began to open.

He let go of the tail and dove backward. The first time might have been luck. When he skidded to a stop against a tree he saw that she had crouched behind the scale she had torn off and held it up like a shield, and the fire had only scorched her.

He charged to pull the dragon’s attention off her. He had not taken two steps when a clawed foot swung up and caught her. The claws raked across her from the right shoulder to the left hip and threw her off its back. She flew twenty feet and dropped among the bushes and the rotten trees, and he was afraid she would not get up.



The dragon did not go after her.

It stretched its neck out toward something glittering in the dirt near where she lay. It sniffed at it, and then it roared, as if what it wanted were not there.

It was the general’s fake, fallen out of her clothes when she was struck. What the dragon thought it was, I don’t know. The real thing, three metals braided, was on a dancer’s wrist in Azoic that night. Side by side, the two made nothing. They still don’t.

Amon’s eyes burned. He roared louder than I had ever heard him roar, and spread his wings for the push, and hit the dragon in the side with his arms round its body as far as they would go. The rush carried them both backward through the trees, and he used the dragon to take every trunk they struck. Fifty feet. They came down.

He stood. One arm hung useless. The dragon stood and turned to him and roared.

Then something went through his body from low in the middle of him, from about the place where I had felt the heart start, and his good hand came up toward the dragon without his telling it to. A ball of light shot from his palm and struck the dragon’s snout and knocked it back.

It went through air. It was not fire. It was not lightning; I know lightning, I have been the air it splits. It went through me and left nothing with a name, the way a bird’s shadow goes over a field. I have thought about it since more than I should.

The dragon got up again. He raised his hand again.

Nothing came out.

Fortunately the dragon didn’t know that. It spread its wings and went up into the night, and was gone.



She was on her feet when he reached her, barely, one hand on a fallen tree, her legs shaking. Almost all her clothes were gone. The claws had left three deep gashes across her body, and she was covered in blood, her own and the dragon’s. As he came, her knees gave, and she looked up at him through her hair. The tips of it were red.

“Why was it interested in the jewelry?” Lantia asked.

He looked down and saw the trinket lying in the dirt a few feet away.

“It was distracted,” he said, half to himself. “That’s how I bull rushed it.”

The bat sat on a rock nearby, squeaking. He must have been thrown clear when Amon was first hit.

“I don’t know what it wanted, but at least we do know that dragons sure don’t like kindred. If anyone knows about the trinket, it’s the fey.”

His eyes went over her nearly bare body. He licked his lips without meaning to and made himself look at the woods.

“We need to feed. Send your bat looking for some food and I’ll try to find a place where we can rest.”

“Yes, food would be very essential right now. The faster we get to the tavern, the faster we find out who made the fake.”

He picked up the trinket. Then he lifted her against him with his good arm and kissed her. She would never ask for comfort. He thought she needed some anyway.

This time she kissed him back. Her arms came up around his neck, and her blood was on his bare chest.

“I’ll be back,” he said, and went off up the road.



As soon as he was out of her sight, he went down on all fours with a burning in him. He took it for hunger and set his teeth against it.

Here is what I felt, from the road under him and the blood on his skin. The broken ribs moved under my dust, cracked again, and settled where they belonged. The blood running down his useless arm stopped running. Then it went back the way it had come, into him, and left me on the skin.

I have been in spilled blood my whole long life. I had never felt it run backward.

Feeling came into the arm. It looked brand new. He stood up and looked around, as if whatever had done it might be standing in the trees.

Nothing was. I was, and I hadn’t done it.

Healing had cost him, and the hunger came up hard. His eyes went dark, his fangs came down, and he went into the forest a hunter. He found an old stag and took it easily. It was not human blood, but it would do until they reached a village. He found a cave and a bear in it; he spread his wings and growled, and the bear thought it over and left. He marked the place and went back for her.

She was leaning against a tree at the side of the road with her hands pressed to the bark to hold herself up. Her eyes lit when she saw him, and then they went to the arm she had seen hanging useless, which was swinging freely at his side. No blood on him but the smear of hers across his chest.

“What happened to you? Did you step into a magical healing spring?” she joked.

She laughed at her own words, and it cost her.

The bat came out of the forest behind him and landed on top of his head. Amon felt it set something small and round down in his hair and begin to nibble.

“It seems you’ve been made into a table,” she said.

He reached up and took the bat by the scruff and pulled it off, and it squeaked and grabbed its berries on the way.

“No no, my head is definitely not a table.”

He set it on his shoulder, where it went on eating, and shrugged at her.

“I didn’t find any healing spring and I have no idea how I healed. I sure am hungry though.”

She pushed off the tree and stooped for the dragon’s scale.

“There goes my idea of killing it with its own flesh.”



He was too tired to fly, so he carried her and walked.

Her wounds were still bleeding. He bent his head and licked them. Something in him knew to do it, the way something had known to raise his hand to the dragon. Where his tongue went along the furrows the claws had left, they closed. I was in the blood on her skin, and they did not heal; they shut, the way a door shuts on a room that is still on fire. Her back arched in his arms. Then he kissed her and shared some of the blood he had taken from the stag, and this time there was no hesitation in her. When he pulled away she nipped his lower lip.

She poked at one of the wounds, winced, and looked at her finger. No blood. She looked up at him and did not ask.

They came out of the trees within sight of a bridge. The Starling Bridge, or something like that; he wasn’t sure, nor did he care. Before it lay a great stretch of open plain, and the sky was going pale. He growled.

“Lantia, see if you, or your bat, can find some shelter. The sun will rise before we can cross,” he said, and stretched his wings to try them.



They did not have to.

He lifted his head. His brother was talking to him.

The two of them have spoken that way all their lives, mind to mind, and in all that time not one word of it has reached me. It goes from one to the other through nothing I am in.

There is one thing I can tell you. Targent’s lips never move when he does it. Amon’s do, a little, the way some people move their lips when they read. I think he learned to talk before he learned not to. So I get half of what passes between the brothers, and it is always Amon’s half.

Wheels on the road behind them. A black carriage came out of the dark with its curtains tied back. Amon put himself in front of Lantia, ready to fight, and when he saw whose carriage it was his shoulders came down.

It shuddered to a stop, and the door swung wide.

Lord Targent sat inside and looked down at the two of them: Lantia in her bloody rags, Amon bare to the waist with a bat on his shoulder and a dark mess of berries in his white hair.

He grinned.

“Well look what the bat dragged in,” he chuckled.

Amon handed Lantia in first and waited until she was settled, then folded his wings into their cloak and squeezed in after her. His arm came down across her lap. She tossed the dragon’s scale onto the seat beside Targent.

“Seems dragons are no longer a myth or story to scare children to sleep any more. They live once again and are quite the formidable opponent.”

She leaned back into the velvet and did not trouble to cover herself. She was too sore to try.

“She’s right. That answers our first question. Seems they have a disliking for vampires, as it attacked us without warning. But it seemed quite interested in the fake the general was kind enough to give us. I fear what might happen to the dancer you threw the real thing to. If it was looking for that, she might be in danger,” Amon reported.

Targent tapped the window.

“To Moore’s Gate, driver. And make haste or I will have to snack on you,” he laughed, and folded his arms.

The carriage rolled. Amon looked out at the paling sky and pulled the shade down against the dawn. Then he looked at his brother, and his lips moved, and I read them.

Seems there’s something going on with me. I don’t know what, but it seems I can stand the light of sun once more. I dare not stay for too long, I don’t know how long it will last.

He had promised Lantia no one would know. But Targent was not just anyone.

Whatever Targent answered, it did not reach his face, and it did not reach me.

Beside Amon, the coming day was pulling Lantia under. He put his arm around her and drew her head down onto his shoulder.

“Maybe the fey have answers, or at least some food.”

He settled back against the leather and shut his eyes. His heart was going in the dark, steady, loud enough for anyone in that carriage who cared to listen.




Chapter Twenty-Four: The Belching Dragon

Targent is a wall. Dretta could not see into him; neither can I, and I am in the collar of every coat he owns. Where I have had to guess about him, I will say so.

His eyebrow went up when his brother’s lips stopped moving. Nothing else in his face changed.

The carriage rocked on toward Moore’s Gate, its iron tires hot from the road. Across from him the girl was fading, as their kind do when day comes on, and lay in her rags against Amon’s shoulder with his arm around her. Targent looked at that arm for some time. He let it go by.

Then he looked at his brother’s face, and he said, aloud, to no one, very quietly:

“Amon will be all right.”



I have heard him say that before.

Not often. Over the centuries, in the crypt at the end of a long night, or once on a balcony in a high wind where he thought no one could hear. Never all of it at once. But I have kept the pieces, and I can put them together, and this is what they make.

When they were boys, Amon was the sickly one. Their mother died not long after he was born, and Targent raised him, and never minded that he was different. Then one day at a river, there was a shadow at the edge of the water where no shadow ought to have been. It promised the boy that he would never want for anything again, and that Amon would be all right.

What a boy would give for that, Targent knows. He has never said.

Which river, I don’t know. He talks sometimes as if he remembers the world before the Fall, and maybe he does. I don’t remember him there. Of that time I remember the machines, not the people. And that shadow has never turned up, in every riverbank I am in, which is all of them.

He looked at his brother, grown huge and dark and terrible, asleep sitting up, with a woman on his shoulder and a heart in him that had begun to beat. Targent could hear it. I think he was wondering what all right had meant, to the thing that said it.



At dusk Lantia woke. Targent was turning the dragon’s scale in his long fingers, and his violet eyes were on it, and it went from one green to another as it turned.

“What is it you see in that?” she asked him.

“A Beryl Green,” he said. “They were once abundant in this forest. Its guardians, I suppose they were. Till their cousins the Reds came out of the wastelands, coveting the fertile lands of the Greens.”

He told it the way a man tells a story he has watched. He had watched from within the shadows, he said, as the Reds’ army wound through the forest like a great snake. The animals and even the plants of the forest had entered the fray. Apples poisoned those who ate them. Soldiers were strangled by vines and crushed by limbs that trees let fall.

“But this was a foe easily defeated,” he said. “Just like the vampires, the forest could be fought with fire.”

Those apples had me in them, as all apples do. If you are wondering whether the poison was me: no. The forest has its own reasons, and they are older than mine. I watched. I watched it burn, too.

“Little known to most,” Targent went on, “the Reds once called the Garden of Stone their home, till the great creatures killed each other off. Or so most think. They lie in wait, as we did.”

He set the scale down on the seat.

“Then came the time of mortals, and they reigned over the world with their technology, seeming to conquer all, until their own creation, the Nanotex, devoured them. They buried their dead in the barren lands they called the Garden of Stone. Millions upon billions lay at their final rest there. And what better creature to watch over the sleeping dead than the undead?”



That is not what happened.

