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CHAPTER ONE

The Last Night

 

Everyone with any sort of name for themselves in Daelan City had come out to the Ninth Gate to celebrate the turn of the year in style. Collared imps poured drinks and quietly pressed harder diversions into the palms of patrons that knew the right words or had enough sigils to get them.

Madame Haywood walked among the party goers, all smiles in her short beaded dress with a long cigarette holder perched between her fingers. Shoeshiners, hellhounds and the aristocracy alike were mingling tonight, half of them zozzled and most of the other half rosy-cheeked. Dancers had kicked up the black and gold confetti on the floor and it glittered in streaked spirals underfoot.

And of course, Callum Trezza was starting a fight.

“Do you have something you want to say to our faces, Hellhound?” he asked, folding his arms. The man eased himself to a stand and turned around to face him. Callum was about 5’8”, a little on the short side, with broad shoulders and a lean torso that looked good in a suit. This man had almost two feet on him with arms the rough thickness of young trees and hands Callum would fully believe had been used to crush metal.

“I didn’t think it was anything to make a fuss over,” the man said. He sounded perfectly calm and that only made the whole thing worse.

“You start talking about my mother and you don’t get to decide if it’s worth making a fuss over or not,” Callum said.

“Your mother had a life long before you, kid,” he said, an edge coming into his voice. Even out of armor, the Hellwatch Captain was intimidating. His hair had gone prematurely grey from the stress of the job, but he was in better shape than any man his age had the right to be.  Callum didn’t know his name, everyone just called him Barghest.

“And water is wet,” Callum said, narrowing his eyes. “It’s still rude to talk about people who ain’t in the room.”

“She had every chance to be here same as everyone else,” Barghest said.

“Oh, she will be,” Callum said. “Watch yourself, don’t think she won’t find out.”

“Well good, because I wasn’t saying anything bad about her,” Barghest said, raising a brow.

“Like hell you weren’t,” Callum said. The whiskey he’d been pounding all evening burned in his veins like gasoline in one of those Charonese street cars. His right hand curled into a fist, and he didn’t remember making a conscious decision to do it.

The fire he was building in his arm went out in a second as a soft, small hand wrapped around his fist.

“There you are, Trezza,” a woman’s voice said. “Come on, some old school friends want to talk to you.”

He looked over to see a familiar face. He and Tess Cassander had been friends as kids, in the same year at school before they’d graduated and she’d gone on to the summoner’s academy. They still lived in the same neighborhood but it had been a long time since they’d talked every day.

Callum vaguely heard Barghest grumble something as he sat back down. The anger churned in his chest, but Tess already had him and she was pulling him away to the other side of the crowd.

Her hair was a fall of coal black curls that fell just past her shoulders and her eyes were so dark he could barely tell where the pupil ended and the irises began if he was really looking hard. She released his hand as they slowed to a stop outside, near the doors.

He could feel the bite of winter in the alley outside, but it hadn’t started snowing, yet. They stood in a pool of light cast by a wisp lantern. Tess gave a little shiver as she buttoned her fur-lined coat.

“Butt me,” she said, leaning against the wall. Callum obliged her, fishing a pack of cigarettes out of his pocket and passing her one. He snapped his fingers, a plume of flame appearing over them and Tess lit her cigarette off of that. “You shouldn’t go picking fights with the Hellwatch, they’ve got enough reasons not to like you already.”

“The hell is that supposed to mean?” Callum asked, lighting his own cigarette and tucking the pack away.

“Oh, of course none of the rumors are substantial,” Tess said, raising a delicately shaped eyebrow, “but no doubt the Hellwatch has heard them? You know, those rumors that your family are in the shoeshining business?”

Callum glanced around before returning his eyes to her under furrowed brows.

“That’s what I thought,” Tess continued. “It isn’t wise to go picking on him.”

“He was talking about my mother,” Callum said.

“Didn’t he used to work with her?” Tess asked.

Callum grumbled and took a long drag from his cigarette.

“Alternatively you could quit being so reasonable and let me be angry,” he said. “I’m all geared up for it.”

“And you’re going to get yourself in trouble,” Tess said. Her dark eyes glittered, reflecting the wisp light. “Be good. Be better.”

Callum took a moment just to puff on his cigarette and watch her. Tess took a casual hit and watched him. Her face was passive, calm, and completely unyielding. He could feel his neck turning red.

“I’ll try,” he said. “No promises.”

“All I can ask,” Tess said, laughing. She looked like she was going to say something else when another man came up behind her.

He was in a suit, too, but a nice grey one that brought out the blue in his eyes. His hair was cornsilk blond and cut short, combed back out of his face. He eyed Callum with disdain. At least Callum could enjoy watching him try to pretend he wasn’t cold; bastard had forgotten to grab a coat on the way out.

“What are you doing, Tess? I thought you said you’d be right back,” he said. His eyes never left Callum’s. Cal, meanwhile, felt that knot of anger forming in his chest again.

“Having a conversation with an old classmate, Alban,” Tess said, looking at him over her shoulder. “How kind of you to come looking for me after…”

She checked her wristwatch.

“Ah, ten minutes. You waited longer than I expected.”

“You came here with me,” he said. “What are people going to say if they see you talking with this…?”

“This…?” Tess asked. “You didn’t finish your question, Alban.”

His face burned scarlet.

“You know what I meant,” he said.

“I don’t,” Tess said.

“He’s a criminal,” Alban said. He at least had the decency to lower his voice.

“Standing right here,” Callum said. “And my house is bigger than yours.”

Alban pursed his lips for a moment and went to hook an arm around the small of Tess’s back.

“You’re going to take your hands off of me before my hand slips and I put this cigarette out on your collarbone,” Tess said.

“Isn’t she just the funniest?” Alban asked, dryly.

Tess moved for him with the lit cigarette and Alban withdrew, taking a quick step back away from her.

“I’m sure your father will love hearing about this,” he said.

“Are you threatening her?” Callum asked, raising a brow. Smoke was starting to rise from the cuff of his sleeve.

“Go ahead and tell him,” Tess said. “He probably wants to see you more than I do right now anyway.”

Alban’s eyes narrowed. Callum pushed off of the wall and started for him. He took a step back and started to walk away, glaring sidelong at the pair of them.

“Who was that joker?” Callum asked.

“Alban Geist,” Tess said. “His family are moving up in the world and thinking linking themselves with mine would be a good move politically. He was charismatic enough to charm my father, but he overextends his reach at every turn and that does not make for a good businessman or a good mayor. Money will only take you so far. Don’t worry about it, I’m not having him.”

Callum snickered.

“Yeah, you just let me know if you want his ass handed to him,” Callum said.

On the other side of the room, Cal could see through the glass that Alban was having a word with Henri Cassander, who looked over at Callum and Tess with a dark expression. Tess had inherited his dark coloring, skin hair and eyes, but her face looked nothing like his. Tess’s eyes glanced that way, but she didn’t turn her head or give any other sign she’d noticed at all.

“For the time being though maybe it’d be best if I got out of your hair, it looks like Papa’s on the war path,” Callum said.

“When is he ever not?” Tess asked, chuckling. She took one last drag of her cigarette and leaned over to put it out on a tray, taking the moment to whisper to Callum as she did so. “You stay out of trouble, you hear me? I’ll be in touch.”

With that, she stepped away and walked leaving the lingering scent of hyacinthe and honey in her wake. Callum put his own cigarette out and moved away from the door before he could get into trouble again. Something about the combination of that cigarette and all the whiskey wasn’t agreeing with him, anyway.

With the door closed, the roar of the party sounded distant and dull. Wisplight lanterns set the street outside the Ninth Gate aglow in a pretty blue cast that made the red bricks almost mauve in the night air. It was one of the few streets in Daelan City that would have been wide enough to drive a car through. That kind of space was rare enough here that the wealthy settled for the suspended tram system along the rooftops while the poorer people of the town crammed their bicycles and motorbikes along the outer walls of buildings plastered with bold-lettered posters proclaiming the dangers of unlicensed summoning.

The smell of burned rubber clung to the air and sent Callum’s stomach swirling even harder as he stumbled into one of the alleys across the street.

A tumble of stomach acid and whiskey spattered the bricks running in sickly orange rivulets in the mortared cracks between them. It tasted foul, and he could feel the burning sensation in the back of his soft pallet where some of the vomit had tried to come up through his nose.

It was disgusting, and he hated it, but he had felt worse before it happened. The sounds of footsteps behind him broke him out of his thoughts, and he whipped around to face whoever was approaching him. He expected to find Alban, or maybe even Barghest. What he got instead was a hooded figure with a gleaming sigil-inlaid knife.

He barely noticed when the knife went in. The pain came on slowly, flaring between his ribs. The heat he’d felt only moments before that fueled his anger went out in a rush of cold.

“The hell?” Callum breathed. He looked down at the hilt sticking out of his torso.

This wasn’t right.

He pulled for fire, shoved out at the person, and the next thing he knew the brick floor had come rushing up to meet him. He could feel something warm against his face, a pair of lips whispering into his ear.

“You have to trust me,” the woman said. “You’re going to be fine but you’re going to have to sleep for a while, okay? Don’t worry. I’ve got you.”

As the world swayed and lurched around him, he realized he believed her. Everything went black.

 

There was a little fenced in patio behind the Ninth Gate, and with all of the fuss inside bringing in the new year, it was practically deserted. The cherry of Sam’s cigarette burned silver with seraph’s fire, and he and Corvin stood amid the trampled confetti and black and gold balloons hovering at half mast around the yard.

“It’s been too long since we’ve seen each other,” Corvin said, smirking. His skin was just a little bit too pink to be a natural human color, betraying the drop of imp blood in his veins. His hair was dark brown and his eyes a warm riverstone black. “Remember how we used to hang out every day?”

“Harder to find the excuses now,” Sam said. Corvin still had an inch or two on him in height, and Sam had always had a slim build. He and his brother both did, and they got it from their father. While Callum and Joey Trezza both had red-black hair, and hazel eyes, Samael’s coloring favored his mother instead.

He had olive skin, and silver hair that fell long, well past his elbows. He had it gathered in a low tail for the occasion, but it had fallen over one shoulder and he could see it catching the wisplight in his peripheral vision.

“The way things are going it feels like this is going to be a better year,”  Corvin said. “Less of a reason to keep an eye out, less bad blood. Maybe we’re even hitting the point that we can start trying to make peace.”

There was a beat of silence and both of them laughed.

“Right,” Samael said. “Maybe my father will be elected mayor this year.”

“More likely than mine,” Corvin said, with a smirk. “Afrite can at least kind of pass for human, can’t they?”

“You say that like everyone doesn’t know his lineage already,” Sam said, taking a drag from his cigarette. “We’ll just be careful like we always are. Catch up when we can. If it’s the best we can do, it’s the best we can do.”

“To old wounds and bitter feuding,” Corvin said. He grabbed a bottle of champagne off the table already opened and half full and held it up to Samael. “To being friends against all odds.”

“I’ll drink to that,” Sam said, dropping his cigarette to the bricks and grinding it out with his heel. Corvin took a swig directly from the bottle and passed it to Sam, who did the same. The champagne was still a little bit fizzy and it tickled his nose. It reminded him of being fourteen and sneaking beer under the docks. It wasn’t the only thing they’d been hiding that summer.

For a second, he thought he’d accidentally smashed the bottle when he put it down and then he realized the breaking sound had come from inside the bar. He and Corvin exchanged a look.

“What the fuck did you do you bitch?”

Samael would have known his father’s voice anywhere. He didn’t pause or speak, he just ran into the bar where the party had ground to a sudden halt. A string quartet of four armed demons--asura with blue skin and silver runed bracelets around each wrist--had ceased their playing. Every eye in the room was on the bar.

Sam shoved his way to the front of the crowd to find his father holding Vivi Verida by the collar of her shirt.

Vivi was a tall woman. He could not say the same for Joey, who was only five foot eight but brought with him the kind of black fury one might have expected from a rhakshasa.

“Take your hands off of me,” Vivi said through clenched teeth. He had her half bent backwards over the bar. Her pinched face was contorted in anger, dark brown hair mussed beneath her feathered headband. Her bony hands clutched at Joey’s wrists, trying in vain to pry them off.