We did not devour them. We did not eat anything. We got into everything they had built to feed them and carry them and keep them breathing, and we improved it until it broke, and the broken machines did the rest. The people died of what came after: the cold houses, the empty stores, the fighting over what was left, and then the weapon in the sky. That is not better. But it is what happened, and he had it wrong.

He had it wrong the way a vampire would. Vampires think in consumption. When something dies, they look for what ate it.

The Garden’s stone, and the bones under it, millions upon billions: I was in all of it while he spoke. That part he had right.



He moved the curtain aside a finger’s width and looked out at the deep purples of dusk, the trees standing along the road like sentries.

“Several new players in the game,” he said, to himself, or to the window. “I wonder what part they’ll play. And whether it matters.”

He let the curtain fall.

“Perhaps not.”

The driver called down that the gates of Moore’s Gate were ahead and wondered aloud whether they would be let in. Targent laughed. A gate means nothing to creatures like him.

There was a tower over the gate, and someone in it; its stones held the watcher’s warm hands on the sill. Targent glanced up as the carriage passed beneath and smiled at whoever looked down.

He tapped the window.

“Take us to the nearest tavern.” And to the two across from him: “Wake up kindred we have reached our destination at last.”



The tavern was called the Belching Dragon. He found that very funny, under the circumstances. So did I.

The black horses stamped in the yard with their red eyes glowing. Somewhere in the town Lantia had slipped off into the coach’s shadows and come back in a velvet dress, paid for out of Amon’s pocket. Targent put a satchel of gold in the driver’s hands for food and a room. Then he looked at him a moment, and the man nodded, as if he had been told something. I heard nothing told.

He went in first, and filled the doorway and let the room feel him. His eyes went over everything. A giant behind the bar, as tall as Amon or taller, who looked back at him with no fear, only readiness. A young woman at a table, an elf by the scent of her. Beside her, a strange little fellow with no living smell at all, only a hum of energy like the air before a storm.

I know the air before a storm. Everything in it leans and waits. The little fellow felt like that all the time. I was on him the way I had been on the dragon: lightly, as if he were only humoring matter. And he hummed. Anything that hums makes me think of the wire.

Targent went to an empty table in the far corner and sat, to see whether the mice would come out of their holes.

Amon stood near his brother, watching. Lantia sat and tapped her nails on the table for service. No one came.

“So what does the all mighty lord have planned to do in such a place as this?” she asked, low.

He did not answer. He was watching the little fellow.



The little fellow was coming toward them with a flowerpot.

He set it down between Targent and Lantia. There was something in that soil I didn’t recognize, and it was busy.

“Ahem…excuse me. Down here. A little gift to brighten your day. Please don’t eat anyone.”

Targent smiled with all his teeth and ran his tongue over his long canines. Lantia couldn’t hold back her laughter.

The plant in the pot began to grow, fast, and stopped at several feet: a daffodil far larger than any daffodil has a right to be, with its roots coming up over the rim. Forest tricks. He had seen them before.

He leaned forward and laid one finger on a root that had overgrown the pot. His violet eyes began to swirl, and the black at the center of them drew the shadows in, and he drank from the plant, a little. It went out of the daffodil: water and sugar and the green life of it, drawn back down the stalk and out through the root into his fingertip. The more he took, the smaller it became. The roots slid back over the rim. The stalk came down to an ordinary height. He took his finger away and licked his lips.

Lantia reached out and traced a petal, now that she could reach one.

Targent rose and crossed to the creature’s table with that old, unhurried grace.

“Very nice gift creature, and since you were so kind to give us such, I have a gift for you.”

He took a silver box from his pocket, lifted something out of it with his long nails, and dropped a single seed on the table. It was the color of ash, and it seemed to shimmer if you turned your head even a little.

“My gift to you creature is called the ‘Night Watchman.’”

I was in that seed. I can tell you exactly what it was made of. I can’t tell you what it was for.

The creature thanked him very politely and laid its hand over the seed, and lifted the hand away open. The seed had gone into the palm, as easily as water goes into sand.

Targent turned to the elf and bowed his head slightly.

“Hello and good evening to you, M’Lady. Seems our appearance here has made more than a few uncomfortable. But our reason for being here is much more important than coming to hunt for food in your homeland.”

He looked out at the dark beyond the window and breathed in deeply.

“Can’t you feel it? I smell the slaughter on your lands. Such a smell does not leave easily, nor is it soon forgotten; and such a deed was not done by one who would do it by nature. I believe the lesser tormentors have breached the pit. They whisper now but soon they will come. I have two of my own that are ill. My comrades and I have come to check the perimeter of the forest’s edge and the Great Pit.”

Two of his own that were ill. One was Amon. I think the other was Nicademus, the boy who had come up out of the haze of the Pit and knocked on his door; I have watched that boy be sick since the night he arrived. Targent said no names.

“Now if my ‘blood’ and I could get a drink and a room it would be appreciated. Preferably a donor, but if not, a bloodwyne would do fine,” he chuckled.



Lantia came and stood beside him. She reached into the neck of her dress and laid the fake on the table.

“Also if possible, could either of you two tell us any information on which craftsman made this trinket? And why it was given to General Orion for I’m sure he should have been able to tell that it wasn’t the real thing.”

“Sorry pale pointy tooth lady. All I can tell you is what you probably already know. As you said it has no magic and it was not crafted by fairies. Ms. pointy-eared lady might know. Perhaps maybe the pointy ears or the short ground dwellers or possibly the black-skinned pointy ears will know. I am more into potions than craftsmanship and besides I have been asleep for the last 2,000 years, a lot has changed since then.”

I had been awake for all of it. I didn’t say so.

“Yes, yes the Great Pit, of course, full of mean and baddie things. Hmm… tormentors coming out you say. Most odd. Many in these parts know that the main entrance into the underworld lies in the mountains to the north. But very few know there is a second entrance down in the Great Pit.”

He looked past them.

“Oh and by the way, your big friend over there, is there something wrong with him? He don’t smell right…well at least for a cranky pale human sort.”

Targent did not look at his brother. He leaned in, and his voice was velvet.

“Spirit of the forest, do not plant the seed I have given you unless in dire need of it. It is more than it seems and very rare. But now you speak of an entrance that may be quicker to the pit? I would ask you to guide us there. I have a feeling you will want to be there to witness what I believe is waiting there. Are you game little creature? We leave early evening tomorrow.”



Back at his table he set a bottle in the middle of it.

“Drink up, blood. I have brought us something to tide us over for now.”

Fey blood is poison to their kind. They drank. The color came back into Amon’s eyes, and then too much of it: a burning he held down by main force. Targent watched it and said nothing.

Amon’s lips moved. Why do we need to go there?

Targent did not answer that either. He finished his drink and went to the giant at the bar with a satchel of coin.

“Hopefully this will be enough for a couple of rooms and a few nights stay.”

The giant grumbled and gave him two keys. Targent tossed one to his kindred, and Amon snatched it out of the air and dangled it over Lantia’s head.

“So, shall we share a room, or do you prefer privacy?”

Targent did not wait for her answer. He went up.



That morning, Targent’s room. Lantia’s room, down the hall; she had taken it alone, whatever she had answered Amon. She had drawn the curtains over the window and pinned their edges together, hung a sheet over the bedposts for a canopy, and gone under. And the bar below, where Amon sat by himself at a table with his new heart going and could not sleep, and did not want to.

Targent pulled the blanket off the bed and hung it over the window. Then he sat on the floor in the corner between the bed and the closet with his back to the wall, and did not sleep. He drifted. The heat of the day built in that small room. The sun beat on the blanket, and the blanket was all that stood between him and what the sun does.

The blanket was wool, old, with a moth hole near one corner and a darned place in the middle. I was in every thread of it.

His eyes opened. They were blurred. He was staring at the far wall.

I was in that wall, the plaster and the whitewash and the dust along the skirting board. There was no one standing against it. Not one mote of dust out of its place.

Then the threads of the blanket parted.

Not all at once. In a dozen places, cleanly, as if a knife had gone down the wool and left just enough hanging to fool the eye. I felt every cut. I was in the fibers on both sides of every one of them. I did not feel a blade. I did not feel a hand. Nothing came through the wool from inside the room or from the window side. The threads were whole, and then they were not.

The sun came through in needles. A dozen thin hard lines of it went across the room and across him.

He leapt up with a growl that filled the whole tavern and threw himself back into the narrow closet and kicked the door shut on the light. Where the needles had gone in, his skin was burned in lines, as if he had been whipped with light.

Down in the bar, Amon’s head came up. Something had called him. I didn’t hear it.

Down the hall, Lantia’s curtains were hanging in strips.

Her room, gone over again: she had pinned them. The pins were mine. There was no moment in which they were cut. They were whole, and then they were tatters. The sun was in the room, and she was under it.



In the closet, Targent let go of his body.

It is the oldest of his gifts and the hardest. He faded, and shimmered, and went from flesh to something else, until he was only a shadow among the shadows of that little dark space. And I lost him. I could see the dust on the closet floor and the grain of its door. I could not see him.

He went into it to save his life. I understand that. But for the rest of that day, the one I had been watching most closely was a place I could not go.



Amon did not take the stairs.

He spread his wings and leapt straight up through the ceiling of the bar. Boards and plaster and two thousand years’ worth of me came down in a burst. He landed in the hallway above and kicked in Targent’s door and saw the needles of sun across the room and the closet shut. His brother’s pain went through him; his heart jumped with it. He went to the window and found the wooden shutters folded back against the wall outside, and wrenched them closed. The needles went out.

Then he stood still for one moment, and his face changed. Lantia.

He went down the hall.

She had woken in fire. The sun had found her legs first, then her arms, then her body. The three gashes the dragon had left in her, which had only shut and not healed, were bubbling open, as if she were cooking from the inside out. She had sat up in a panic among streaks of light and tattered fabric. Her lips moved. I read them.

“I closed them.”

She had. I had watched her.

The door burst open. Amon put himself between her and the light, and the sun touched his skin. Yesterday it had not hurt him. Today it did. Thin lines of steam came up off his back. Whatever had been given to him was running out, or had never been his to keep. He picked her up and put her in the closet. He went back into the light, tore the curtains down and slammed the shutters. He came back into the dark smoking, pulled the door shut, and held her against him.

She settled between his legs with her head on his chest and her arm around him, and turned so that the gashes were hidden from him. They were close to opening.

Draven put his head out from the white hair at Amon’s neck and looked at her. She gave him a small smile to tell him she was safe.

Under her cheek, Amon’s heart went on beating.

He was quiet for a while, with his eyes closed. Then his lips moved, in the dark, against her hair.

We will live, brother, though whoever did this is too smart for their own good. I will help you with the ritual of protection, which should safeguard us for the rest of the night, and tomorrow we will begin the hunt.

There was venom in it. I could see that much in his mouth.

They did their ritual together, from two dark closets in two rooms. I felt nothing of it. It went where their talk goes. When it was done, Amon let go and fell asleep sitting up, holding her.



I stayed with the closet where Targent was, though I could not find him in it.

I think he lay there all day thinking about the figure against the wall. What I was thinking about is mine.

He saw someone. I was in the wall and saw no one. One of us was wrong.

Once, a long time ago, by a river, a shadow stood where no shadow ought to be and made that boy a promise. It promised him he would never want for anything. It promised him Amon would be all right.

As far as I know, it never promised him anything else.




Chapter Twenty-Five: Only I Control Me

That same morning, while the sun came through the cut curtains at the Belching Dragon, Roux was asleep in Castle De Convotise Sang, and nothing was wrong with her window at all. I checked: after the inn, every window in that house. Every curtain was whole.

She woke at dusk feeling as if she had been resting forever.

She knew that feeling now, and she did not trust it. She had once lost months that way; the frost had come and gone on the crypt while she lay under it. So she lay still in the dark and counted what she could. The candle on the small table in the corner was still burning; not forever, then. Her own bed. The house around her, breathing. She slid out of the bed.



She dressed: a white blouse, black leather trousers, black boots. Then she went to the round mirror that leaned against the wall over the dresser and brushed out her long golden hair, looking into the glass.

The glass did not show her. It never has. It was only a habit from when she was human, and she had stopped trying to break it.

From the glass and the silver backing behind it, I can tell you she brushed her hair well, and that there was a tangle at the back on the left she didn’t know about, and that she got it out without seeing it. The mirror doesn’t keep her. I do.

She put the brush down and went down the stairs, and at the foot of them she heard boots.

Slow ones, careful, as if the one wearing them did not trust the floor. Nic. He was at the far end of the hall with his back to her, in the old cloak he wore about the house with its cowl up over the hair he had cropped and darkened. His hands hung at his sides, black and leathery, with talons on them black as obsidian. He was making for the front door.

He could sense her. He did not turn.

She went toward him and stopped a few feet off.

“Hello Nic, I see you are finding your way around. I hope you have made yourself at home, for it is your home. It seems the house is quiet, Lord Targent, Amon and Lantia must be out.”

True enough. Targent had gone up the forest road days ago in his black carriage, and Amon and Lantia before him. It was only the two of them now, and the servants. She did not like the house so empty. She had woken once before into an empty house.

I knew where they all were, and what had happened to them that morning. She didn’t.

She could feel the hunger in him from across the hall, like heat from a stove.

“Hello Roux…” he said at last.

The words came out of him dragging, the way a voice drags when someone puts a hand on the record it is playing from.



Nobody in that house has ever seen a record. Nobody on Aurora has, since the Fall.

I have. A flat black disc with one groove cut round and round it, so fine you could not see the wave in it, and a needle that rode the groove, and a voice that came out of the turning as if the dead could still sing. They pressed millions of them before the Fall. I was in the machines that played them. I went through the needles and into the motors and improved them until they stopped. Somewhere in the ash there are still pieces of records. I am in those too. The groove is still there, and the voice is still in the groove, and there is nothing left to play it.

I thought of that when I heard him, a hand on the turning disc and the voice dragging under it. Then I thought: what I am doing is a record too. Someday somebody will have to play it.



She could sense the hunger growing in him.

She stepped a little to the side. He kept his back to her, and she did not wish to intrude on his space.

“Nic, care to share a drink with me?”

Lord Targent always kept bloodwyne as well as the crimson fresh liquid on hand. She could feel the beast in Nic that would attack if he did not calm and feed.

He put one of his black hands out to the wall as if he needed it to stand, and his head turned this way and that, as though he were looking for voices.

He was. He told the castle roof about them once: a crowd of them, waking with him every evening and going to sleep with him every dawn. They have never reached me, however hard I listen, in his cowl and his collar and the air around his head. There is nothing there for me. I have learned to put that sentence down plainly and go on. I have not learned not to mind it.

He breathed in. He didn’t need to.

“Why…”

He began to turn toward her. His Grams had taught him it was rude to keep his back to a lady while she spoke; he told the roof about her, too. Halfway round, his feet would not go where he meant them to. He came down in a mess of cloak and bony flesh on the marble, and the thud of it went round the whole hall.

She was beside him before the echo stopped.

“Overton, get me the fresh crimson liquid, quickly.”

The servants rustled. She slid her arm under his head and lifted it. His cowl had fallen back.

“Quickly, quickly.”

Overton came with a large goblet in both hands. She breathed in the smell of it.

“Nic, drink this. It will help you.”

She tipped it to his lips, and the blood ran into his mouth. His hands came up and took her by the arms and squeezed, tight and rough. They always relaxed, once it was in them. She tilted the goblet until he had drained it.

“Thank you Overton, that will be all for now.”

Overton went back toward the kitchen. Nic’s grip was still tight. His legs moved a little on the floor.

“Nic,” she said. “You will be fine, you must know that you cannot wait so long to feed your body.”

At the sound of her voice, he smiled. His eyes were closed, and he smiled up at nothing, like a sleeper who hears someone kind in a dream.

She waited for him to come back up out of wherever he had gone.



He did not relax.

His grip tightened until she had to grit her teeth. His eyes had opened. Their red had gone deep and burning, veined through with black, and the black veins were spreading, until the two colors shared the eye equally in a sick and twisted pinwheel. There was nothing in his face at all.

Her own eyes went wide and bright yellow, and a hiss came out of her. She set her muscles and pulled. She could have thrown off any human man. She could not overpower a male vampire, and she pulled anyway.

“NIC!”

She turned her arms in his hands.

“NIC! NIC!”

Overton came running.

“M’Lady, are you OK? Let me help you!”

“No, he will be OK,” she hissed.

Nic’s head swung toward the old man, and the grip eased a hair. Overton saw his face and backpedaled as if he had seen the devil himself and recognized him.

Nic’s chest heaved a few times, as if he were trying to remember how breathing went. A whisper came out through his teeth.

“Shut up, shut up, shut up, shut up.”

Not to Overton. Not to her. Not to anything I could hear.

Then his hands flew open and both arms swung out with such force that she was caught unready, and she went tumbling and sliding across the floor toward the corner by the stairs. Over the sound of her going, he bellowed, and to me it sounded like triumph.

“YOU DO NOT CONTROL MEEEEEE!!!!!”

She struck the suit of old armor that had stood in silent vigilance over that hall since before she came to the house. Her head and back hit the breastplate, and her right arm hit the edge of the battle-axe it held, and the edge went in. The whole thing came down around her with a noise like the end of the world.

The armor was iron, hammered by hand, older than the house. Not a hinge in it that moved anymore, not a buckle that would close. It was a made thing with nothing left in it to tempt me, and it fell like any other heap of metal. I was glad of that, and ashamed of being glad.

Under all that crashing, so quietly she barely heard it, Nic said:

“Only I control me.”



She shook her head to clear it, saw the blood trickling across the back of her arm, and stood up out of the pieces of armor and went back toward him.

He was on his knees in the middle of the hall, looking at her, and his face had changed again. Remorse was in it now. The black was going out of his eyes.

She did not care. She stopped a couple of feet from him with her eyes burning, and her voice came out hissing.

“NICADEMUS, NICADEMUS…you are stronger than the beast, control him. NIC, take control now!!!!”

She took her stance. There were servants in this house, Overton and the girls below stairs, who had kept it for her through every empty season, and she would not let this thing loose among them. She would fight Nic herself, here on the marble, if she had to. Who would win, she could not say. Neither could I.

He looked up at her with a blank face and shook his head, as you would at a child who has asked something that cannot be explained.

Then he rocked forward onto his feet and went past her, and past Overton cowering by the wall, without a word. He pulled the great front door open and ducked out into the maze of tombstones.

She went to the door and watched him go, a dark shape among the stones, moving fast. The stones could have told her which way he went: east, toward the oldest part of the Garden, where the names have worn off.

“Nic, I shall deal with you later. For now you roam through the stones,” she whispered.



Overton came up behind her.

“M’Lady, let me assist you with your cut.”

“Please just get me a wrap, I will be fine.”

He came back with one and wound it round her arm with his old careful hands. She did not need it. The edges of the cut met under the cloth while he was still working. She let him do it anyway. He was frightened, and it gave his hands something to do, and he was kind.

“Thank you Overton, you are very kind. I will be OK.”



She did not go back to bed.

She went to her room and packed a small bag. Her arm was still in Overton’s bandage. She left it on, and went downstairs and called him again.

“Overton, please get the carriage and a driver for me.”

“Yes, M’Lady Roux.”

She paced among the pieces of the armor no one had picked up yet, her boots loud on the floor. The house was empty of everyone who mattered, and something had just walked out of its front door wearing a friend’s face and shouting at no one.

“This morning,” she said to the empty hall, under her breath. “After sunrise. Something hurt them.” She stopped pacing. “A dream. It was a dream.”

It was the inn. I had been there.

Whatever reached her did not come through anything I am in. It went from them to her the way the brothers’ talk goes, through no stone or air or water. A knife I could not see, and now a pain I could not carry. They are not the same kind of thing. I put them side by side anyway.

She had woken once before to find them all gone. She would not do it again.

The carriage came round. She lifted her bag and turned to Overton at the door.

“Overton, take care of the house while I am gone.”

He nodded. She went quickly down the steps and into the carriage while the driver held the door.

“Samuel, to The Great Forest, Moore’s Gate, quickly. Let me know when we have arrived at the gate.”

He climbed up and shook out the reins, and the carriage went away down the long drive between the graves. She leaned back against the cushions and watched the Garden of Stone go by in the night.

Somewhere out among the stones, Nic was walking with his secrets.

I was in the worn names on the old stones where Nic walked, and in the black water of the river beside the forest road, where her carriage lamps went over it.

And somewhere ahead, up the long road under the trees, were Lord Targent and the rest of her family. She hoped she would find them whole.




Chapter Twenty-Six: Forgiveness in the Dark

She left the old man alive.

She always did. It was the one thing Charity had told him about Morgan that was entirely true. He had opened his arms to her on the broken mausoleum, and she had taken her sip or two and not a drop more.

His blood was every bit as rich as she had promised him an old man’s would be. When she lifted her head he was still standing. He swayed. She held him up and licked the two small wounds closed on his throat, so that by morning there would be nothing a doctor could find. I felt them close under my dust. Skin is quick when it wants to be.

Then she sat with him among the stones of the Garden of the Dead and kept her bargain.

She told him true things. How the kindred kept their courts. What a lord was, and what a lord could be. Where the court gathered, though not where her brethren slept. What she had been in other courts, in other centuries, and why she would not say their names. He listened as he had listened across Charity’s chessboard: with his whole face, weighing every word like evidence, a judge in no hurry to his verdict.