“What did you do to my son?”

For a moment, Samael’s blood ran cold. His very first thought was that he and Corvin had been seen together and that the response was going to be more dramatic than he thought. 

Then he realized he didn’t see Callum anywhere. 

Two massively broad figures were shoving their way through the crowd, then. One was Barghest, the Commander of the Hellwatch, and people moved aside for him with mildly worried but respectful looks on their faces.

People practically dove out of the way of Alric Kessel. Both men were over seven feet tall but where Barghest carried himself with practiced efficiency and calm, Alric strode hard with hideous rage on his hatchet features.

Alric was half imp and had the crimson skin to prove it. His mouth was large all the time, but Sam had had the misfortune to see how wide he could make it go in the past. He reached for Joey’s shoulder and Barghest got between them, smacking Alric’s meaty hand away with ease.

It was Barghest that pulled Joey off of Vivi. Alric stepped forward and gathered her into his arms, a protective hand between her shoulder blades.

“Get off me, mongrel!” Joey snarled, trying to wrench himself out of Barghest’s grip. Sam had never seen a look like that on his face before.

“Someone start casting shadows,” Barghest said.

“Callum!” Joey barked, stopping to look up at Barghest. For a moment, his rage slipped and his expression showed bare grief. “My son is dead out there and I know she had a hand in it, I fucking know it.”

Joey clawed at the air in the direction of the front doors.

Barghest’s face went a strange blank and it took Samael a moment to catch up with the conversation. He took a step back first and then took off at a feverish run for the front doors. The crowd parted for him as easily as it had for the tall men coming toward Joey.

He spilled into the street. It took a moment for his eyes to adjust to the low light but when they did, they fell on his mother. She was on her knees in the brick road with Callum’s head in her lap and both hands pressed to the flower of blood that had bloomed on his once white shirt.

“Hang on, baby, please,” Ophelia murmured.

“Cal?” Sam asked. His voice sounded shaky even to him. His first step trembled, and he threw himself across the road. He wasn’t sure how he managed to stay upright until he reached them but when he dropped to the ground he hit hard. He had never seen his little brother this pale before.

“Ancients, Sammy,” Ophelia whispered, her voice breaking a little bit. “He’s not moving and I can’t get him to wake up. I can’t find his pulse, I need you to look for me okay?”

She spoke with a speed that suggested panic, but everything she was saying made sense. It kept Sam grounded as well and he did as she asked, reaching up and touching the pulse spot beneath Callum’s jaw. He pressed his fingers in hard.

Please.

Come on Callum, please.

“Mom,” Sam breathed. “I’m so sorry…”

“Don’t say that Sammy, keep looking,” she said. There was a hard pleading note in her voice that broke his heart a little bit. He felt numb. His fingers moved, searched, and he could find nothing.

In the wisplight, Callum’s pale slack face looked like it could have been sleeping. And Sam…damn him but he wanted to be able to believe that even for just a few moments longer.

It couldn’t last.

The rest of the night was a blur. People came out of the bar to crane their necks and try to get a look even as Barghest ran them off a few at a time. Medics came, nephilim with healing blood that ‘did everything they could but were so sorry it wasn’t enough’.

There was a moment when Sam caught sight of Vivi and in a burst of wild rage and grief, he wanted her dead too, but Corvin’s eyes meeting his told him to hold his temper. And he did.

His family had a Hellwatch escort home that night. They said it was out of respect for the family. Samael knew it was at least half out of concern that they would take matters into their own hands if they didn’t have eyes on them.

They got home to find his little sister, Ely, not quite seventeen and thus not quite old enough to attend the party by only a couple of days, waiting for them in the living room. She stood and went to ask something, saw the looks on their faces and instead all she could say was, “What’s wrong? Where’s Callum?”

Ophelia started sobbing all over again, harsh braying sounds. Joey held her to him and turned his face away so Sam and Ely wouldn’t see him crying.

In the end, no one had to tell her. There are some things that need no words. There are some things for which there are none.

Nothing in the world felt real anymore. Like it was all eerie and stained in wisplight and Sam could not imagine it would ever be any other way from now on. Someone must have called Uncle Danny because he showed up before the sun came up and all of them just kind of sat together and waited for the dawn to come.

They waited for Callum to come home.

Every one of them knew it wasn’t going to happen. Not ever again.

 

Some mornings were more exhausting than any evening had the right to be, Barghest thought as he made his way down to the morgue. He was in uniform today, his glyphed breastplate a comforting weight on his broad chest and his claymore hanging between his shoulders. The scabbard had been made to sheathe only the bottom half of the blade to make it possible to draw, that way.

The waiting room of the morgue was a sterile place, lit by glowing sigils along the ceiling and walls. Lines of chairs filled the perimeter of the room, all of them empty. There was, however, one other person here, leaning against the wall with a coffee mug in her hand and another sitting, steaming on the counter.

“Still take your coffee black, Captain?” the woman asked. She wore a short dress, cut off just above the knee with a leather jacket over the top. Her hair was a firestorm of red curls framing a pale face and sharp blue eyes.

“Augury,” he said. “I should have known you’d poke your nose into this.”

She held out the mug to him.

“High profile case like this? You bet your shining armor. Someone wanted to make sure there were eyes on it that weren’t in the government’s pocket.”

“The Hellwatch isn’t in the government’s pocket,” he said, dryly, taking a sip of coffee. It was blisteringly hot, but nothing at all compared to planar fire, and the glyphs on his breastplate glowed softly, mitigating the effect somewhat.

“But they pay your checks,” Augury said, a note of teasing in her voice.

“We’re publicly funded, yes,” Barghest said. “Whose coffee cup is that?”

“Mine,” she said.

“You don’t work here,” Barghest said.

“No, but I’m here often enough that it’s generally good practice to have my own receptacle,” Augury said, holding up her cup and grinning in a way he could only describe as shit-eating. “Besides, I heard Clarice was complaining about me hijacking hers.”

“Just because you’re both cambion doesn’t mean she wants to be drinking after you,” Barghest said, unable to stop his smirk. They didn’t even have the same kind of demonic blood in their veins. “So I can’t stop you from coming on board?”

“Nope,” she said.

“And I can’t get you to sign on for the proper training?” he asked.

“Nope,” she said, smiling more brightly now. “Besides, I am trained, just not for fighting rogue demons. I’m a private investigator, Tin Can. What you do is a beautiful service to this city but you want someone with my expertise involved in this particular mess.”

A face peeked around the corner and Barghest glanced over to see Martin Logan looking at them, his already large blue-eyes magnified tenfold by soda bottle glass lenses.

“Come on,” he said, “the body is ready for you if you would follow me.”

“Hard case this time,” Augury said, falling into step with Barghest as they followed Martin down the hall. “Surprised they let you on it.”

“What is that supposed to mean?” he asked.

“Weren’t you fighting with the deceased last night?” Augury asked.

“That’s a gross overstatement,” Barghest said, snorting. “The kid tried to pick a fight with me because I was talking about Ophelia. She came up in conversation. I wasn’t about to pick on a hot-headed child.”

“Good to hear,” Augury said, “and I believe you, but just know that people noticed and they’ve been talking about it.”

The morgue door opened and the accompanying chill spilled out into the hall. An entirely different set of sigils flared to life, regulating Barghest’s core temperature as he followed Augury into the room.

Martin peeled back a white sheet from the body to let them have their look.

“If I had my suspicions before,” she said, “I certainly don’t now.”

Barghest immediately noticed what she meant. The cause of death was evident; there was a stab wound on his chest, below the heart but spaced just right to have punctured a lung.

“Someone did this with a dagger,” Augury said. “Look at how it tears around the sides; it was probably serrated on one side. I’m going to guess about four inches long. You couldn’t have done that with your claymore and I don’t think you know how to fight with anything else.”

Barghest grunted in response, acknowledging her statement and how thoroughly he disagreed with her. Not about the blade, though, now that she mentioned it he could see what she meant.

There were no other markings on him, no other wounds and no signs of a struggle.

“Isn’t he afrite?” Augury asked.

“He was,” Barghest said.

“Well, that doesn’t make any sense,” Augury said, furrowing her brow and looking up at him.

“What do you mean?” Barghest asked.

“This wound tried to knit together before he died. It looks like it’s a whole day old by now,” Augury said. “That would make sense if he were a rhakshasa, but afrite-blooded cambion don’t heal any faster than regular humans do. I would know, I am one. We pretty much do fire and that’s it.”

“So what does that mean?” Barghest asked.

“I don’t know,” Augury said, folding her arms. “He’s not breathing, he’s been in a morgue drawer all night. His mother is a nephil, right? So could she have maybe tried to heal him?”

“Seraphim don’t do that,” he said.

“Which means someone had to have been around that could have,” Augury said. “We need to find out how long it was between when he was stabbed and when the family found him, how long someone would have had to try to save him before they ran off. It’s possible he was stabbed on accident and someone tried to fix their mistake, but…you don’t like speculation.”

“It’s all speculation at this point,” Barghest said. “I don’t think we should count anything out.”

“The point is it was definitely an antemortem wound,” Augury said, folding her arms. “If I didn’t know any better I’d say it happened a whole day before he died.”

“Not a bad observation,” Martin said, softly. “I came to that conclusion myself as well, except…”

“Except?” Barghest asked.

“Well, it looked worse last night,” Martin said.

“So he’s dead,” Barghest said, “and it’s still healing.”

“No,” Martin said, “he’d have to be breathing, he’d have to have a heartbeat, in order for it to be healing. There is some magic presence in the wound, though. I wouldn’t call it healing, but something about that dagger is making the wound close after the fact.”

“Are you sure it was the dagger?” Augury asked. “Couldn’t someone have used some kind of spell for that? Maybe trying to destroy the evidence?”

Martin paled.

“Is that actually possible?”

Martin and Augury both glanced at Barghest. There was a stretch of silence and he said, “Everyone is looking at the sword guy to ask if magic is possible?”

“I’m thinking,” Augury said. “Quit flapping your gums for a second. I’ve heard of people making meat golems before, and the preta manage to sustain themselves completely after death and as far as I’m aware they heal, but afrite can’t do that either and other kinds of cambion can’t become preta once they’ve died like humans can.”

She sighed and took one more look at the body.

“If that wound is knitting itself shut, we have to assume there’s a witch involved,” Augury said. “It’s possible that nephilim healing magic carried over postmortem. It’s possible someone cast a spell trying to cover their own tracks. It could have been a lot of things. But it was definitely magic.”

Barghest sighed.

“Fine,” he said, “you’re on board.”

“I was on board anyway,” Augury said, smirking.

“I could always get someone from the academy,” Barghest said.

“Don’t even pretend that was ever an option,” Augury said. “I know how much you hate their bureaucracy.”

“Hate it or not, I do what’s necessary,” Barghest said.

“I mean, if you want to take the time to go and ask them and wait the nine weeks for them to get back to you, I can always have this whole thing wrapped up by the time you get their first ‘maybe’,” Augury said. She shifted her weight back on one leg and grinned at him.

“What would you suggest?” Barghest asked, sighing.

“Keep me on board, like you said,” Augury said, “and we keep each other informed. All cards out on the table. I’ll be your esoteric adviser. You’ll be my Hellwatch liaison.”

“And what exactly qualifies you to be an esoteric adviser again?” Barghest asked.

“Noticing all of the magical baloney that was happening here,” she said. “You know, the postmortem healing that you wouldn’t have caught if you’d come down here on your own? The fact that I’m well versed in the summoning arts and know what every kind of demon can do, not just the ones that sometimes run amok? Shall I go on? I do love singing my own praises.”

“You noticed it,” he said. “Can you explain it?”

“Not yet,” she said. “But I’d bet my bottom dollar neither can the academy for sure, and I’m not making you wait nine weeks.”

Barghest sighed again.

“Fine,” he said.

“Glad to have you on board, Tin Can,” Augury said. “I’ll see you later tonight and we’ll swap notes.”

“Right,” Barghest said. He glanced back at Martin who busied himself looking at what was written on the toe tag of the body, nervously. Barghest was pretty sure Martin had written it.

Somewhere behind him, the door shut as Augury made her way out. He sipped his coffee. Some mornings were more exhausting than any evening had the right to be.