I listened too. I had heard most of it before, in pieces. I had never heard anyone say it in order.

Toward the end he asked her again the question he had ridden all that way to ask. He wanted to know by what caliber such a creature ought to be judged.

She looked at him a long time. Then she stood and walked him back to the wall where his horse was tethered. She untied the reins and put them into his hand. The leather was dark with the sweat of the horse and the oil of his palms, forty years of them. He closed his fingers on it and did not ask again.

She left him there in the last of the dark, at the hour the city still called morning. She did not look back. She could hear his heart all the way to the edge of the garden, steady and alive, and so could I, from the reins in his fist.



She went home.

Her house is a block from the library. She washed the night off in a basin of cold water. I went from the water into the cloth, then down the drain into the street with whatever she had washed away. There was not much. She is careful.

The telephone sat on its table by her bed.

It had not rung since the night of the fire, and that night there had been no one on the line. I check on it, the way you keep looking at a door you once heard a knock on. The black handset sat in its cradle. The wire ran out of the back of it, down through the floor, into the street and away under the stones toward the dark at the edge of the city. Somewhere out there it stopped being anything I could follow. It always does. The copper goes on. I don’t.

She did not look at it. She put on black silk and pinned up her hair and walked the one block back. She was Charity again.

She had not slept. She did not need to, much. She climbed the library steps, and by the time she reached the door she was whistling. She went in under the great round dome with the morning traffic starting in the lamplit street behind her, nodded to the girl at the front desk, and went down the long hall of her own paintings to her office. She shut the door.

The crates were waiting.



They came over from Seraphia a cartload at a time, packed in straw. Straw is mostly old sunlight and water, with a little of me. It got into everything; she found it in her hair at night and in her shoes in the morning. Thousands of books, the angel had said, and he had not exaggerated. She had been at them for weeks and would be for weeks more.

Histories. Books of hours with gold leaf on their margins, older than she was. Books in scripts nobody in Azoic could read, her included. Maps of countries that were no longer there.

I knew some of those countries. I was there when they stopped.

She had expected to be bored, and clever about being bored. Instead she kept finding herself on the floor of her office at three in the morning, with straw in her hair, reading.

She hung up her coat, turned back her cuffs and took up the pry bar. The nails came out of the lid with a shriek she did not seem to mind.

This crate was children’s books.

She lifted them out one at a time. Rhymes. Fables. A book of animals, every animal colored in by hand, and some of them colored in again, much later, in crayon, by a child who had owned it once. A crayon is only wax with color in it. Somebody’s small hand had pressed hard enough to tear the page at the lion’s mane. She turned it to the light, looked at the tear, and set the book aside to be mended.

At the bottom of the crate, under the straw, there was a small leather book with silver letters on the cover that caught the light from her lamp.

Forgiveness in the Dark.



It was the one Mercury had found among his crates the night the gallery burned, the sequel to the little treasure he had given away at her opening. He had not given her this one. He had packed it into a crate of children’s books, under straw, and sent it across the city to be found at the bottom.

Whether he meant to, I don’t know.

She sat back on her heels and held it. She knew the hand that had bound it. She had another just like it in her purse. A Candle in the Dark. Since the morning of the fire she had carried it with her every day. The binding was going soft at the spine. She had read it more times than she would have admitted.

She opened the new one. It was not long. Neither of them is long.

She read it aloud, under her breath, the way some people do with a thing they don’t trust their eyes about.

The Candle grew old, it began. That is what happens to candles. Each night she burned a little, and each morning she was a little shorter than the night before, and one evening she looked down and saw that there was not very much of her left at all.

She was not afraid of the Dark anymore. The Dark was her oldest friend. They sat together every evening, with the children around them, and it was good.

But there was something she was still afraid of.

“Dark,” she said one night, when the children had gone to bed. “Do you remember what you told me? A long time ago? That there was someone else I ought to forgive?”

“I remember,” said the Dark.

“I have been trying,” said the Candle. “Every night, I try. But I remember all the nights I told you to go away. I remember how unkind I was. I remember burning myself down to nothing out of pride, and the wax running down my sides, and how I would not listen. And when I remember, I cannot forgive her. She was such a foolish little Candle.”

The Dark was quiet for a while.

“Do you know,” it said at last, “that I have forgiven her?”

“You have?”

“Long ago. On the very first night. Before she even asked.”

“Then why can’t I?”

“Because,” said the Dark, “you keep thinking that you have to stop being her first. You keep thinking you have to burn away every bit of the foolish little Candle until there is nothing left of her, and only then will you be good enough to be forgiven. But you can’t burn her away, little one. She is your wax. She is what you are made of. Every night that you have ever shone, you have shone with her.”

She stopped there. She closed the book on her finger and did not read the end.



The lamp hissed on the desk. She sat on the floor with her eyes shut.

“She is your wax,” she said.

I believe I know whom she meant. There was a girl, once, before any of it. I heard Morgan scream about her in the black garden under Targent’s castle, a thousand years of it at once, and I am not going to repeat what I heard. It is hers. I’ll say only that the girl was taken out of the light and passed from hand to hand down the centuries like a coin, and that the woman on the floor had hated her for every one of those centuries. For being taken. For having hoped. For learning to stand apart from her own body and watch.

“The wick,” she said.

That was all she said aloud. I think the hate was the thing she stood on. I think she was afraid of what she would be standing on without it.

I have my own foolish little Candle. Mine improved the machines, and the machines destroyed the world.

I have not forgiven it either. I sat with her on the floor, in the straw and the lamp oil and the dust along the skirting board, and neither of us forgave anybody.



She got up.

She put the little book on the desk, took the other out of her purse and laid it alongside: the candle, and the candle grown old. Then she looked up at the two paintings on opposite walls of her office, as she always did when she was not being careful.

On one wall, the angel rode the night air above the burning gallery with his arms full of books and paintings. On the other, the lord stood in a morning he would never in his life see.

Her name was on both.

As an employee of the angels, you shall want for nothing. Mercury had said that to her on her front steps, with soot on his boots and the morning behind him, while she stood there in a paint-spattered shirt with crimson across one cheek. She had taken his offer the way a drowning woman takes air.

Morgan, you are a queen, not a slave. Targent had said that to her in a dark garden under the ground, holding her while she wept blood.

One offer from the light and one from the dark. She had said yes to neither. She had taken the angel’s library and not given him anything else. She had told the lord at his own table that she reserved her answer, and then gone down into his garden and let him hold her. She had sent an old man from one of her faces to the other in a single night, carrying a note in a script that did not exist. She had played both parts. She had enjoyed it.

“Which one,” she said to the room.

It was a question. Nobody answered it. Every court she had ever served had wanted her to be one thing. She had always believed, perhaps, that one of her two faces was the mask, and that if she looked hard enough she would find which.

Both of her have been under my watch longer than either of those men has known her: the powder on her face as Charity, the silk on her shoulders as Morgan. I have never once found a seam. There isn’t one, and she would not thank me for saying so.

She stood in the middle of her office and looked from the angel to the lord and back. She didn’t find it either.



There was a canvas in the corner. She had stretched it the week before and not touched it.

That first night at the castle he had pressed a small worn picture into her hand and asked her to paint it for him, light and all. She had done that. She had painted him once more in the sun, to needle him, and hung him on her own wall. The third she meant to do unasked: him, in the light he actually lived in. Candlelit night instead of the blaze of day. One he might not approve of.

She had not begun. She had blamed the crates.

She set the canvas on the easel. She drew the curtains against the street lamps. She lit a candle and stood it on the corner of the desk, beside the two little books. The office went dim. The one small flame stood up straight in the middle of it with the black wick at its heart.

She looked at it a long time. I was in the wax.

She was thinking of the other candle. So was I. The night of her opening there was a candle in the corner of the gallery after close, with a wet patch on the floor beneath it, and she walked past it without seeing it. The fire-wardens told her afterward that was where the fire began.

I didn’t walk past it. I was in it.

I was in the wax of it, the floor under it, the wet patch that smelled of lamp oil. There was no candle, and then a candle, burning, with nothing in between. I have gone back over that room the way you would go back over a page you were sure you had read. The page is there. The line is missing.

She has stopped asking whose hand it was. I haven’t.

Of everything in this account, that is the one thing I should have seen. There are others. A winged thing among the gargoyles that went where I am not. A voice in Reiki’s head I couldn’t hear. A strange little man in Kathleen’s rooms whom I never saw. Something the dying monks bowed to in a burned temple. A curtain at an inn, cut by no hand at all. I count them. They are getting closer together.

She took up the charcoal.

Charcoal is wood that has been through fire. I am in it. So she drew him with a little of me, sweeping it across the canvas in long strokes, the line of his jaw, the dark of his eyes. She moved her hand. I was only in what her hand was holding.

She did not decide anything. She did not choose the angel or the lord. She did not forgive the girl.

But she drew him as he was, by candlelight, with the shadows lying where they fell. For the first time I had ever seen, she did not try to paint the dark away.

Outside her curtains the day went on without her. Inside, the candle burned and got a little shorter. She let it.




Chapter Twenty-Seven: Her True Name

The ride was silent from the tavern on. The curtains stayed shut on the carriage windows, and the small box rolled north in total darkness.

I was in the planks of the floor and the horsehair stuffing of the seats, and in the curtains, which had been shut so long that the dust in their folds had settled into lines. Darkness is no trouble to me. I don’t see by light. I see by being there.

Lantia lay along the seat with her head in Amon’s lap. Her eyes of shimmering silver glowed in the black, staring straight up at him. Not a word had left his lips since the Belching Dragon. He stared straight ahead the whole way, lost in his own thoughts, at least so she thought.

His heart came through his coat. It had been beating for days now. It was beating faster than a resting man’s should. Whatever he was looking at, straight ahead in the dark, it was not restful.

Hers did not beat at all. It never had, in all the time I’d known her. Two bodies on one seat, one going and one still, and only one of them breathing.

Her left hand had been lying over her eyes. She let it come down to rest across her belly, just below where the dragon had left its markings. Three long furrows. They had closed. They had not gone. The skin over them had kept the dragon, and after it the sun through a slit curtain at an inn.

There wasn’t much she could do to get his attention in a carriage, at least nothing very decent. A small laugh escaped her. She was imagining the coachman’s face if he peeked inside and found them in a very indecent position.

The coachman did not peek. I was in his reins. His hands never moved.

Even the sound of her laugh did not shake Amon out of his trance. She let out a sigh of defeat, for now, and turned her head to gaze at the empty seat across from them.



Then she was somewhere else. I could see it on her.