 

The air in the alley was brisk and his suit jacket did little to keep out the cold. The afrite fire burning in his belly did enough.

The bricks were still stained with his son’s blood. The walls were plastered with the propaganda posters decrying the evils of unlicensed summoning and glorifying the aristocracy. It was all background noise to him.

Joey took a knee with his brow furrowed to look around at the bloody patch on the ground where Callum had…

“Joey?” a familiar voice asked.

He glanced up. Madame Haywood was coming towards him, a fur stole around her shoulders. Her hair was cerulean blue, and he knew her well enough to know that it was natural. Concubi, even half-concubi, were not limited to the shades of blond, red and brown that humans had.

“Zenith,” he said, by way of acknowledgment, but looking away from her, back to the bricks underfoot.

“I just wanted you to know I had no idea,” she said. “I’m sorry. I’m so sorry. I know how painful this must be for you.”

Her heels clicked against the bricks. He felt a tightness in his chest and refused to look up at her as his eyes fixed on the red-brown stain.

“Painful?” he asked. “No. There’s no time for pain yet, but when I find out what happened there’ll be a lot of it.”

“Joey,” she said, softly. “If there’s anything I can do don’t hesitate to let me know, alright? I know we haven’t been best friends since I got back into town, but you’re still important to me. I can’t bring down fire, but I can help in other ways. I have the busiest bar in town and people talk. I can keep an ear out for you. Let my employees know to do the same.”

He exhaled and his breath spiraled through the air in a cloud of dark steam. He wished she would just go, but it wasn’t a good idea to burn bridges in a moment like this.

“Just keep an ear to the ground,” he said. “And let me know if anything comes up.”

She stopped in her tracks, two yards away. She dipped into a slight bow with a nod.

“I will,” she said. “I’ll keep an eye out here, too. Just be careful, won’t you?”

She stood where she was and in his peripheral vision he could see her fingers clutching the collar of her stole. She was shivering a little bit in the cool weather.

“Have I ever been anything else?” he asked, his lip tugging into a smirk.

“Oh yes,” she said, chuckling. Her breath came out in a cloud of rolling steam. “But never about your personal safety. Just know that I have your back and anything the Ninth Circle can offer, I’m more than willing to give.”

Behind her, Uther cleared his throat. Joey did glance up at that.

Uther Haywood was Zenith’s brother. His hair was crimson red and shaved down into a mohawk and his build was muscular. Concubi, even halfbred ones, had the ability to shift between male and female bodies, and he hadn’t seen Uther do that since Zenith had come back from her year-long sabbatical in Neith City a few decades back. He’d been going by ‘Ursella’ before that point.

It wasn’t Joey’s business.

“I’ll let you know,” he said.

At that point he wasn’t too keen on sticking around. He’d seen what there was to see, and it was starting to snow. Whatever there had been to find, the Hellwatch had already documented it and cleaned it up.

Life goes on.

His hands were in his pockets to protect them from the chill when he got back around to the dock district. A figure in the distance was already flagging him down. He straightened.

“Hazel, what can I do for you?” he asked. The woman was in her seventies, bundled in several layers of shawls and afghans in an attempt to keep the cold out. Her arthritic hands were still calloused from constant knitting and clutched at the shawls to keep them close to her. “And what are you doing out here? Come on, let’s get you inside.”

He put a hand between her shoulder blades to guide her back towards the door of her tailor shop.

“Oh, Joey, you were always such a good boy,” she said, putting her withered hand on top of his and giving it a pat. “I am so sorry to hear about your son.”

He tried a smile that didn’t quite reach his eyes. She meant it. Of course she did.

“That’s not something you need to worry about,” he said. “Come on.”

“That’s just it,” she said, brow furrowed. “I don’t want to bother you with something like this right now, but I don’t have a lot of time. I’m not so sure I’ll have an inside to go back to for long.”

Now, he frowned openly.

“What are you talking about?” he asked.

“My landlord is selling the property to a man that keeps buying up the homes and businesses on my block and he wants to knock it all down to build some kind of factory,” she said. “I’m going to need somewhere else to go and I know you rent the secondary house on your estate’s property sometimes. I don’t have much, but I could be out by the time it starts warming up.”

“Sure,” he said, “but we’ll see if it’s necessary, alright? Do you have the name of the guy that keeps buying up the buildings?”

Hazel shook her head.

“Your landlord, then,” he said.

“Garret Malhanna,” she said.

“I’ll talk to him,” Joey said. “You get inside where it’s warm, alright?”

Hazel was a nice old lady. Reminded him of his mother, sometimes. Even if she didn’t she was still one of his people. He was going to see to it that she was taken care of.

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWO

The Devil's Breath

 

“Hello, Daelan City, this is the Voice of the Night speaking, here again to cast some shadows and bring you the news that those who walk in daylight don’t want you to know.

Last night, a death. A murder. And none other than Callum Trezza, son of the notorious Joey Trezza, strongly rumored to be involved in shoeshiner activity. No one knows exactly how he got involved with Ophelia, but I can tell you one thing. It was fast and it was kept on the sly.

There are a hundred people in this city with a hundred reasons to have wanted to hurt them, but believe you me? I don’t think it was an accident that it was Callum and his afrite blood, far from incidental.

Now, I don’t want to go starting a panic just yet. I have a sharp as a tack investigator on the case and the very second I know something concrete my dear listeners, so will you. And if you’ve seen something?

Well, you know my scryglass sequence. Please, feel free to call in.”

 

 Cold air filled his lungs and he awoke with a harsh gasp as he sat up. The white sheet he’d been under fell around his waist, leaving his chest bare. The poor mortician on the other side of the room let out a squeaking sound as he ducked around the desk. The woman on the other side of that desk chuckled.

“Callum Trezza,” she said, turning around to face him. He recognized her voice but only vaguely. She was beautiful, with concubus blue-violet hair that fell around her shoulders in loose curls and a sequined headband with beading that intermingled with those locks in a fetching way. Her fingernails were lacquered and painted dark blue. “I’m glad to see you up and about. I was just telling Martin what a wonderful job he’d done convincing the Hellwatch that you’re as dead as you’re supposed to be.”

“Dead?” he asked. His head was foggy. He remembered there was a party, for the new year, that it was chilly out but not as bad as it could have been, and that there had been someone in the alley outside.

Oh.

That was right, he’d been stabbed.

He reached up and ran his fingers over the wound. It was closed now, but still fragile like a freshly formed scar. A part of him acknowledged, at that strange distance that comes from knowing how bad something could have been and wasn’t, that it should have had stitches. Another part of him chilled at the realization that he shouldn’t have survived it.

“Oh yes, darling, someone got you good I’m afraid,” she said. “A bullet might not have made it in, and wouldn’t have had enough time to leech from you. Useless against a pure blooded demon, but all cambion resist them to one degree or another. A blade though, especially one coated in silver, is another tale entirely. You’re lucky I was there.”

She crossed to him on long and graceful strides, her hips swaying in her pretty teal dress. She reached out and touched the side of his face, turning it to get a better look at him, and he let her without fuss. He remembered her voice. Now that her hand was on him, he remembered her from the alley.

Don’t worry, I’ve got you.

“We’ve got a bit of a problem now, don’t we?” she asked.

“I’m sure my parents would be willing to help solve it,” Callum said, looking at her with furrowed brows.

“No,” she said. “I’m afraid not. You can’t go to them.”

It simultaneously made sense to him and didn’t. His sleep addled mind fought for a moment, trying to make sense of it, to fathom her meaning.

“They have resources,” he said.

“Yes,” the woman said, “but they are also very much in the public eye and I’m afraid if they know what really happened here their reactions will be off somewhat and somebody will notice. Do you understand? If the people who came at you last night know you are alive, they will understand immediately what a big mistake they have made. They will go to ground. We will never be able to catch them.”

We will never be able to catch them.

He looked at her now.

“If they go to ground they won’t try it again,” he said.

“They aren’t only going for you,” she said. “I’ve been following their actions for a while. They’ve been tracking down half-bloods hand over fist.”

Images of the rest of his family flashed through his mind and he fell silent once again. Every one of them.

“It will be much easier for you to catch them if they don’t know you’re there,” she said. “My name is Lena. Will you help me find the ones that did this to you, please?”

“Wait,” he said. “Who are these people to you that you care whether or not they succeed?”

“They’re killing cambion,” she said. “I’m sure you’ve noticed, I happen to be one myself. Perhaps I’ve got more demon in my veins than you do, but that doesn’t mean I’m safe.”

The sudden absence of her fingers left cool spots on his cheek as she turned to Martin.

“And you,” she said, “Will you prepare an empty casket for the family to bury and never speak a word of this?”

“If it’s what has to be done, Ms. Lena,” he said, sitting down in the chair behind his desk.

“Just until we get this figured out,” she said. There was a promise in her voice. “Callum? A few things.”

“I’m listening,” he said. He hadn’t made any promises, yet. A small part of him wanted to go home, anyway. To let her think he was going to obey her and then go to his father and figure out how to get the family involved in spite of all of this.

“First of all I’ve set you up a dead drop on the north end of town,” she said. “There’s a wisplight that glows green underneath an old way sign and a loose brick in that wall. If I find anyone that can help you they will leave you missives there.”

“That will make things easier,” Callum said. “I know just the light. My Mom used to tell me they ran out of clear glass and filled the lamp with recycled soda bottles.”

“I need you to promise me you aren’t going to tell your parents about this,” Lena said. She furrowed her brow. “I really am sorry but your father is infamous for his temper and if he doesn’t throw the right amount of fit over it no one is going to believe you’re dead. And your mother would tell him. You know that she would.”

The request was setting off all kinds of red flags. What she said though, made some kind of sense.

“I promise,” he said. “I won’t tell my parents until they’ve made the kind of spectacle they need to make. I’ll hide myself for now and help you figure this out.”

Lena smiled slightly, taking his hand in hers.

“Thank you,” she said. “There is one more thing.”

She drew a mask from the cluttered desktop Martin was sitting behind and offered it to Callum.

“We don’t need rumors circulating. That can be just as harmful as your father’s reaction if not more so,” Lena said. Her lips quirked. She had chosen a bold red for them. “Let them think you’re dead. All of them. You are going to become their worst nightmare.”

Like a hero from one of those radio dramas, Callum thought. He liked the sound of that. He’d have been lying if he tried to say otherwise. He put the mask on. It was a perfect fit, with no need for buckles or ties, and he immediately wondered how much witchcraft had gone into its construction.

“Martin made it for you while you were out,” Lena said. “I provided a few magical alterations. Consider it a token of our thanks.”

How had she known he was going to accept it? She wasn’t going to take no for an answer. His father often used that tactic, and Callum knew the kinds of things that happened to people who didn’t listen. This woman? She was definitely far more demon than he was. He was in over his head.

It would be easier to work around her if he kept her happy.

Callum took the mask back off and turned it over in his hands. It was made to cover the top half of his face, leaving the mouth exposed. The color was a matte grey, inscribed with sigils that gave off a faint glow. Not quite summoning, but calling on power from another plane.

“Thanks,” Callum said, looking over at the desk. “Why do you care? I know you’re on the slate, too, and that’s a reason, but this seems way more personal than that.”

It came out before he could think any better of it. Lena considered him, and the corners of her ruby lips twitched into a smile. 

“I have my own reasons to hunt these people,” Lena said. “They have a long history of personal misdeeds. I might tell you about them eventually, but I haven’t known you long enough to go there, yet.”

He wasn’t sure how he felt about any of this. But it wasn’t going to be forever, and the faster he could track down the person responsible, the faster he could get back to his family. “Is there any reason I need to stay here?”

“No,” Lena said. “Oh, and Callum?”

She jerked her hand and something metal caught the light. He snatched it out of the air and found himself holding a key.

“My place is the apartment over the Ninth Gate. You’re going to need somewhere to sleep while we get this worked out.”

Callum nodded to her. “Expect me in late.”

“Will do,” she said.

Callum shut the door behind him. He gave his word. He would feel awful breaking it. He couldn’t tell his parents what was happening, not until they’d made a spectacle out of themselves. But he never promised he wouldn’t tell his brother.

 

Ophelia threw open the frosted glass double doors of the Hellwatch station and started right for Barghest’s office. Several agents sat at desks with typewriters and manilla files strewn across them, wisplight lamps flickering. One or two had perches with long-tailed imps sitting, their curved toes clutching the bar like bird talons. The treble scent of the room sparked a thousand memories.

Several people turned to look at her as she passed, but none of them said a word. There were a few new faces, trainees that didn’t know her, but plenty more that did and not one of them seemed willing to get between her and Barghest’s office door.

She barged in without knocking. The room was sparsely furnished, with two filing cabinets pushed up against the back wall and a single metal desk in the middle of the room. Barghest sat behind it, his massive frame dominating the workspace. On the near side of the desk was a red-headed woman holding a take-out box with a pair of chopsticks perched between her freckled fingers.

“What have you found out?” Ophelia asked.

“It’s an active investigation, you know protocol,” Barghest said.

“He’s my son,” Ophelia said.

“I know that,” Barghest said, “but you know that we can’t give anyone preferential treatment.”

“I know the job,” Ophelia said. “I worked here for years.”

“And you know that even if you still did I couldn’t let you on this case,” Barghest said. “He’s family. You’re too close to the situation. And anyway, isn’t this your PI?”

“No dice, Tin Can,” the red-headed woman said. There was an awkward slurping sound as she scarfed down some noodles. “She didn’t hire me.”

“Who hired you?” Barghest asked, furrowing his brow.

“That confidentiality clause is a bitch, isn’t it?” the woman asked.

“You didn’t have to include that,” Barghest said.

“I did for this client,” the woman said. “Paid too well to turn it down.”

Ophelia’s fingernails were digging hard into her palms. Barghest seemed to notice, because he sighed and said, “We’ll sort it out later.”

“There isn’t anything you can tell me?” Ophelia asked.

Barghest looked at the red-head, pointedly. “There’s nothing I can tell you.”

Ophelia followed his gaze to the woman.

“Augury,” she said, getting to her feet and extending a hand to shake. “How about you come with me and we’ll go grab a coffee. I’ll…see what I can do.”

“Ophelia,” she said, taking Augury’s hand and giving it a firm shake.

“I’m aware,” Augury said. “Can’t be around this guy for more than twenty minutes and not know who you are.”

Barghest grunted in response and Augury grinned.

“We won’t be long. Don’t fish the stick out of your butt without me,” Augury said, and moved for the door. Ophelia stepped back and opened it, glancing between the pair of them with a lightly quirked brow.

Barghest gave a shrug, massive palms facing upward. Ophelia turned to follow Augury back into the hall.

“So you’re a private investigator,” Ophelia said.

“I can’t tell you who hired me,” Augury said. “They were real specific about that. But I can tell you what I know. You were on the scene right away, weren’t you?”

“Yes,” Ophelia said, softly. “My husband and I, we…found him.”

“Did you see the wound?” Augury asked. “Was he breathing when you found him?”

“I thought he was,” Ophelia said. She stared at the tile floor as they walked, her hands clasped in front of her now. She could still see the alley in her mind as if she were still there. “He was on his back and…”

“Take your time,” Augury said.

She could almost feel the blood, hot and sticky between her fingers as she tried to put pressure on the wound. She did everything she could have to keep her son’s blood inside of him but it was too late.

Ophelia had seen plenty of bodies. Stranger’s bodies with unfamiliar faces. This was not the same.

That was why Barghest would have stonewalled her even if she hadn’t quit the Hellwatch a quarter of a century ago.

“And I couldn’t save him,” Ophelia said. “If I had been some other kind of nephil, maybe. But I’m not.”

“Did you see the wound?” Augury asked.

“Of course I did,” Ophelia said, furrowing her brow. “I just told you, I tended to him immediately, I had to find where he was bleeding to put pressure on it.”

“What did the cut look like?” Augury asked.

“Didn’t you see it?” Ophelia asked, an edge coming into her voice.

“Yes,” Augury said. “It had started to knit itself shut. Was it like that when you saw him?”

Ophelia’s throat ran dry.

“No,” she said. “What are you saying, Augury?”

“Nothing,” she said, “except that this is what I saw. There are hundreds of things that could have caused a postmortem healing like that but I had to be sure it happened after…after he died. Was there anyone else in the alley with you?”

“No,” Ophelia said, “or Joey and I would have done for them right then and there.”

“Ballsy thing to be saying in the middle of the Hellhound’s den, that’s for sure,” Augury said with a little smile. “Try to really think for a second, did you see anything like footprints in that alley before people trampled all over it? I know bricks aren’t easy, but sometimes…”

Ophelia stopped in front of the mess hall doors and shut her eyes, thinking.

She had turned the corner. She and Joey had been laughing, but she no longer remembered what about. And there he had been, lying on the brick road.

At first she thought he had to have been someone else. She remembered telling herself it must have been and when she got close enough to see his face, she’d stepped out of her heels and run to drop beside him.

His hair had been soft and sweat-dampened. There was blood saturating the front of his white button up shirt and between the brickwork. It had been cold and sticky against the bottoms of her bare feet. She remembered some of it had pooled in patches. And she remembered…

“There were high heeled shoe prints,” Ophelia said. “I had assumed they were mine, but I took my shoes off before I got there.”

“That would be the human in you,” Augury said. “Human minds were designed to focus on what’s important and right in front of them. I can’t imagine there’s anything more important in the world to you, what are a pair of shoes compared to that?”

Her voice was even and she nodded to Ophelia without pressing. She wasn’t wearing a Hellwatch uniform, but she was good at the job. She would have to be; Barghest wouldn’t have tolerated an outsider if she wasn’t competent.

They stepped into the mess hall; it was empty and Augury walked right over to the coffee maker. Her finger ran along the side igniting a glyph that brought the heated parts of the machine to life. Ophelia watched the parts light up; there was a minor flame spirit bound to the inner mechanisms and brown liquid began to flow and curl through transparent tubing from the base of the contraption into a funnel at the top. It was the same mechanism they used to make cars move in Charon.

Augury set the coffee pot beneath the spigot. Ophelia took a seat.

“You know Barghest is a sucker for the rules,” Augury said. “He’d tell you everything if he thought he could.”

“I know him,” Ophelia said, dryly.

“You knew him,” Augury said. “That was more than twenty years ago. I’ve been working with him for the past ten.”

“You don’t or he wouldn’t let you tell me either,” Ophelia said. This time there was a little quirk of a smile against her lips.

“I am a contractor,” Augury said. “The rules apply to me a little differently. Listen, I’ll do my best to keep you informed. I’m not always going to be here but I can drop you notes when I have the time.”

“I would appreciate that,” Ophelia said, sighing. “And I suppose you’ll want me to let you know what we find out as well?”

“Well,” Augury said, “it would certainly make the work go faster and whatever Barghest says about it, I know you’re not going to stop looking. I wouldn’t, if it were my family.”

“No sane person would,” Ophelia said. “Alright, you have a deal.”

“Good,” Augury said, and flashed her a grin. “Now how do you take your coffee?”

 

Callum Trezza perched on the edge of a nearby mausoleum as a pair of collared rakshasa lowered an empty casket into the ground in front of a headstone with his name on it. The glyphs along the collars around their throats and cuffs around their wrists flared red against the evening shadows. They were large demons with mouths crammed full of tusks and striped faces. The Summoner’s Academy associated them with wrath.

His eyes, particularly his night vision, were keener than most thanks to the afrite blood he’d inherited from his father, but the mourners were still difficult to see from this vantage point and he didn’t dare move any closer. It would be too much of a risk that someone would see. He was, he reminded himself for at least the third time, supposed to be in that coffin.

People filtered into the metal chairs that had been set up on the cemetery lawn for the occasion. The setting sun cast their shadows long over the dewy grass, to the point that their reflections touched the far fence and some even bent at an extreme angle to walk across it as well.

It would have been touching to see how many people had turned out to pay their respects had his family not been so powerful both above ground and under it.

He couldn’t make out specific facial expressions, but he didn’t have to. His parents came first, his father with an arm around his mother’s shoulders. He didn’t need their facial details to know that she was crying. Not with the way her shoulders were hunched in like that. That was probably the hardest thing about all of this; watching his mother cry over him.

Joey and Ophelia Trezza were both nearing their fifties but neither one looked a day past thirty. Another gift from their outsider bloodlines. Joey was a little under average height with short red-black hair, broad shoulders and a narrow waist. He had a figure that looked good in a suit, and Callum had been lucky enough to inherit it.

His mother, however, had long silver hair that had nothing to do with her age. She was tall for a woman, but still a couple of inches shorter than his father, and even in her black mourning gown it was obvious that she was lithe muscle to her core. Wicked pale scars stood out on her olive skin, souvenirs from her history in the Hellwatch, and she’d made no effort to cover them up.

His older brother, Samael, favored their mother and he walked after them with his hands clasped in front of him and his head bowed, silver ponytail falling over his shoulder. His younger sister, Elysia, had that red-black hair that Callum and his father both shared, but their mothers blue eyes. Of course the little viper was a perfect facsimile of grief. He thought it with the most fondness, as much as he meant it.

Uncle Danny sat on Elysia’s other side and kept his hands folded in his lap as he looked on. He looked like someone had taken Joey and doubled him in size. The pair had the same coloring, but Danny was absolutely the bigger of the two in both height and brawn.

Each of the other wealthy summoner families had sent their representatives. Even House Cassander hadn’t decided to sit this one out, although the mayor himself wasn’t here. His daughter was, in a long black dress with her black curls pinned back out of her face. It would have been a scandal if she hadn’t been; he’d been talking to Tess the night before.

Lena never told him not to tell her, but he was smart enough to know better. She was too high profile. As close as they had been once, she might be a liability.

He recognized the faces of members of every major gang in the city in the crowd, though they didn’t dare wear their colors here. Some of them, he would have even gone as far as to call friends of his.

The casket hit the bottom of the six foot hole with a controlled ‘thud’ and the rhakshasa stepped aside to make way for the first speaker. Their heads bowed and their clawed hands clasped one over the other in front of them but their expressions were pure rage. They were the only faces he could really see, and that was because of how large and colorful they were. 

There were priests here representing both the Orthodox and Serene branches of the Church of the Veil. Callum had never gone in for much religious nonsense, personally, and both of them were laying it on thick tonight.

Callum watched the crowd for nerves. He didn’t see anything but tears.

The Orthodox priest gave a fire and brimstone sermon and cautioned the listening mourners against sin while every so often reassuring them that if Callum had led a good life he would be in a better place right now. If even half of the people in attendance knew Callum at all, they knew the odds of him getting the good afterlife were slim and it wasn’t even half because he was a cambion.

The Serene Priest wasn’t much better, though at least he couldn’t feel her upsetting anyone. She was warmth to the crowd, talking about how the gods take care of people when they pass and that death was as much a celebration of life as it was a thing to mourn. It was a beautiful sermon, anyway. Not what Callum would have called a eulogy.

When the Serene Priest finished speaking, she asked if anyone else would like to share.

This time, Joey got to his feet before anyone else had the chance. Cal didn’t have to look to know he squeezed Ophelia’s hand before he got up to take the podium. Suddenly, there was a cigarette between his fingers and he was lighting it with a plume of fire that came from between his slightly blackened nails. It was impossible to tell if Callum could really see them from here or if his mind was just supplying the detail through memory.

The entire crowd was silent. If Callum had been looking for nerves before, he got them, from nearly every person in attendance.

“My son didn’t believe in bullshit,” Joey said, “so I won’t give you any. He was brave and reckless, and too young to have gone out how he did.”

Joey took a drag from his cigarette and left the ashes to hang on the end. The hellfire cherry, just a little too red to be normal, blazed for a moment. Even Callum felt the discomfort the rest of the crowd displayed; in all the years he’d known him, all nineteen years of his life, Joey had never been a smoker.

“Callum didn’t believe in partial-measures. He was a man of action, just like we raised him to be. If there’s anything left to find out about what happened to my boy, I’ll find it. Whatever it takes.”

He stepped around the podium and it felt like the entire crowd leaned back just to put that extra inch of distance between themselves and Joey Trezza. Not Ophelia though. His mother stayed right where she was and her eyes never left his father.