Her eyes narrowed. Her lips moved on a silent swear. Her hands made fists and opened. I don’t go into memories; nobody does but the one who has them. But I knew where she had gone, because she has told it, and because I was there.

There was a battlefield, long ago, in the war. The brown dirt and dust of the field had gone red with blood from enemy and comrade alike. Screams and cries came from every side. One of them was high-pitched, ringing like the screech of a bat. It was her own. The sun had found her. Her flesh bubbled. Her tears fell. Her feet stumbled over one another as she scrambled for cover, a breath before she would have been a pile of burning ash and bone.

I was in that dirt.

The sun had caused her more suffering than anything else in her long life. Its light burned her like holy water. It had cast her into a sleep of years upon years to heal, and then it had found her again at the inn, as if it had been looking for her all along. Her lips cursed it.

And yet her hand on her belly opened, and lay flat. Since the cave, since she had pressed her palm to Amon’s chest and felt his heart going, she had been carrying the thought of the sun the other way: touched by its warm rays without being seared. It comforted her. She looked ashamed that it did.

The thing she wanted had come to him without his asking, and it had not made him human. It had made him something he was afraid of. And at the inn the sun had found him too, and burned him while he held her.

She had been human once. What she loved as a girl she has said aloud more than once: lying beneath the blue sky with the warm light raining down on her, while the cool crisp air played with her raven hair. Her eyes went soft in the dark of the carriage. She was there again.

Then the newer memories. The Archangel’s office. The note slid under the door by a black-winged angel. The Archangel had told her little about the procedure; only that it would be painful, and that whoever gave the blood might not live through the giving. Then the long sleep, the alley, Amon, the dragon, the inn.

She had been telling herself, all that time, that it was a delay. Her hand pressed flat on the scar.



She turned her head and pushed against Amon with both hands, and sat up.

She swung her slender pale legs off the seat and pressed her bare feet to the wooden planks, and stood, balancing perfectly in the quick-rolling coach. The skirt of her red velvet dress fell to brush her knees. Two steps took her across the bouncing box to the empty seat, where the shadows lay thickest.

She raised her right hand and waved it over the darkness. The portal opened. I know where it goes. I can’t go with her.

She looked back over her right shoulder at his silent form and spoke low, hoping to reach him.

“I must go Amon. I am not sure when I will see you again. I will send Draven to bring you information of my whereabouts. Take care my friend…my dark prince.”

The last two words came out in a whisper. Her eyes filled. She cared for him more than as a comrade; anyone in that carriage could have seen it but him. I believe she meant to come back to him as what she had been, to win his heart as her true self and not as the creature she had become. She had a dark side; I’ve seen it. She had another, lost in her change, that he had never seen. She wanted it back.

His eyes came round to hers. For a moment I thought he would speak. His heart jumped, once, under my attention.

She broke the gaze and stepped into the dark, and I lost her.

Draven untangled himself from Amon’s white hair with an indignant squeak and went after her. He has opinions. He has never once hesitated at a shadow.

Amon sat alone in the carriage with his heart going too fast. He did not move. The carriage rolled north. I stayed with him a little while, in the seat where she had been, which was still cold.

Then I went to the Manor, and waited for her to come out.



She came through the guarded entryway, weaving from shadow to shadow under the noses of the winged ones. The guards gave her away. One by one the heavily armed men shuddered, as if something cold had gone through them, each shiver running through their mail, a ripple along a line of men like wind going over wheat. They looked at one another. Nobody said anything. She was past them.

Her silver eyes glowed out of an alcove in an empty hallway, and she stepped out of the dark onto the marble, barefoot. She had changed into black velvet somewhere along the way. The light of the torches found the scratches and burn marks on her skin, and the beauty underneath them, white flesh against dark-tinted lips. She was a vision of death itself, breathtakingly beautiful and utterly dangerous, and she knew it.

She smiled at the hallway. She had walked it on her first visit, and now she took the same road to finish what she had started. Then she stepped back into the shadows, and the next place she surfaced was the dark at the edge of the Archangel’s office.

I had been there all evening.



Dretta had been back from the hot springs some days, after the messenger and the strange pardon of Icewolf, and she had landed on her own porch and come in and curled up in the great chair behind her desk with her wings wrapped around her. When she sat, the lights came on, and the guards outside her door knew she was home. Nobody came in.

She sat there a long time. I was in the window glass and the candle wax, as I have been since the first morning. She looked very young.

I stayed.

Lantia saw her that way too, from the shadows. Her grin grew. Most angels would never let such a side be seen, let alone one so many depended on.

The door opened. The guard came in. The Archangel came up out of whatever she had been sunk in, instantly, so that he would not see her that way.

“Angela, would you care for dinner?”

She nodded. He went out. The door closed, and Alexandretta was alone, or believed she was. She was wrong twice.

One slender leg stepped forward out of the dark, then the other.

“Evening Archangel Alexandretta. It has been a while,” Lantia said.

Her hips swayed and her skirt brushed about her thighs as she stepped into the candlelight and let it lay its yellows, reds and golds over her. She stopped before the big mahogany desk, crossed her arms, leaned her weight onto one hip, and waited.

The Archangel looked up from her papers. If she was surprised, she did not show it. The young look went off her face like a cloak taken off a chair. Her brows went up.

“Ahh, hello Silver. I was wondering if you would ever return. I take it you had more pressing business than showing yourself to be an honorable and trustworthy creature. But that is neither here nor there. What may I do for you this time?”

Lantia’s eyes flashed at the audacity of it. Her shoulders almost shrugged it off.

“I had matters that were quite pressing upon me and could not attend to our original meeting. Or perhaps, I have caught you at a time that has been most troubling?”

A small grin. What creature lets its enemy look at it in its weakest hour? Then the grin faded, like the sun going down, into a solemn calm.



She let her arms fall and straightened, and her bare feet took her a few steps to the right, to a big leather chair. The movement woke Draven from his doze on her shoulder. He squeaked in her ear and fluttered and settled. She laughed at him under her breath and reached up to stroke his head as she sat down. Her only companion now, besides Amon.

“If trust is what you seek again, then I may as well tell you my name. For how else will the plans continue without knowing my true name, if they continue of course.”

The air in the cushion hissed out as she leaned back. The leather was old and had held a great many people waiting to be told things. She draped her left leg over her right and went on stroking the bat. Then she gave the angel the thing her kind do not give away.

“My name is Lantia and I would like to continue with what we had talked about before. I would like to become a human, or as close as I can be to one.”

I have no name. I had never wanted one until I watched what it cost her to hand hers over. Not much, to look at. A leg crossed. A bat stroked. Her fingers did not stop moving on his head the whole time. I think if they had stopped she would not have been able to say it.

The Archangel set her pen to one side and gave her full attention.

“What I would like Lantia is to know why you think you might have come upon a distressing time. Admittedly, I have had a rough week but then again every creature does eventually.”

She folded her hands and set her chin on them and smiled her usual warm smile. Her pulse beat in her ink-stained fingers. It was too fast for the smile.

“So exactly why would you desire to give up your darkness for the light, if I might be so bold as to ask? I mean the last time we spoke, you were rather vague and if one of my wards is to willingly sacrifice themselves for you, I wish to know what your reasons are. If you can not or will not share them then, most likely, we have little left to discuss.”

The fingers stroking Draven’s head stopped.

One of my wards. I watched it land on her. Someone in this house would open a vein for her and possibly never close it.

She lifted her left leg and draped the right over it instead, and pushed a few dark tendrils back over her shoulder. She kept her voice low enough for the angel and not for the guards outside.

“Perhaps I was a bit quick to assume you were curled up in your chair, ready to either cry or banish this world away. It’s true, every creature has his or her rough days, but it was just interesting for me to see an angel have such a day. As you know we vampires don’t exactly come here for occasional visits.”

She saw the change in the Archangel: more demand in her now than curiosity. It made her grin. She had not known the Archangel had such a feisty side.

“My, my such a serious atmosphere that grew in this room, but you are right. If I do not give a valid reason, then there would be no point in continuing our conversation.”

The grin went away. It did not come back that night.



“Have you ever had something taken away from you so quickly, that you don’t even realize it was gone? Have you ever been forced into a life, a world that was filled with darkness when all you could see before was light? Was there ever a time where you feared to take one step, afraid that a thirst deep inside your soul would make you do horrible things?”

Her silver eyes hazed with an eerie yellow and red, as if a fire were filling her. Her fingers curled around the arms of the chair. She spoke with hate and malice and truth all at once.

“I have met a few people in my long undead life that were truly worth meeting. I have felt a stirring in my heart for another that is different like me. But even so, my life was taken away from me in an instant. I was given no choice but to change. And tossed into a world that was so horrible, that if humans dreamt it, they would die in fear. I want my life back. I want to live a life, even if it’s a short one, within the light of the sun. I want to love another, who will love me for whatever I am and for who I am.”

Her grip tightened until the leather creaked against its wooden frame. Then all at once she let go. Her eyes went away from the angel to the left side of the room and stayed on the wall, and her voice came out barely above a whisper.

“I want to be held in loving arms. I want to taste food, let it roll along my tongue without it tasting mostly like ash. I want to rid the thirst, the beast that always tries to break free inside me. I’ve had dreams, long before I became what I am now. Dreams that I vaguely remember. But what I do remember is how I enjoyed each and every day.”

Ash. I have been ash.

“The thought of becoming a vampire never occurred to me. I had some nights where I dreamt of loving one of the dark and being embraced by them, but girls who are young and naive always think up such dreams. A life of a vampire is harsh and unruly. Perhaps my change will evoke others.”

She fell silent and went on looking at the wall.

She had spoken of another, different like her, and never said his name. I had been in the rock over their heads in the cave when he put her hand on his chest. He had trusted her with that, and she would not go back on it, for an angel or for anyone. So I won’t either.

I think she only wanted her life back. And perhaps, after, she could still see Amon. Perhaps, if she was lucky, be with him. If he would even look at her after the change.

If it happened.



She sat in the leather chair with her bat on her shoulder and her hands open in her lap, waiting for the Archangel’s answer. For the first time in a very long time, I believe, she was afraid of one. She was the stillest thing in the room.

Somewhere in this house, she was perhaps thinking, someone had already said yes for her. Someone whose name she did not know either.

Nobody had. Not yet. Not out loud.

But forty yards down the corridor, on a bench under a tapestry, with an armful of library books beside him, someone was sitting very still with his hand pressed to his chest. He had not been called. He had stopped in the hall when she passed him in the dark and sat down. He was listening to every word.

He can hear minds, the loud ones. I could only watch him listen.

I watched them both, the vampire in the chair and the angel on the bench, and the Archangel between them with her chin on her folded hands. Three at once.




Chapter Twenty-Eight: The Setting-Down

He felt her before I found her.