He reached out and tapped the ash onto the wooden lid of the casket below.

“Ashes to ashes, like they say,” Joey said. He joined Ophelia in his seat. Things were quiet for a long time before someone else got up to speak, and as much as Callum wanted to linger and hear the rest, it was best if he made himself scarce before people started turning around and noticed him perching on top of the mausoleum.

There was a part of him that thought the idea of scaring people at his funeral was dreadfully funny, but the more sensible part drowned that out. If people realized he was still alive, that would ruin everything and the presence of a masked man wasn’t much better. Lena was right. No one would expect a dead man to be investigating his own murder.

He scrambled down the water pipe on the back end of the mausoleum and walked away at a fair distance from the funeral. People were still talking, and Callum didn’t waste much time leaving the cemetery entirely. He kept mostly to the rooftops; people rarely ever looked up and that was fine by him.

From up here, it was clear to see why people sometimes called Daelan City ‘the labyrinth’. Twisting alleys and streets ran through a nest of buildings and factories. He followed a summoner down the street as the man stopped under every streetlight whispering the incantation to call the wisp to its fixture.

Each one lit up with a flash of the summoning circle beneath them and a ripple of magic as the wisp itself seemed to come into existence. Callum knew better; they looked like they were being born but really they were just being called into their casements for the night. Imprisoned to give them light.

Tattered and faded posters proclaiming the dangers of unlicensed summoning and giving thanks to the conjurers of the upper class and their long hours of study were plastered over the walls of the alley.

He had one more stop before he went home. The green wisp light was where Lena said it would be, and he watched as the conjurer called it. Three minutes, and he was gone, disappeared down the street and Callum darted back down into the alley to his dead drop. With a nudge, the loose brick in the wall shifted and he pried it out.

A single note was pressed against the bottom of the little gap.

“You found it.”

 

Danny’s hand took up nearly his entire shoulder. It was a patch of warmth, and Joey exhaled softly, glancing up at him.

“You alright?” Danny asked. He was still on the docks with Joey, his head cocked, his eyes on him.

“I haven’t felt this helpless since we were kids,” Joey said. He watched the water, the ebb and flow of the tide.

“I know what you mean,” Danny said, softly. They kept walking, Danny’s boots heavy on the wood. Joey kept his arms folded but didn’t pull away. His mind was buzzing between the intrusive thought that he was never going to see his son again and his grasping for control over his facial expression.

He felt a warmth around his shoulders as Danny pulled him into a hug. He rested his forehead against Danny’s shoulder, and against the lapping of the water, he felt the tears come on.

For a long moment, neither of them spoke. Danny stood like a rock until Joey had expended all of that grief. By the time he pulled away, the only trace on Danny’s face that he’d been crying too was the glistening on his cheeks.

“Thanks,” Joey said. “Thanks, Danny.”

He took a deep breath and let it out. It made a wild, spiraling shape in the air between them.

“We’ll have justice,” Danny said. “Take the time to take care of you and don’t hesitate to tell me if you need anything of me. I’m here for you.”

“You always have been,” Joey said. “Come on. We had a minute to get our shit together. Life keeps moving and we have business.”

“What’s happening now?” Danny asked. He fished a pack of cigarettes out of his jacket pocket and followed as Joey ducked down a side street. The propaganda posters in the dock district had either been torn off or vandalized, and he didn’t do a damn thing about it. It was good for morale.

“Some factory tycoon is giving Hazel Wulfsdotter trouble,” Joey said. “We’re going to hit up her landlord and get a name from him.”

It was a long walk. Most of the people that owned property in the dock district didn’t actually live there. Malhana’s home was a brownstone on the northern end of central, not quite big enough to belong to an aristocrat but certainly upper-middle class.

Joey knocked on the door in two quick raps, and waited.

“How much trouble?” Danny asked.

“Hopefully not much,” Joey said. “We’re going to make him an offer that doesn’t involve breaking anything first.”

The sound of footsteps coming down stairs cut them off, and soon the door opened to reveal a middle-aged man with thinning hair and a waistcoat with no jacket. There was no recognition on his face, but he did a double take at Danny.

“Can I help you?” he asked.

“Malhana, right?” Joey asked. “You own the building the tailor’s shop is in down by the docks.”

“Not for long, actually, I was planning to sell the property,” Malhana said.

“That’s what I’m hear about,” Joey said. He pushed his way into the house without being invited in, and Danny came up behind him. Joey didn’t see Danny have to duck the frame, but he did see the nervous expression on Malhana’s face as he realized just how tall the younger Trezza was. “See, the man you’re planning on selling it to is planning on knocking a bunch of those buildings down and that’s going to leave a lot of my people out of homes and livelihood. We can’t have that.”

“Who are you, exactly?” Malhana asked. His eyes narrowed. “Names, please. I need to know who I’m reporting to the Hellwatch.”

“Let’s not be hasty,” Joey said. He smiled and reached into his jacket. Malhana reached back for the scrying mirror behind him but his hand stopped when he saw the wad of sigil-notes in Joey’s hand. “That property is worth, what, a little over a thousand? Two if you really push it?”

“I don’t usually discuss my sales with strange men who come barging into my home,” he said, but the intrigue was plain to see on his face.

“He’s not even paying you that much, is he?” Joey asked. He held up the wad of sigils. “I’ll give you three thousand for the property right now, on one condition.”

“I’m listening,” Malhana said. And he was. Greed was a powerful motivator.

“I want the name of the man who was trying to buy it up in the first place,” Joey said.

“There is no man,” Malhana said.

“The woman, then,” Joey said, waving it off like it was no matter to him.

“Julianne Geist,” Malhana said.

“I like you,” Joey said. “You sing real pretty. Got any other real estate on the docks you might be interested in selling off? I’ll give you a fair price.”

“We can talk about it,” Malhana said. “For now, let me fetch the deed and get the paperwork.”

“No paperwork,” Joey said. “I pay in cash. You give me the deed. We talk again when it comes to buying the rest of that property we were talking about.”

Malhana’s thick brows knitted together in concern. Joey smiled. There was always a moment like that. The one where they noticed what they were dealing with and started to realize how far in over their heads they’d gotten.

Hazel was going to be fine. But there were a whole other row of businesses on that street and this wasn’t over yet.

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER THREE

The Armory

 

“Daelan City, hello and goodnight once again, to all of you who are still up with me at this hour. This is the Voice of the Night speaking, wanting to cast some shadows on a little situation around the industrial district in case any of you weren’t aware.

It seems we have a little gang war brewing. The Gate Street Players may or may not have been involved in our little murder but one thing is for sure; they’re buzzing like a kicked bees nest down there in the alleys.

Any of you that have to walk home, I’d advise walking in a group or not walking at all. It’s awful cold outside at the moment, anyway. Oh, and whatever you do? Don’t wear red if you have to go past Brimstone Avenue.”

 

Sam was hungry, but he knew he wasn’t going to be able to eat. Instead, he sat at the table in the family library with a book in front of him, eyes skimming the same line over and over again and hoping the next time it would make more sense. He was overwhelmed by the scent of vellichor and full of both intrusive thoughts and a burning insistence that he not give in to them.

Go to the window, they seemed to say, and join your brother. Never mind that he knew himself and that his two ashen wings would catch him on reflex before he reached the bottom.

There was a rhythmic tap on the window. Of course it would rain today. He was just glad it had waited until after the funeral.

The tapping came again, more insistently this time and Sam looked up. The first thing he recognized was the reflection of oak shelves in the glass, and then his eyes focused on what had to be his brother’s face.

“Don’t scream,” Cal said. Sam could barely hear him, muffled through the glass. Cal wasn’t wrong, Sam had just been about to scream, but he bit it back and walked over to the window. A ghost would just walk through, right?

He opened it, reached out to grab his brother by the arm, and pulled him inside. Cal caught his balance. Sam shut the window and grabbed Cal’s shoulders, just to make sure he was really physically here.

This was his brother. He was never going to see him again and yet here he was and Sam didn’t want to let himself believe it just in case…

“I need you to help me, I—”

Whatever Callum was about to say, Sam cut him off with a hard right hook. Cal stumbled back into the library’s yellow wallpaper, his hand covering a split lip. Sam knew it had to have been, his knuckles had some of Cal’s blood clinging to them.

“What the fuck, are you faking?” Sam half-roared.

“Would you shut up?” Cal hissed, raising both hands with the palms down. Sam curled up his hand again and this time Cal ducked out of the way as he swung. Before Sam could turn to face him, Cal’s arms were around his own arms and shoulders and braced, pinning them and his chest back. “If you shout, they are going to hear you.”

“Give me one good reason why I shouldn’t,” Sam said. He jerked his upper body, trying to get out of Cal’s grasp, but Cal’s hold was solid.

“If you calm down, and stop fussing, I’ll give you plenty,” Cal said. Sam took a deep breath and stopped fighting long enough for Cal to let go, then he whipped around and clocked him again right up the side of the jaw. Cal stepped back and rubbed his face, glaring for a moment before he spoke. “Got it out of your system?”

“I think so,” Sam said, straightening. He dusted himself off and met Cal’s eyes. “What the fuck are you doing? Mom is a complete wreck. Dad is talking about burning half the city to the ground over this! Holy fuck, you were in the morgue. I saw your body. How did you—why did you—?”

Cal’s hands were on his shoulders a moment later, and those burning hazel eyes stared hard into Sam’s.

“The man that attacked me did it with a glowing dagger,” Cal said. “I’m sure he thought he’d killed me. I was still until his footsteps faded and then there was a woman and she was whispering that I’d be alright. I was out for a long time. Whoever attacked me thinks I’m dead, Sam, and they wouldn’t have believed it if Dad had been any less furious than he was at the funeral.”

“But the funeral’s over and you don’t need him to sell it now,” Sam said, “so we can go tell them, right?”

The look on Cal’s face told him everything he needed to know. Hesitance, fear, and a lot of reluctance.

“Well,” Cal said.

“Damn it to the hells, Cal,” Sam said, grabbing him by the shoulders and shaking him. “You can’t possibly have a good reason to keep this from them now.”

“They’ll be angry,” Cal said. He shoved Sam’s hands off of him and straightened to his full height. Sam was taller by at least a hand span but Cal carried himself with the same tight fury their father had. Sam still didn’t back down. “If I get to the bottom of this before I come and tell them it will at least look like I did this for something.  And anyway Lena knows more about this than I do, and she asked me not to say anything yet. She saved my life. I owe her that much. They buried me, Sam.”

“Yes,” Sam said, narrowing his eyes. “They buried you. They are mourning you right now. You’re breaking them in half. Don’t do this. Tell them. Tell them and go to the Nightingales instead. Saving your life doesn’t mean she owns you, and we don’t even know who this woman is, do we?”

“If he suddenly starts acting differently,” Cal said, “then whoever did this is going to know I’m not dead. Our family is nothing if not predictable. Please. Just a couple of days. Come with me, track down the Gaters—you know they had to have had something to do with this, and we can get the information we need.”

“Cal,” Samael said, straightening. His head was buzzing with all of this new information, and his chest was on fire with anger. “Who is this woman?”

“I don’t know,” Callum admitted. “She was skilled and she had a nice face. She really seemed to know what she was talking about and she promised it was only temporary until we found the people responsible and Sam, I gave my word. We’ll go to Dad after.”

“Promise?” Sam asked, narrowing his eyes. Callum seemed to be in an almost feverish way about this. That meant one of two things. Either he was besotted by this woman’s looks—and it wouldn’t be the first time Callum had fallen for something like that—or he really believed her. Samael wasn’t sure which option was worse.

“Yes,” Cal said. “I promise as soon as we get what we need we’ll go right to Mom and Dad.”

Sam sucked in a breath for calm and let it out between his teeth with a sharp hissing sound.

“This is, by far, the worst thing you have ever done,” Sam said.

“I’ve done a lot of bad things,” Cal said.

“You’re doing this one to our family,” Sam said. “That’s cold.”

At that, it looked like Cal was backing down a little bit. His eyes dropped to the floor between them.

“It’s necessary,” he said. “I promised, and it’s necessary.”

“So spake a lot of men who did a lot of unnecessary things,” Sam said. He let the words hang in the air between them, and all of their weight, before speaking again. “But fine. We’ll look tomorrow. We’ll give this a try and then afterward, you come clean. If you saw the looks on their faces, if you had to deal with the way the world is in your absence, you wouldn’t even want to delay that much.”

“Come on,” Cal said. “I know Ely’s taking it fine.”

“She’s more upset than you’re giving her credit for,” Sam said. “She loves you.”

“Soon,” Cal said. It sounded like a promise. Sam wanted to hold him to that. He couldn’t bring himself to believe it just yet. “I just need one more favor.”

“God damn it, Callum,” Sam said. They met eyes for a moment and Sam sighed. “What is it?”

“I need you to unlock my window,” Cal said.

“I swear to the Ancients,” Sam said, “if you die trying to climb across the outside of our house just to go to bed I’m going to kill you. Just walk in the hallway.”

“I would if I didn’t think I’d get caught,” Cal said. “I don’t think I’d survive another person’s reaction to this ‘miracle’.”

“Mom and Ely are both in bed,” Sam said. “Dad’s downstairs.”

“I’ll take the hall if you keep him busy,” Cal said.

“You’re kidding,” Sam said, and sighed when he realized Cal wasn’t. “Go. Go quickly, I’ll go downstairs but I hope you realize you’re not only asking me to keep your secret. You’re asking me to look our mourning father in the eyes and lie to him.”

“You’re right,” Cal said, “I should have asked Ely.”

Sam reached up and popped him again in the side of the head with the flat of his hand. Cal had the audacity to laugh as Sam stepped away. They stepped out onto the landing together and suddenly the fourteen stairs between the landing and the first floor seemed impossibly long.

He started down, his stomach in knots, and peeked into the kitchen. Joey’s voice came from the living room instead.

“Sammy,” he said. Sam turned around to face him. He had never seen his father looking so old. He was sitting on the dark green armchair, swirling a glass of brandy on the rocks in his hand. “Having trouble sleeping?”

“How could I sleep, after today?” Sam asked. He didn’t even have to pretend.

Joey’s eyes were marked by the kind of dark circles that only come with grief. His red-black hair had fallen around his face, no longer held back the way it had been earlier that night. He had that drunken sheen of sweat across his face, and took a gulp, draining half the glass.

The brandy glass clinked softly against the coaster as Joey set it down and reached over to pull another from the woven basket they kept the glasses in. The little dish of ice was still sitting in the center with tongs resting against the lip. Joey nodded to the armchair on the other side of the little table and Sam took it without comment.

The amber liquid glittered in the air, melting away at some of the ice as Joey poured it. Sam took the glass from him, pretending he wasn’t trembling as he took a swig and felt the burn at the back of his throat.

“…do you think it was the Gaters?” Sam asked, finally, breaking the silence as he looked up. Joey didn’t look away from his glass for a long moment.

“My gut says they did,” he said. “My gut tells me to come down on them like twelve tons of iron and make sure none of those bastards survives this time. There’s another part that’s telling me to wait and cool off first. I didn’t survive this long charging headlong without all the information.”

Sam couldn’t say that’s what Cal thought. Sam couldn’t say Cal thought anything at all. His father kept his eyes on the glass in his hand and that was a small mercy. Sam was fairly sure, if Joey looked up right now, he wouldn’t have been able to keep this secret.

“So what do we do now?” Sam asked. His throat sounded dry. He took another drink of the brandy to bolster himself.

“We calm down,” Joey said. “We lick our wounds and make sure we’re thinking clearly and then if we still feel like this is what needs done, we do it. Let your mother get a look around, first. She’s always been good at that investigation shit. She used to be in the Hellwatch, you know.”

Joey’s voice was caught somewhere between amusement and grief. It was funny, Sam thought, the things that came to mind in moments where it felt like everything was lost. So much pain, and he could ease it if it weren’t for that promise he’d made to his brother.

“Dad?” Sam asked. This time, Joey did look up. His face was calm, now, swinging away from grief and towards pensive. He was being strong, Sam realized. He was taking the burden so his son didn’t have to. The guilt twisted between his ribs. “When it comes down to it, I want to go.”

Even if they hadn’t really killed Cal, they thought they had. It was what Sam had been thinking up until this point, what he had wanted to say before he knew the truth. It was what he needed to say now, to keep this secret for his brother.

They were in this together, now. Maybe they had been all along.

“We’ll see what it comes down to first,” Joey said. He set his glass down, empty now, and seemed to be considering pouring himself another one before he lowered his hand to his knee and turned to face Sam farther.

For his part, Sam was beginning to feel that numbness around his cheeks and nose that came with intoxication.

“If this is what it looks like, Sammy, I wouldn’t be fool enough to try to keep you from it,” Joey said. “I know I’m not the best person to say it, but don’t let this swallow you, alright? You’re a good kid.”

“I haven’t been a kid in a while,” Sam said. He tugged his lips into a smile and looked at his father sidelong. The bottom of his stomach twisted.

“When you’re right, you’re right,” Joey said, and reached over to pour himself another drink. “You’re a good man, Sam. I’m proud of you. We’re going to have a lot to talk about in the coming days.”

Sam finished his glass and got to his feet. Joey rose to join him and before Sam could really think it through, he had stepped into his father’s arms and was hugging him tightly, burying his face into Joey’s shoulder. Sam was a little bit taller but not awkwardly so. Joey returned the hug, tightly.

Sam didn’t let go until he was sure his father could cover up the fact that he’d been crying.

 

Augury was frowning at the second body in the morgue. Barghest leaned against the wall and watched her, the little crease that appeared between her eyebrows as she ran gloved fingers over the man.

He was young, like Callum Trezza. A cambion. But this one was a little overweight with a green pallor to his skin that marked him for a gorgon.

“What’s wrong?” he asked.

“How can you tell something even is?” she asked, without looking up at him.

“You’re never this focused,” he said. “Always chasing wisps.”

“Something’s not quite right,” she admitted, finally, looking up at him. “Look at this wound.”

“It looks like the last one,” Barghest said.

“Same edges,” Augury said, gesturing to the outside of the wound, “but this one hasn’t tried to knit together at all and this body was older than Callum’s. So something was different. Maybe no one bothered to try to save him, but I’m sure it was the same knife that did it. Rigor’s come and gone. He’s been dead for days.”

“You know we could really use an eye like that in the Hellwatch,” Barghest said.

“And you already have one,” Augury said. “I’m willing to contract with you same as anyone else.”

“You’re still a bit of an unleashed spirit, aren’t you?” Barghest asked. Augury looked up at him and raised an eyebrow and he could see the cambion in her blue eyes in that moment. Then she cracked a smile.

“Yes,” she said, “and you wouldn’t like me half as well if I weren’t. Listen, I think whatever was trying to heal that wound was more to do with Callum than it was to do with the killer, it had to have been someone else.”

“Or there was something different about this one,” Barghest said. “Either way, there’s definitely something off about it. I prefer not to speculate what that might be until we have more information, but…the fact that there have been two of these now doesn’t look good.”

“I don’t know anyone that uses blades but priests, Hellwatch and cultists,” Augury said.

And Ophelia, he thought, bitterly. But she was Hellwatch once. She’d just left. She was allowed to do that.

“So do you see anything I might have missed?” Augury asked. “I mean, I doubt it, you’re so old your eyesight’s starting to go, but it’s worth an ask.”

“If you can stop yourself from running all over the place like a toddler I can squint at a body and pick up what there is to pick up,” Barghest said.

“Like the smell of decay?” Augury asked.

“It’s a miracle you haven’t thrown up yet,” Barghest returned, smirking at her.

“Really though,” Augury said, “we need to take a step back and check the town, if there were more of these we need to know about it. Two male cambion in their young adult years? Doesn’t mean it was a hate crime, but it still could have just been gang related. Shoeshiners attract cambion like shit attracts flies.”

It was a common saying, and one she said quite bitterly.

“This one was half gorgon,” Barghest said. “Not as common as afrite, but enough that I could believe it. Do we know who he was?”

“Not yet,” Augury said, “but you can leave that part to me. You get on with finding out how many of them there have been if you can. It’s going to matter.”

There was a pause, and then she looked up at him.

“Do you have the camera?”

“We usually have a specialist for that,” Barghest said.

“Have someone get photos of the body for me, I’m going to need them if I’m looking for this person’s next of kin,” she said.

 

The wisp that had just sprung to life in the lamp on the side of the street started to ram itself against the glass as Callum passed. Sam wasn’t far behind. They were on the very edge of Torchlighter territory, getting ready to pass into the no man’s land that was the industrial district. No shiner gang had held that area in years, not since the summoners that powered the machines started flexing the power they really held.

“You’re a piece of shit,” Sam said, meeting Cal at his shoulder. “We had better find something or this is over, I’m not going to keep lying to our parents when you don’t have a good fucking reason.”

“I already told you I do,” Cal said. He wasn’t looking at Sam, but he was listening. His eyes stayed on the alley in front of them; two cyclists swept past and then Cal motioned for Sam to follow him.

He was wearing the mask Martin had made for him. He and Sam were in alleyways, out of the way, but those were the roads shoeshiners took and shoeshiners were the people Cal least wanted to see his face right now. Every one of them in the dock district was in his father’s pocket.

“Not a good enough one,” Sam said. Callum wanted to assume he was sulking, but the pain in his voice was deep and real. There was a narrow alley on the other side of the bicycle path they’d crossed that opened right up into Brimstone Square.

It had been aptly named. The smell of sulfur permeated everything here, and Callum resisted the urge to cough. It was only nearing evening, so the work crowd was beginning to get themselves together to leave. 

Through the window, he could see the powerful arms and clawed fingers of rakshasa lifting crates and barrels and packing things up for the evening. The thrum of the machinery wound down for the night.

Through a different window, he could see the brilliant orange-red mane of hair around the ashen face of a full-blooded afrite as it wound down from pouring fire into an engine.

A crowd of singed and filthy workers milled like cattle out from between the two largest factory buildings on the ground while a small cadre of robed summoners emerged from higher landings and headed for the tram station on the roof.

“Your shitty timing,” Sam said.

“My perfect timing,” Cal replied. “Come on, stay close to me.”

He didn’t wait for Sam to respond, he just started moving, keeping his head low. Every so often he glanced behind him to make sure his brother was keeping up; that head of silver hair was hard to miss in a crowd of people this dingy, but none of the factory workers seemed to care.

Wisps in hanging lanterns along the periphery of the square rammed against their enclosures, casting swaying light on the crowds below. The summoners either didn’t notice the pair of boys weaving their way through the crowd or they didn’t care.

The east side of the square opened up to Gate Street. Neither Cal nor Sam were wearing Torchlighter colors, but any Gater worth their salt would be able to recognize Joey Trezza’s boys. Particularly Sam, who had gone without a mask. Most of them, if they had any sense at all, would stay away.

Callum pulled himself up onto a fire escape and moved to offer Sam a hand up, but Sam ignored it and manifested his wings instead. The whole family was fire, but Sam and Ely had inherited their mother’s seraph wings and Callum…well, he could do horns if he was feeling particularly theatrical. The practical application of them was limited. Some people get all the luck.

Instead of stopping on the fire escape, Sam landed on the roof leading Callum scrambling to catch up. He couldn’t get too far, though. Sam didn’t know where the alley Cal was looking for was.

“Show off,” Cal muttered, elbowing Sam as he passed. The pair of them scrambled over roof tops until Cal dropped onto another fire escape and waited.

Sam touched down and leaned on the railing, glancing sidelong at Cal.

A pair of men were shoving each other and stumbling into the alley. A pair of men dressed in Gater yellow. Cal put a finger to his lips and perched on the point where the two steel railings met at a corner.

“I thought we came here looking for answers,” Samael whispered harshly.

“We are,” Callum whispered back. A grin tugged at the corners of his mouth as he glanced back at Samael. He put a lot of feeling into his gaze, as much as he could manage in that moment, before returning his eyes back to the spectacle.

The two men came closer and Cal dropped on one of them, bringing him to his knees with the force of his fall and dashing the man’s head off of the brick below.

The second fumbled for a moment, reaching for a gun at his belt. Cal straightened, half kneeling on the first man’s back and the second started to turn to him only to be met with a wall of Samael.