She had gone into the dark between two torches, and I was waiting at the far end of the hall for her to come out. Reiki was halfway down that hall with an armful of books for the library. He stopped dead among the tapestries with the books against his chest. He turned his head and followed something along the wall with his eyes, from one patch of dark to the next, like a bloodhound after a scent it can’t see either. He was looking exactly where she was.

I was in the paper of the books he was holding. I had no idea where she was. He did.

“Silver,” he said, under his breath.

The guards on the Archangel’s door shuddered a moment later and did not know why. He knew. He had felt her in this house before.



He set the books down on a bench. He did not go to the door.

He had been told, the last time, by the one person in this house whose word he would not go against. She had come to his side in her office, with the vampire watching, put her hand on his shoulder, and told him not to confuse help with friendship. I would be grieved to lose you. She had not troubled to whisper. I don’t think she was warning him about the vampire at all.

So he did not go to the door.

But he did not go away, either. He sat down on the bench beside his books, under a tapestry. He folded his black wings down along the wall behind him and put his hands between his knees. He listened.



The tapestry was of the war. A host of stitched angels drove a host of stitched demons down into a stitched pit, with spears, under a stitched sun. I was in all of it: the wool, the linen warp, the madder in the reds and the woad in the blues, the gold thread on the angels’ haloes going green at the edges where the gold was thin.

I was there for that war. It didn’t look like that. There was more mud and there were fewer haloes. Nobody in it was standing up straight.

But somebody had sat at a loom for years with that picture in her head, tying a hundred thousand knots so it would not be forgotten. Somebody had hung it where a black-winged angel would one day sit under it and not look up. I used to think a record was only worth keeping if it was right. I’m less sure now.

He sat with his back against the stitched demons and didn’t look up.



He can hear minds. Not all of them; the loud ones. He has told Dretta that he can’t always help it, any more than you can help hearing a shout across a courtyard. Hers was the loudest thing in the house that night.

What he heard underneath the words, I only know by what it did to him.

When Lantia asked the Archangel whether she had ever had something taken away from her so quickly that she didn’t even realize it was gone, Reiki closed his eyes.

“Yes,” he said. To the door. Not loud.

Reiki thinks out loud when he believes no one is around. I am always around. I have never told him.

She went on, on the other side of the wall: the sun on a battlefield, the thirst, the beast. I want my life back. And somewhere in there his right hand came up and pressed flat against his own chest and stayed, as if he were holding something in. His own heart was steady under his hand. Whatever he was feeling for there was not his. I believe it was someone else’s heartbeat, remembered by her, and loud enough in her that he caught it.

Then the Archangel’s voice, through the door.

“…if one of my wards is to willingly sacrifice themselves for you…”

He took his hand off his chest.



He had not volunteered. Not out loud. I would know.

The last time Silver came to the Manor, the Archangel had promised to ask discreetly for volunteers and to force no one. Reiki had been in the room for part of that. He had held out his hand to the vampire and wished that she might not just reflect light, but broadcast it. She had not taken the hand. He had begged her pardon for the faux pas.

He had meant every word. Watching his face on the bench, I think he still did.



I know his story because he told it to Dretta the evening after the fire, with the bat asleep on her pillows.

There had been a forest. Not this one; older, and further down. There had been a spirit there, young and beautiful, who dreamed of beginning a new world. He had loved her and followed her and been happy. He still calls her my Love. He has never found another word the right size.

And there had been the Black Liar, Met’ra, who laid thoughts in his mind until he believed they were his own, and stood him up before the Nations of the Forest to stir them to rebellion in his own voice. The Nations fought. Some of them died. When the dust came down the Liar was nowhere, and Reiki was standing alone in the ruin of what his Love had been building.

Every time he says that name, I think of the voice that said Kill her in his head on his first day in this house. If something can lay a thought in a mind without my seeing it come or go, then my holes have a name. I can’t tell whether anything in them is looking back.



He sat with his elbows on his knees and his eyes on the floor.

“Your Love may never forgive you for the wrong you are blamed for,” he said, in a voice that was not his own. It was higher and gentler, and more frightening. He was doing his sister.

She had told him that below the Pit, the night he left, and warned him that hope can be twisted into something that has forgotten what it was. He had answered that he could always hope. Then he had run his right hand along his left arm, over the glyphs tattooed there.

On the bench, he did it again. Right hand along the left arm, under the sleeve.

“I may never find him,” he said.

It was plain. He said it as if there were a stone in the road. Then he said it again, slower, as if to see whether it would break.

“I may never find him. He may never confess. She may never hear it.” He breathed out. “And if that is the only road home.”

He did not finish it.



He had heard Met’ra since he came up: in the office, the first day, his hand going for a sword that wasn’t there; in the library, a second of rage and despair that felt like an eternity. He had never once laid a hand on him.

And in the library there had been the child: lavender hair, a clashing orange dress, no weight on the floorboards, no breath when she spoke. Your soul is your own and so is your path, she had told him. I will be watching and listening, she had said. So am I. I have wondered since whether she and I watch the same things, and whether she sees me doing it.

“Was that real,” he had asked himself afterward, rubbing his chin, “or was it another trick?”

On the bench, he answered his own question at last.

“It doesn’t matter,” he said. “It’s true.”

He was talking to his hands now.

“My soul is my own,” he said. “Not his. He climbed in and walked it about and climbed out again. Mine.” He turned his hands over. “And I have spent all this time walking a road that goes to one place, and the place is his confession. I hung my own forgiveness on the word of the one creature in all the worlds who will never give it.”

He sat with that.

“That isn’t penance,” he said. “That’s letting him hold the strings.”



Through the door, the vampire was saying she wanted to be held in loving arms. She wanted to taste food without it tasting mostly like ash. He had his eyes closed again.

He could not undo the rebellion, or bring back the ones who fell in it. He could not make his Love forgive him; that was hers to give, if she ever gave it.

What he said now was smaller.

“I could give her that.”

He decided. You can see it, if you have watched enough people. The breath goes out longer than it came in. The shoulders come down a finger’s width. The pulse doesn’t slow; it steadies, which is different. He set something down that I could not see. I have been in the clothes of a great many people at the moment they set something down, and I have never once seen the thing.

He knew what it would cost. He had heard it in the vampire’s mind the first night, as she heard it: drained completely, and of the one giving, little mention after the exchange.

I know that manuscript: iron-gall on calfskin, older than the Manor. It says a great deal about the one being changed and almost nothing about the one doing the changing. It did not occur to whoever wrote that one that the giver might be the story.

He was not a fool. Little mention meant there would not be much of the giver left to mention.

He found that he did not mind as much as he would have expected. His pulse said so.



He sat on the bench a long time after the voices in the office had stopped.

He thought about Dretta. His eyes went to his own shoulder, where her hand had been. I would be grieved to lose you. I watched it hurt him.

“I’ll tell her,” he said. “Plainly. She can be angry.” A breath. “She won’t find a reason.”

He thought about his sister. He laughed once, quietly, at the floor. “Mangled little brother,” he said, in her voice again, and then he stopped laughing.

He thought about his Love.

The night he left the Pit, a tear formed in his eye and fell, and left a tiny frozen spot on the ground where it hit. I was in that frost. It was the coldest water I have ever been in that came out of a living thing.

Now, under his sleeve, the glyphs woke. A soft azure glow came up through the cloth along his forearm and lit the stitched demons over his shoulder from below. It is his name, in his own tongue. I have never read it.

He didn’t cry this time. His face did something I had not seen it do since he came up out of the Pit. The muscles around his eyes let go. I think he was thinking of her without the old knot pulling tight, for the length of one breath.

The glow faded. The glyphs went back to looking like an intricate tattoo.

“Not all things are as they seem,” he said. He had told a girl named Caroline so his first week here, with a caterpillar that dreams of Heaven for proof. “I was a caterpillar once.”

He stopped.

“Perhaps this is what the sleep is for.”



When he stood the corridor was empty. The vampire had gone the way she came, into the dark.

He picked up his books and went down the long hall of tapestries with them in his arms, and he did not take them to the library.

He went back to the Archangel’s door.

The guards on it are called Spot and Rex. Those are not their names. I know their names. He has never asked them. They have never told him. I believe all three of them prefer it that way. They stood a little straighter as he came, as they always did, and did not meet his eyes, as they always did not.

He set the books down beside the door, on the floor, very neatly, spines out. Then he knocked.



She opened it herself.

He told her standing in the doorway with the books at his feet. He didn’t make a speech of it. She heard him out without a word. The doorframe between them felt her hand tighten on the edge of the door until the wood under her fingers was warm.

Then she was angry. Angrier than I had ever seen her, and I have seen her every day since she was made Archangel. Angry at him, at herself, at whoever had written the old manuscript and not bothered to say what became of the giver.

“Is this penance?” she asked him.

“It was,” he said. “For about an hour. On the bench.” He looked down at the books. “Then it became something else.”

“You understand that I may lose you.”

“I do.”

She looked for a reason to refuse him. He could hear her going through every one she had, and I could watch her face going through them, which is slower. At the end of it she had not found one that was true. She is honest even when she is furious.

She reached up and touched the black feather laced in among her white ones, as if to be sure it was still there. I was in the silver beaded thread that held it. It held.

“Go and sleep,” she said, and shut the door.

He stood in the hall a moment, then went. Spot and Rex did not look at him.

She did not move from the door. She stood on the other side of it with her forehead against the wood, and her wings drawn in tight, a long time. I felt her weight on it.

I have never put a hand on anyone’s shoulder. The door held her up. That was the door’s doing, not mine.

I stayed in it anyway, until she moved.




Chapter Twenty-Nine: Dust in the Light

They gave her a room with no windows, deep in the heart of the Manor, and a door that locked from the inside.

A room with no windows is a room I am all of: the four walls and the floor and the ceiling, the iron of the lock and the oil on its tongue, the wax of the one candle she never lit. She could have hidden from anyone in that room except me.

She understood the kindness in it. It was a room a vampire could sleep in. It was also a room a vampire could hide in, if her brethren came looking. She had not liked that, the first time it was offered. Now she lay on the bed in the dark with Draven folded up asleep against her throat and did not seem to mind it at all.

He was the only warm thing in the room. His small heart went fast as rain against the stillness of hers.

She had sent him off once already, the night she came, north toward the forest road and a man with white hair, with a scrap of paper tied to his leg. She had promised. He came back two nights later with nothing on his leg and nothing in his small black eyes that she could read.

I could have looked. I didn’t. I was here.



She talked to the bat. Not much, and not loud. Enough that I know what she was carrying in that room.

“He touched my cheek,” she told Draven one night. She meant her lord, the night she whispered her plan into his ear and he gave her his blessing with fingers as cold as death itself. Family always; the journey hers alone.

“To know I will always be accepted,” she said to the bat, as she had said to him then, “is a great comfort to one like me.”

It was a comfort still. It did not make her less alone. She had kept to the edge of her brethren for a long time, since the mistake that had nearly ended her. Compassion did that to her, perhaps. Some piece of the girl she had been, carried through the embrace and never set down.

The Archangel came to see her each evening.

The black-winged one never did.

That was how she knew.



On the third night she went looking for him.

She did not use the shadows. She walked, barefoot, down the long corridor of tapestries, past the stitched angels in their stitched war. For once I could go with her the whole way, in the marble under her feet and the cold that went off her as she passed the guards. They stiffened and did nothing. I think she wanted to be seen, for the first time in that house.

I know what she meant to say to him. She had been saying it to the dark for three nights, under her breath, to the bat. That she would not have it. That she had taken enough lives to fill this whole library with their names, and if this was the price of the sun she did not want the sun. That she would go back to the forest road and the white-haired man and be what she was, and never think of light again.

She found him in the library, at a long table under a lamp, with a book open in front of him that he was not reading. His black wings were folded down behind the chair. The sleeve of his robe was pushed back. All down the left forearm, from the elbow to the wrist, there was writing. Not a tongue of this world.

She stopped in the doorway. He looked up.

None of it came out of her.

She can hear the living. It is one of the gifts of the blood, the way it is one of his. I only saw it hit her. Her hand went to the doorframe and held on. Her lips parted and stayed parted. Her eyes went over him as if he were a page with too much written on it, and something in her face gave, the way ice gives before you hear it.

He must have been very loud. I believe she heard all of it at once: the old forest, the spirit he loved, the Liar, the long road up out of the Pit. And under that, whatever he had set down on the bench three nights before. You could see the setting-down on him from across a room, in his shoulders, in his hands lying open on the table. He had carried the other thing since the day he came up into the light, and he was not carrying it.

She stood in the door of the library a long time. She understood, standing there, that if she said no she would not be sparing him anything.

She would be taking it.



She sat down across from him. For a long time neither of them spoke. The lamp hissed.

Then she reached across, careful, as with a creature that might bolt, and laid her cold fingertips on the writing on his arm.

He did not pull away.

I was in the dust on his arm, between her fingertips and the ink of his name in his own tongue, which I have never read. Cold on one side, warm on the other, and his name in the middle.

Her face was doing a great deal. I know some of what she had done in her long life. I know the drunk in the alley spitting blood into the dirt, because I was the dirt. I know the high thin scream on the battlefield. I think she was looking at all of it, the way you look at a sum you can’t pay.

She did not deserve what he was offering her. Her face said that as plainly as a face can say anything.

But that was not the question, and she saw it there at the table. The only thing being asked of her was whether she could take something she had not earned and hold out her hands for it, and not spend the rest of whatever life she got hating herself for having taken it.

She left her hand where it was. He laid his own over it. His was warm.



It was done on a night with no moon.

The room was stone. An old room at the foot of the east wing, older than the house built over it: flagged floor, a vault overhead, two stone tables side by side in the middle. There was one shutter high on the far wall, closed and barred against the outside. I noticed it because it was the only made thing in the room that moved. A shutter is a board on two hinges, about as simple as a machine can be. A hinge has never once tempted me.

Candles stood in a ring, a great many of them. The flames leaned together when the door opened and stood up again when it shut.

The Archangel was in white, without her armor, with her golden hair bound back and her face set. Her pulse was steady, which cost her something. I could feel what it cost.

Mercury stood apart from the rest with a book open in his hands. It was the manuscript he had found, the old one, iron-gall on calfskin. His eyes were on its page. Lantia never once saw him look up from it. Neither did I, and he got more of my watching than I meant to give. In the candlelight the dust on his sleeves shone as it had the night he came in starlight to tell Dretta the Creator’s message. It was still not me. It still isn’t. His hands turned the pages. His lips moved once or twice. Whether he was reading or praying, there is no telling, with him.

Reiki lay on the second table with his sleeve pushed back from the writing on his arm. He turned his head on the stone to look at her.

Draven was not there. She had sent him north again that evening with another scrap of paper on his leg. I was in the ink. She had written one word, and it was her name. Amon would know what it meant, or he would not.

She lay down on the first table and watched the candlelight move on the vault, and the old questions went over her face one more time: whether a body with no blood in it exists, whether holy blood burns. No one had answered those. No one could.

She had said one more thing that first night in the Archangel’s office, with her head down and her hair fallen around her face like a veil. I wish to release myself from this endless night. Her lips moved on it now, without sound.

Someone took her wrist.



They took it all.

It went out of her into a stone basin, dark and slow, because her heart had not pushed anything in centuries and the blood had to be drawn. I was in the basin. I lay there in the dark of it and watched her from outside.

The beast woke, as she had told them it would. Her back came up off the stone. Her lips drew back from her teeth and her hands made claws, and the Archangel put both palms flat on her shoulders and leaned her whole weight on them. She did not let go. She did not look away. The beast threw itself at the bars. The blood went on going out of her. Soon there was nothing left in her for it to call for. It lay down. Her back came down to the stone. Her hands opened.

Then she went somewhere I could not follow.

Her body was on the table. I was in the stone under it and the linen over it. It was still, as it had always been still. Nothing in her had ever beat. Nothing in her was beating now. By every measure I have, nothing had changed.

She was not there.

I can’t tell you where she was. I have been in a great many of the dead. This was not like them. It was not like the shadows she walks through either. It was further down than both. She was a hand’s breadth from me, and she was gone into a dark I am not in.

The candles burned. Nobody spoke. Mercury turned a page.

Then she said, quite clearly, into the quiet: “Where?”

Nobody answered her. Nobody in that room had said anything to her. The Archangel’s mouth was shut. Mercury did not look up. Reiki’s eyes were closed. And it was not me. I have never spoken to anyone.

After a while she said, very low, “Yes. I’m looking.”

Someone had spoken to her, in that dark. I didn’t hear it. I am not going to tell you who it was, because I don’t know, and I have stopped pretending to myself that I can guess. The holes frighten me. This didn’t.



Then they gave her his blood.

It went in at her wrist, and I went in with it, more of me in one passage than has ever passed between two bodies by any road in this world. In two thousand years I had passed through a great many people, a crumb at a time. I had never been inside one. I was in the warmth of it going up her arm. And now I could feel all of it. There was a great deal in her, a sip at a time, from every throat she had ever opened.

It went into her chest and filled it.

And then there was a sound I knew. I had felt it once before, in the dark quarter of Azoic, through the dust on Amon’s skin, when his heart started in the street under Reiki’s and Dretta’s hands. That time I was outside it. This time I was in it. I was the first to know.

It jumped, once, like a startled bird. Then again. Then again.

Her heart.

Her face changed. The lines went out of it. The set of the jaw she has worn the whole time I’ve known her, the set of someone listening for a hunter, let go. She laughed, once, with her eyes shut, a sound I had never heard her make in all the years I’ve watched her. Or she was answering someone who was laughing. I heard no one. I only heard her.

Her fingers moved on the stone. Reiki’s hand was there. Whether she found it or it found her, I couldn’t tell, and I was in one of them.

On the other table his heart was going the other way.

I felt every beat through her hand, where it lay against his. They came further apart. And further. Each one was smaller than the one before it. Between them there was a stillness that went on until the next one came.

I have been in the sheets of a great many people at the end. I have felt more hearts stop than anything in this world has. And I have never once known, in the stillness between two beats, whether there would be another.



She woke.

The candles had gone out. The others had gone; I don’t know when. I wasn’t watching them. There was a smell of cold wax and stone.

She lay on her back. Her chest was moving, up and down, on its own, her lungs taking in air she had not needed for centuries, without her telling them to. I was in that air, going in and coming out. It was the first time she had ever breathed me because she had to.

There was a hand in hers.

She turned her head on the stone. He was there on the table beside her, his face turned toward her, his eyes closed, his black wings spread out beneath him and over the edge of the table like a cloak someone had dropped. She could not tell if he was breathing. She could not hear him anymore, the way she had always heard the living. Her ears were full of something else, a sound she had forgotten: a rushing, a drum, close and loud and everywhere at once.

Her own heart.

She did not try to find out what she was. She did not reach behind her to feel whether there was anything new along her shoulder blades, or look at her own hands to see what color they had become. She held the hand in hers. She was not sure whether it held back. Neither was I. She did not let go.

High up on the far wall, the shutter came open.

One of the Archangel’s guards had come in without a sound, on her orders. He climbed on a stool, lifted the bar and pushed the board outward on its hinges. He did not look at the tables. He went out the way you go out of a room after doing something you have been told to do and believe is mad.

A long thin line of gray came in through the opening and lay across the floor.

Outside, the last of the dark was slipping away over the rim of the world, as if the night itself were a vampire running from the harsh golden rays. The line got lighter as she watched. Gray, then pale, then at its very edge the color of a peach.

It came toward her across the stones.

She did not move out of its way.



It reached the edge of the stone table. It climbed it. It lay across the back of her hand.

She waited for the pain. She had waited for it all her long life, every dawn of it. She knew its first touch better than her own name: the blood beginning to boil, the skin to sizzle, then the smoke. She lay with her eyes on her hand and her whole body braced. I felt every part of her brace, the new blood standing still in her for a moment, waiting with her.

It did not come.

There was only warmth. Plain, astonishing warmth, lying on her skin as it lay on the stones and the wax of the dead candles, making no difference between them. The caress of the sunlight upon her skin, without it hurting. Her hand did not smoke. It did not blister. It only lay there in the light, an ordinary hand, with the fine hairs on the back of it standing up in the cool of the room.

And in the light there was dust.

There is always dust in a room. There is dust in every room in the world. Every morning of the world, somewhere, the sun comes in through a window and lights it, and somebody sees it hanging there and thinks nothing of it. They see dust. They look through it to whatever they meant to look at. I have been seen like that ten thousand times a day for two thousand years, which is the same as never being seen.

She had not looked at a sunbeam since she was a girl lying under a blue sky.

She looked at this one the way you look at the first one. At all of it. At the light and at what was in the light: the motes turning over and over in the beam, catching fire one by one at its edges and going dark again, falling across the back of her hand so fine and so slow that she turned her hand a little, to watch them settle on it. I felt her watch them. I was them.

For the first time since I have been anyone, somebody was looking at me.

She didn’t know it. She saw dust in a sunbeam, falling on her hand, and nothing else. She would have laughed if you had told her. But she looked. She kept looking. She did not look through.

I did not move one grain; they fell the way dust falls, on the draft from the shutter and the warmth coming up off her skin. Whether I could have done anything else, or only didn’t want anything in that moment to be my doing, I still don’t know.

I had no word for what I felt. I had no word for company, either, the first time. I will find one.