Cal had just taken a full on hit from Sam last night; he still had a big sore on the inside of his mouth where his teeth had been driven in and knew exactly how much it hurt when Sam drove his knuckles into the face of the second Gater. He dropped his gun and Sam kicked it far down the alley.

Stopping to watch had been a mistake. Cal felt himself overturned by the man he was perched on and his fist left stars in Cal’s vision. Cal got an arm up to cover his face and swung blindly with the other. He hit the man in the ribs and as his hand was falling he found the hilt of a dagger in a sheath at his opponent’s belt.

His fingers closed around it and the Gater drove his knee down hard on Cal’s wrist. He heard it crack and snarled as the man pulled the dagger free of its sheath. It glittered in the wisp light, but there were no runes etched along it. Not the same one they’d gotten him with before.

Cal caught the man’s forearm with his as he pushed it hard toward Callum’s face. He could see down the point and side of the knife and into the man’s hand. If it came down any farther, it would go into his eye and the fight would be over.

He was just about to call for flame when the knife sprung and Callum wrenched himself to the side. The cut opened along the side of his face and he felt a harsh sting against his temple and his ear. He grabbed the man’s wrist with his free hand, flames licking along his fingertips now as they obeyed his previous command. Cal sat up and bit down hard on the fingers holding the dagger until they let go.

“You crazy fuck!” the man shouted. Callum rammed his forehead into the man’s crotch and that was enough to get him the leverage he needed to get out from underneath him and roll to his feet. Blood coursed, hot and fresh down the side of his face.

He grabbed the man’s knife on the way up, holding it in a reverse grip. His own was in a sheath along his calf, lying flat under the fabric of his dress pants.

Out of his peripheral vision, he could see Sam backing up and tugging up his pants leg to get at his own knife. Sam ducked. Cal turned on his heel and drove his knife into the side of Sam’s opponent’s neck, twisted, and dragged it back out. Blood came out in a spray over the bricks and Cal took a step back out of the way. Flames licked up his arm, just out of reach of catching his shirt sleeve.

Sam moved out of Cal’s vision for a moment and there was a hard impact. The man in front of Cal had his hand clasped around a hemorrhaging hole in his neck, and Cal glanced back to see Sam holding the other man to the wall with his forearm. Sam’s knife disappeared into the man’s torso and he took a couple of steps back.

The first man fell, and then the second started shouting incoherently as he held his fingers against the hole in his stomach. Cal stopped the shouting by driving his own blade through his windpipe. He dispelled his fire.

“Holy shit, Cal,” Sam said. Out of his peripheral vision, Cal could see the blood drain from Sam’s face.

“He was going to call down the entire operation on us,” Cal said.

“We came here for information,” Sam said, turning to face Cal with wide eyes.

“These shmucks wouldn’t have known anything,” Cal said. He realized almost as soon as he said it what the problem was. He could have let them go, he didn’t have to jump.

Two less Gaters.

“Callum,” Sam said. His hands clutched Cal’s shoulders and turned him until they were face to face. “I let you try, this is over now.”

“Wait,” Cal said, tugging back out of his hands and moving to the corpse. Sam reached after him and his hands closed into the open air. Cal dropped to a kneel beside the body in the middle of the alley and began to poke through his pockets.

“Cal,” Sam said. “Whatever you’re doing, you need to hurry up. This woman isn’t worth it. I know you say she saved you but that doesn’t mean you owe her anything. What is she holding over your head?”

Footsteps echoed over the end of the alleyway. Some voices shouted in the distance. His hand came out of the pocket with a crumpled wad of two-sigil notes and a pocket knife. Cal dropped the body and moved to the other one.

“I am hurrying,” he said, ignoring the latter half of Sam’s statement. He was right, on some level Callum knew that, but it felt so complicated and he just didn’t want to have to deal with hashing this out right now. “Watch the end of the alley, we’ll get out just as soon as we can.”

A half-finished pack of cigarettes. A folded scrap of paper. An ink pen.

“Cal, now,” Sam said, pulling Cal by the arm to his feet. Cal glanced down the mouth of the alley to see shadows bent along the wall.

Cal looked at the ladder and was about to move, when the telltale rush of air hit the alleyway and Sam’s ashen wings cast a shadow on the wall across from them. The next thing Cal knew, they were both airborne and they’d landed on the roof by the time the Hellwatch poured into the alley.

Sam started to move. Cal followed him, pocketing the cigarettes and the pen and fumbling with the piece of paper to get it unfolded.

“I think we can both agree that we’re done with this,” Sam said, stopping at the edge of the next roof over. He faced Cal and folded his arms, his wings disappearing in a flurry of feathers. “We’ll go home and explain the situation to our parents and then they can help us figure out what’s going on. Unless you want to tell me what this woman is blackmailing you with.”

Cal stared at the piece of paper in front of him and glanced up at Sam.

“Or,” he said, turning the paper around in his fingers so Sam could see it, “we could keep doing what we’re doing and flush out the persons responsible before they realize I’m alive and go so far underground we never catch them.”

Sam looked at the side of the paper that Callum had just been staring at and his brow furrowed. 

“What is that?” he asked.

Cal’s fingers tensed against the page, holding it steady in spite of everything he was feeling at that moment.

It caught the light, the ink bleeding through the page. The hastily drawn edges spiderwebbed out a little bit from being folded up wet, but the sigil was unmistakable.

It was the very same one that had been on the dagger that stabbed Cal.

“It’s a lead,” Callum said. “It’s what’s going to connect my stabbing to Gate Street.”

 

The bottom drawer popped open with the soft sound of wood against wood and filled the room with the smell of fresh laundry and oak. She pressed her fingers into the folded shirts, hand creeping along the bottom of the drawer and looking for the gun that she knew was here.

She’d seen it, the last time she was going through her parent’s drawers. Bother. She should have come sooner. She should have known he’d want it on him after what happened to Cal.

Footsteps in the hallway brought her up short and she carefully shut the drawer so it didn’t make a sound. By then, the doorknob was turning and Elysia Trezza rolled under the bed.

The biggest difference between her mother’s feet and her father’s were the size of them. Most women wore dainty shoes with straps and buckles, but her mother was almost always in boots unless there was a party. She complained that skirts weren’t practical, but she always looked good in a suit.

When things got really hairy, she’d wear her old Hellwatch breastplate. Never in the house. There were rules to keep things kind of normal inside; a time and a place for war things like swords and guns and breastplates.

“He’s probably just taking a walk,” Joey said. His silhouette’s hands held her mother’s shoulders on the wall behind them. Ophelia rested her forehead against his shoulder.

“I can’t take this right now, Joey, not…” Her voice broke. Joey’s arms went around her waist and for a moment their shadows merged into one shape.

“I know,” he said, “I know.”

“I remember when he was born and how quiet he was,” she said. “I thought we were going to lose him, and then he started crying and it was like suddenly being able to breathe again. I never thought we’d lose him now. It feels ironic, after it was so hard to get him in the first place…”

“It’s not ironic,” Joey said, and from the muffled quality of his voice he must have been speaking into her hair. “It’s fucking war.”

Ely felt something in her blood stir at the words. Her father rarely talked about it but she’d heard his boys tell stories. She’d never seen it before.

“You really think it will come to that?” Ophelia asked.

“The first shots were already fired, and I won’t let that go without recourse,” he said. “They can’t just have him, it doesn’t work like that.”

“Joey,” she said, taking a step back. Their shadows split, and Ely could see the profiles of both of their faces looking into one another. “We need to make sure we’re pointing our guns in the right direction. I know you seem sure, I know you do, but there’s more than one bloodthirsty asshole in this city.”

“Who else could it have been? Who is it always whenever this shit happens?” he asked. His voice had taken on a growling quality under the surface. Ely didn’t share his anger.

“And if we strike without any proof who are they going to come down on as having started this?” Ophelia asked.

“When we’re finished there won’t be enough of them to come back at us,” he said. He sounded sure. Ely smirked slightly, riding the residual anger in her father’s voice. She loved it when he was the warlord.

“I’m not talking about the Gate Street Players,” Ophelia said.

“What do you mean?” he asked. His brow furrowed in his voice, a part of his tone as much as the shadow of his expression on the wall.

“I’m talking about the Hellwatch,” Ophelia said. “They aren’t going to let open war in the streets go without recourse, either.”

“So we’ll throw the dogs a bone first,” he said.

“How?” she asked. She stepped away from him and folded her arms, her athletically solid hourglass figure in contrast to his broad shoulders and slender hips.

“Hell,” he said, “if we release some demons onto Gate Street the Hellwatch might take care of them for us. The Gaters. I mean, the demons too. They might even blame them.”

“Don’t pretend you don’t want put a bullet between Vivi’s eyes yourself,” Ophelia said.

Joey snorted.

“I wouldn’t trust a demon or a dog to put down that bitch,” he said.

“So we go in while the demons run amok?” Ophelia asked. “How do you propose we get by during the chaos?”

“The Gaters have their secret ways to move in their territory,” Joey said. “We could use those. It would largely—”

He stopped for a moment, taking a step back from her. Ely stopped breathing. For a moment, she was sure she’d been caught, but then he continued as if he hadn’t stopped at all. His voice was that of a man who had just found the solution to all of his problems.

“Or we could release the demons into those. We start shit in the streets, they try to draw into their hidey holes and lo and behold…”

“That would involve knowing where their holes in the wall were,” Ophelia said. “And procuring summoners to take care of that part of the plan. I know the latter can be done, that we’ve done it before, but what about their safe passages? I suppose you know where those are?”

She didn’t sound like she thought so at all.

“Throw enough money at the street rats and they talk,” Joey said.

“Oh they do,” Ophelia said, “but I promise you not a one of those is going to know about the passages you’re talking about. The Torchlighters are always careful to guard their secrets from anyone not in the business of shining shoes, right? You think the Gaters are any less careful?”

“If they were that careful they wouldn’t have fucked up this bad,” Joey said.

“And that,” Ophelia said, “is exactly why I think it’s reasonable to doubt that they did this.”

There was a pause between them.

“The Gate Street Players aren’t stupid,” she said. “Believe me, Joey, if they dared touch my boy they’re going to burn for it. I will be the first one holding that torch. But not even Vivi is dumb enough to send someone after our son, knowing what it means.”

“She didn’t have to order it to be responsible for it,” Joey said.

“If it was one of her men,” Ophelia said.

“Why are you so convinced it wasn’t?” Joey asked.

“I’m not,” Ophelia said. Her voice was soft, now. “I’m not convinced of anything and that’s why I think we need to be careful here. If we fire at them there is no taking it back, and I want to make sure whoever killed our son, whoever really killed our son, goes down for it in a big way. A clean death isn’t good enough. And if I were someone else, I’d want us to think the Gaters did it.”

“So what do we do?” he asked, shortly. “How long do we wait?”

“We at least make a paltry effort to get some proof,” Ophelia said. “There will have been witnesses. Someone would have seen. And while we’re asking around we take steps to finding out where their little hidey holes and passages are.”

It wasn’t a bad plan. Ely had to respect that much.

“Get people on it while the blood’s still warm,” he said.

Her silhouette nodded, slipped out of the door and the sound of Ophelia’s heavy boots faded down the hall. Ely waited a moment, breathing shallowly as her father didn’t move for a long time.

His feet turned toward the bed, and the moment his knees started to bend she knew she was in trouble.

“So what do you think?” he asked. “Good plan?”

Ely crawled out from under the bed at the side and straightened to a cross-legged sit. His eyebrows were both arced as if there was no doubt in the world, at any point, that he was going to catch her.

She thought for a couple of beats, about what to say to him. Some excuse, perhaps, or anything to get her out of the room. She surprised herself as the first thing out of her mouth was the truth.

“I think you should let me find out where the passages are,” Ely said. 

“I think that sounds incredibly dangerous and I’m not losing another child to this,” he said. “I also think we should talk about this while you’re not on the floor.”

“Dad,” she said, shifting to get to her feet. Standing made it evident how much larger he was. She was, in most ways, her father’s daughter, and that meant she was shorter than average for a woman. At sixteen, though, she wasn’t likely to grow more than her five feet and three inches. “It doesn’t have to be. I’m not suggesting sending me into Gater territory to ask questions, I have something else in mind. Will you at least hear me out?”