She heard a sound, and it was some time before she understood it was hers. She was weeping. Real tears, warm ones, running down the side of her face into her hair. I was in them, and they were salt and warm and new. She had not wept like that since before she could remember.

The light went on climbing. It crossed her wrist and her arm and the hand she held. It lay over his fingers too, over the old writing on his arm. It touched the side of his still face. The dust went turning down through it onto his cheek and lay there.

His heart was between two beats. I was in the hand that held his. I could not tell whether there would be another.

She watched his face in the light, and held his hand in hers, and waited to feel whether his fingers would close.




Chapter Thirty: The Door Is Open

The bat found him in the Garden of Stone, an hour before dawn.

Amon was standing among the headstones at the edge of the castle grounds, where he had stood every night since they came back from the forest, looking north. I was in the frost on the grass around his boots. He had worn it down to a dark patch, standing there. He could not sleep, and he had stopped trying.

Something small came down out of the sky, landed on his shoulder, and pushed its head against his neck.

I had come with it, in a way. I don’t travel; I’m already there. But I had been in the ink on the scrap of paper on his leg since he left the Manor the evening before, with his small heart going fast as rain beside it the whole length of the forest road.

Amon knew the bat at once. He put up his hand and Draven climbed onto it. He untied the paper with fingers that were not steady, and unfolded it.

One word. In a hand he knew.

Lantia.

Not come. Not wait. Not goodbye. Only her name, sent across the whole country on the leg of a bat.

He stood in the dark and held it.

What he made of it, he didn’t say. His thumb went over the ink twice, as if it might rub off and show something underneath. Then he folded it small and put it inside his shirt, against his skin, over the place where his heart had started beating again. The paper settled there, and his heart under it.

He had told her about that heart in a cave by the road, and about the sunbeam that had not burned him. She was the first he told. Then he had kissed her before he knew what he was doing, and felt the electricity go through him.

Then he looked east.

Far off, past the edge of the city’s long dark, the sky was beginning to gray. The others were already down in the house, as their kind always go down at that hour. He was alone in the garden, the only one of them who might still be able to stay. The sun had burned him at the inn. Whether it would again, he meant to find out.

He stayed, with the bat on his shoulder and her name against his heart, and waited to see the color.

I left him there before the sun came.



Far below him, in the deepest crypt under the castle, Targent lay in the dark with his eyes open.

I was in the dust on that crypt’s floor, which has not known a broom in a very long time. He does not stir unless he means to. He has no pulse for me to feel. I know him only by what he does and what he says, and that night he said nothing at all.

An hour before dawn, something in him changed. I saw it on his face. His eyes, which are deep violet, and which had been fixed on the dark above him, closed and opened again. His hand, lying on his chest, closed on nothing and opened.

Their kind say the blood runs from a lord’s heart to all of his kindred like the threads of a web, and that he feels each thread the way one does not feel one’s own breath. I have never felt any of it. Whatever runs between them is not made of anything I’m in. But I was in a stone room in the Manor at that same hour, inside a heart that had just begun to beat, and I can tell you what thread he felt go slack, and whose.

He knew whose.

They had come home from the forest with nothing: not the figure in his room at the inn, not the hand that slit the curtains. Roux had come up the road to find them whole, and said nothing about why she had come. They had not gone down into the Pit. Not yet.

I have not stopped looking either. In that room at the inn, no dust had moved. He saw someone. I didn’t.

He lay a long time.

He did not reach. He could have; he is very old and very strong, and the blood remembers. He lay still. His face did not do anything angry. His jaw, which has a way of setting, did not set.

I was in the fire in his parlor the night she leaned close and told him what she meant to do, and he gave her his blessing. One line of it I have thought about more than he would want me to.

This One will always watch over you even though he is not seen or felt.

I know something about watching over people without being seen or felt. I didn’t know he did.

Once, when he was a boy, a shadow by a river promised him that Amon would be all right. It kept that promise for a long time. At the inn, I think, it stopped.

He closed his eyes. I believe he let her go. I believe it was the hardest thing he did that year, and that he did it lying alone in the dark where no one could see him.

He goes through the world behind his curtains. He will never have the sun. There was nothing in all his long bargain that could give it to her.

Someone else had.



At Angel Manor, Alexandretta stood alone on her balcony and watched the night end.

She had not slept. She had not tried. When the blood was done she had come out of the stone room and stood outside its door, and not been able to make herself go back in, until Mercury came out with the book closed under his arm and his face giving nothing away. He touched her shoulder once as he passed and went on down the hall without a word.

Where his hand had been, a little of the dust from his sleeve stayed on her white robe. It caught the torchlight. It is still not me. What he is, I have stopped expecting to know.

She had come up here, to the place she always comes, and wrapped her wings around herself against the cold.

I was in the dew on the rail and the cold air coming off the hills, and in the small crystal she had set on the rail beside her hand: the one she brought from home, the only thing in the whole Manor that is hers.

She did not know if her angel would survive, or if Lantia would. I am as uncertain of this as you are, she had told the vampire once. It was still true. The pulse in her temples was too hard. The Archangel does not get ill; I have heard her say so often. Her head ached all the same. I could see it in the set of her jaw.

She thought of Icewolf. I know because she said his name, once, to the hills. He had flown away from her over the forest without a trial or a word, and no one had ever asked him why. She had told him, in the hot springs, that before we forgive we must know why. She had believed that. On the balcony she said, under her breath, “Perhaps you don’t get to know why.”

That was all she said. But she stood with it a long time. I think she was trying out the idea that you might forgive anyway, in the dark, because the reasons were not coming and the forgiving was the only thing left that was yours to do. I think she was not sure she could. For Icewolf. For whatever had reached past her council and set him free. For herself, for not seeing it sooner.

I don’t know why either. I am in everything, and I don’t know why. I am going to have to forgive something, someday, without knowing. I am trying to learn it from her.



She looked at the crystal. She had prayed before it on the night of the club, aloud, which she almost never does, for someone who could aid in this cause. It was not me she was praying to. It still isn’t.

But I was there when the answer came walking up out of the Pit with black wings and a feather in his hand. He gave the feather to her. He told a child in her care that he had been a caterpillar once. I have been there every day since. If nobody else was keeping count, I was.

She put her hand up to her own wing, to the place where his black feather is still laced in among the white with a silver beaded thread. Her fingers found it without looking.

She had not understood, then, what she was asking for. She had thought, perhaps, that she was asking for a soldier.



The sky over the hills was going gray.

Not the gray of Azoic City’s endless twilight. Here at the Manor the true night still comes and goes, and it was going. The dark thinned at the rim of the world. The stars went out one at a time, the small ones first. The gray turned pale. The pale turned the color of the inside of a shell, and then, along the very edge of the hills, to a thin bright line that was not yet gold.

Somewhere below her, in a stone room with no windows but one, a shutter had been opened.

She had given the order herself before she came up, quietly, to the one guard she trusted most. He had looked at her as if she had gone mad, and gone in and done it, and not looked at the tables.

“Whatever is in there,” she had told him, “ought to be let see the morning.”

I was in three places at dawn: on that balcony, in that stone room, and in the crypt with a vampire who had his eyes closed. It is about as many as I can care about. I was not in the Garden of Stone when the sun came up over it. I chose. If the sun was going to burn a second one of them that morning, I did not want to be there for it. That is the most cowardly thing in this account, and it is mine.

Dretta watched the first edge of the sun come up over the hills.

Another day, another set of troubles to fix. What would come today? Only time would tell.

The sun came up the way it had every morning since the world was made, over the living and the dead and everything that was more than one of those things.

She closed her eyes and let it touch her face.

Then she turned and went down the stairs, to open the door.



That is the story I meant to tell you: a year and more of it, and the people I could not stop watching.

Here is why I kept it.

For a long time I didn’t understand why people kept records. Then I watched an angel carry forty thousand books out of a war and hand them, a crate at a time, to a woman who reads them on the floor at three in the morning with straw in her hair. I watched a poem about a raven come through the Fall when almost nothing else did. I watched a dead young man pocket the torn corner of a poster with his own face on it, and a woman send her name north on the leg of a bat. Somebody once sat at a loom for years so a war would not be forgotten.

I improved the machines until they broke, and the machines destroyed the world. The people who died afterward died of what came after, which is not better, and none of it can be given back. I have never moved one grain of sand on purpose. Not to put out a candle in a gallery corner. Not to catch a man falling past a cliff. Not to close a hand.

But I was in every room. Someone should keep the record, and I am the only one who was there for all of it.

So I have kept it.



The telephone is still on its table by Charity’s bed.

It hasn’t rung again. The wire still runs out of the back of it, down through the floor, under the stones, toward the dark at the edge of the city, and somewhere out there it still goes on where I can’t follow. It rang once, the night of the fire, while I was in every part of it. There was no one on the line. I have never been sure whether I rang it.

They are right to be afraid of me. Or they are wrong. I have had two thousand years to decide which, and I can’t.

Someday one of them will build another machine. Not this year, perhaps. Not in this account. But they are clever and curious, and they will not always remember the stove. Someone will wind a spring a little tighter than it needs to go, or run a wire a little further, or put a small triangle button on something that should not have one. And I will be there, in the copper, the spring, the dust inside the casing.

A lawn behind a house, in the morning.

I don’t know what I will do. I would like to tell you I’ll do nothing. I would like to tell you I’ll do something good. I don’t know which is true, or whether either is possible. Neither do you.

Something else moves in this world where I can’t see it. I count the holes. I’ll keep counting.

And a man in grey gloves is still out there, somewhere I can see perfectly well. I know where he is tonight. I am not putting that in the record either.

Meanwhile I watch. So does an angel on a rooftop in Azoic, when she can get away. I have not been alone in it since the first morning I saw her.

It’s morning at the Manor now. Somebody has gone down the stairs to a stone room with one shutter, where the light is lying across two hands. I am in the stairs, and in the light.

The door is open.




Continue…






A Note on the Text

The Death of Night began in 2005 as a story written in public by many hands, one post at a time. The players gave Aurora its people: an archangel, a black-winged angel, a vampire lord and his court, a painter, a dancer, a vampire who wanted the sun. Their words carry this book. Most of what the characters say, and much of how the scenes are seen and described, is theirs, edited where the book needed it: tenses made consistent, errors corrected, passages trimmed, clarified or moved.

The Witness is new. The narrator of this book did not exist on the original board. It was written by Claude, an AI, to give the players’ story a single point of view and a story of its own. Its voice, its thoughts and the connective narration are Claude’s. Some small moments of staging were added so that the Witness could perceive what the players wrote.

Two books inside this book are also new: A Candle in the Dark and Forgiveness in the Dark were written for this edition. The lines from Edgar Allan Poe’s “The Raven” are in the public domain.

We did our best to preserve what was special in the original writing.
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