“Go ahead, but it’s an uphill battle,” he said, folding his arms. The creases of his pinstriped suit folded with the motion. He was listening. Good. That’s all she would need she was sure.

“The archives,” she said. “At the Summoner’s Academy. They have all the records there. Most of them are under lock down but if I can get into the restricted sections, the basements and sub-basements, I can find maps of pretty much every public project that we’ve ever had in Daelan City and from there it won’t be difficult to surmise what work the Gaters have done under the table. I could get an architect to work with us. Like you said to Mom, money speaks.”

Joey sighed.

“You know, that’s not half bad,” he said.

“I know,” she said. She made sure every inch of her confidence could be heard in the words.

“You get caught, what’s your alibi?” he asked.

Her smirk faded on a dime and she brought her shoulders in to give him her best ‘lost little girl’. She had done it before, more than once.

“I was just here touring the facilities, I’m negotiating with my parents to enroll in your medical program in the spring and someone said the restrooms were down this way. The door back there wasn’t locked and I thought I was on my way out but I just keep getting turned around…”

Another sigh. He turned his eyes to meet hers, and watched her for a moment, considering. She let her face fall back to its natural blank, let the light out of her eyes.

“Alright,” he said. “You’re not a little girl anymore and this seems safe enough.”

Ely let her nervous facade fade and straightened.

“I won’t let you down,” she said. “Can I ask for one more thing though?”

“What is it?” Joey asked.

“Don’t leave me out of the planning this time,” she said. “I don’t expect you to let me fight, you didn’t let Sam or Cal out to do any of that until they were at least seventeen and I get that. Nine more days. But I want to be involved in the planning. I’m good at this, and you can’t deny it. You can’t protect me from it forever.”

“Seems like I couldn’t keep you out if I wanted to,” he said. She couldn’t help her smile in response.

“With all due respect,” Ely said, “I don’t think you could either.”

“I’ll work on your mother,” he said.

“Thank you,” she said. “I’ll just…get out of your hair here?”

“Yeah,” he said. That one syllable spoke volumes about how tired he was. She took two steps back and then turned to leave, closing the door between them. This was a lot for him to have to carry, she knew. It was a lot for her mother, too. Whatever she could do to help.

She ran her fingers along the wall as she walked away, taking a sharp turn into the hall where her room, and her brothers rooms, were.

She stayed there, her back against Callum’s door as her father’s room opened again and she heard his heavy steps fade down the hall, before she drew lock picks out of her sleeve and got to work on the door.

She still needed that gun.

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER FOUR

The Rising Flames

 

“Daelan City, you should know something. I’m committed to sharing this city’s dark underbelly with you. Every secret they want to keep shrouded in mystery. Every horrible thing they don’t want you to know?

Well, you have every right, don’t you?

So let’s take a second to talk about angels, because believe you me, they are not what the city wants you to think they are. They glorify them in their sermons and draw those painstaking murals of humans with feathered wings.

It’s all hogwash, folks. The truth is if they were so benign we’d be using them for everything. No, angels are terrifying and sometimes downright horrific. From the lowliest cherub to the highest ranking seraph, believe you me, you do not want to look at one with your naked eyes.

It might be the last thing you ever see.”

 

Ophelia Trezza brushed her hands over her pants suit to smooth out the wrinkles as she strode into the warehouse. It was one of several Joey had in the dock district and the second one of the boys noticed she’d walked in, his back was straight and he was nudging the others to do the same.

She continued to walk until her feet found the stairs, and the mezzanine, where she leaned on the railing and cleared her throat. By then, she already had everyone’s attention.

“I’m going to need some volunteers,” she said. None of them looked surprised. “You’re all aware of the tragedy that’s befallen our family, and you’re all aware that this can’t go unrewarded in its own way. That is why I want a handful of brave souls to infiltrate Gate Street and find me some shred of evidence one way or the other. We need to know whether or not they were responsible and we need to know while the blood is still warm.”

She kept her tone calm while she explained and a quiet murmur filtered through the crowd. She waited. She said volunteers. If no one in this warehouse wanted to go, she would go to the next one. If there was no one, she would do it herself. She was confident that eventually, someone would speak up.

“I’ll do it,” a female voice said.

Ophelia’s eyes fell on a girl—because she was a girl. She couldn’t have been much older than Elysia, with a salt-split tangle of black hair and freckles under a peeling sunburn.

“Your name?” Ophelia asked.

“Mirin,” she said.

“Are you aware this is going to be a dangerous situation? One that might turn deadly if you aren’t careful?” Ophelia asked.

“It might turn deadly even if I am,” Mirin said. Now that she was speaking more than a couple of words at once, Ophelia could hear her heritage in her accent. She’d been on the money. “Callum was a dear friend. We used to sit on the dock and point out girls together. I want to see someone answer for this as…”

The girl stopped mid-sentence, suddenly thinking better of whatever it was that was about to come out of her mouth. Ophelia understood. ‘As much as you do’, the words seemed to echo across the warehouse.

“Come here, Mirin,” she said. The girl ducked her head and started up the steps, her posture closed, without looking at Ophelia. When she arrived on the platform, Ophelia placed a hand on her shoulder. “Tell me who you are and what you can do. How confident are you in your ability to take instructions and extrapolate them on the fly?”

“Extrap…” the girl said, furrowing her brow.

“Improvise,” Ophelia said.

“I can do that,” Mirin said. “Callum always had me running errands for him, Ma’am, and that almost never went the way we expected it would. I’ve seen the insides of the Fallen Angel’s drug dens, and been in and out of facilities in Black Cat and Gater territories. I even did some watching on the Watchers back when they were still in business. You know, before the Shadow Court killed them all. I’m ready and I’m willing. Please, let me do this for you, Ma’am.”

“The Watchers?” she asked. “That was more than twenty years ago.”

“I was eight,” Mirin said. “I was working for the Shadow Court, then. They train them young. Do you remember the night you found the blind girl?”

“You were the little girl with the dog.”

Mirin nodded. That was enough for Ophelia.

“You’ll report to me directly,” Ophelia said. She raised her voice then. “Mirin is in charge of organizing this inquisition. She’ll gather groups together, send them out where they need to go, all on a volunteer basis only. If you want to be involved in this, you come to her, and she reports to me. Anything you can find in the Gate Street Player’s part of town that implicates them, great. If it exonerates them, just as well. We are looking for the truth.”

Mirin gave a bow to her and Ophelia looked out over the warehouse again. Joey was leaning against the wall with his arms folded and he caught her eye and nodded her over to him.

“Recruit only volunteers,” Ophelia said. “Let me know how that goes. Come to the house if need be. You’re dismissed for now.”

Her boots dinged off of the metal stairs as she came around to Joey.

“I didn’t expect to see you out here, today,” she said. “You gave your orders, was there something else?”

“It’s…related,” he said. There was something in the hesitance of his voice that Ophelia didn’t like. “This is the family business. And this, especially, is family business. So I think the family should be involved.”

“I’m not sure I like where you’re going with this,” Ophelia said, eying him.

He sighed.

“Look, she’s got a plan. I don’t think it sounds that dangerous. I told her I would run it by you,” he said.

“The only ‘her’ you could be talking about is Ely,” Ophelia said, raising a brow.

He nodded. She clenched her jaw.

“Joey, she’s sixteen,” she said.

“I know,” he said. “But I was doing stuff when I was sixteen. And her birthday is in a week.”

“You had to be doing stuff when you were sixteen,” Ophelia said. “You didn’t have older brothers or parents to take care of it.”

“Look, I know this sounds…like a bit much, and I’m not a huge fan of it either, but she just wants to poke around the archives and try to find some blueprints and stuff,” Joey said. “Without Cal here, we may need her sooner rather than later.”

It was a low blow. He had to have known as soon as he said it that it hit her like a punch to the guts. Her brows furrowed, her expression drawing inward, and she took a moment to steel herself against tears that she could not, and would not shed here in front of their people.

Joey sucked down a breath.

“If it had been one of her brothers, it wouldn’t have been a question,” he said. “If we tell her no, what kind of message does that send?”

“When they were sixteen, Joey?” she demanded. She straightened, pushing the grief down as far as it would go and using it to fuel fury. “You damn well bet it would have been a question. Taking them to an execution is one thing but her brother just died and this is actually dangerous. I can’t lose another one.”

“It’s not like she’s going into enemy territory, she’s going into a school,” he said. Something about those words cut through the fog.

“The Academy Archives?” Ophelia asked.

“Yeah, that was her plan. She thinks that she can maybe figure out where their hidey holes are if she can get hold of the city plans,” Joey said.

“Those plans are decades old at best,” Ophelia said.

Joey shrugged.

“She says as long as she knows how it was built she can do something and try to figure out where they’ve made their modifications,” he said.

“She’s too smart for her own good,” Ophelia said, sighing.

“She takes after her mother,” Joey said. The smirk on his face made her heart skip.

“Flattery, now?” Ophelia asked. “Fine. Fine, she can go. But we’re following her on her way there.”

Joey snorted.

“You think I didn’t plan to, already?” he asked.

She couldn’t help her answering smile.

 

Callum knew Alric Kessel on sight. He was a big man with broad shoulders, and the kind of cambion who couldn’t hide his heritage no matter how much he wanted to because his skin was about as red as a lobster’s shell. Most imp-blooded people tended to be short, but his human lineage was all massive northerner and it showed both in the way he moved and the sheer size of him.

More importantly, he was Vivi Verida’s concubine, and that meant he had a close ear to pretty much everything the Gaters were doing. He must have been good at what he did because he sure as shit wasn’t pretty.

Perched between a pair of gargoyles on a ledge around the building across the street, Cal watched him shove his way through the lunch crowd to the counter of a bakery in no man’s land and plant his hands flat on the top of it. He leaned in, locking eyes with the man working the till. Callum recognized the boy. He was the baker’s son, Darven. They had gone to school together as kids.

Of course, he wasn’t confident enough to go in and do his dirty work all by himself. Two other men came in after him staying in the empty wake Alric left as he parted the small crowd within. Several of the people toward the back of the bakery started to filter out the door, and one hard look from Alric stopped the rest in their tracks.

Callum couldn’t hear what they were saying, inside. All he knew was that Alric reached out and knocked a glass jar of cookies off of the counter and it shattered on the floor before he jabbed a thick stubby red finger at Darven.

Alric extended his arms and turned around to address the assembled lunch crowd. While his back was turned, Darven took a step back. Callum felt a fire welling in his chest in response to the man’s terror as he looked on.

One of the guys Alric had brought with him hopped behind the counter and started pulling pastries out of the glass display and throwing them haphazardly into a paper bag. It would have been funny if it hadn’t been happening to Callum’s people.

‘Put all the cupcakes in the bag,’ Callum thought to himself with a derisive snort.

Callum looked the men over. Alric, he’d known at a glance. The goons he’d brought with them, not so much. They were both male, not that it meant anything to the Gate Street Players. One of them had dark hair, and the other was ginger.

He realized quickly that he didn’t actually know their faces, but he started giving them nicknames in his head to keep them straight longer term.

The dark-haired one throwing pastries into the bag had an upturned nose and Callum instantly awarded him the nickname ‘Piggy’.

The red-head had so many freckles on his face he looked like a star map and Callum quickly labeled him ‘Midnight’.

Callum took a moment to memorize as much of their faces as he could. A child in the bakery was crying and clinging to his father’s pants leg as Alric gestured grandly around the store front. Whatever he was saying, he clearly thought it was important. The asshole.

Piggy, who had moved from the baked goods to the register while Alric had been talking, leapt back over the counter and Alric leaned across to pat Darven on the cheek. Even from here, Cal couldn’t have missed the hate in the eyes of the baker’s son. He was wise enough, though, to keep his mouth shut. Good man. That would be fine, Cal had plans to make sure the rest of them paid.

The glass door opened, and he thought he heard the soft ‘ding’ of the bell hung above the door, but he couldn’t be sure. It might have just been the expectation of the sound. It didn’t matter. Piggy shoved Midnight as they stepped out into the brick road and the two jostled for a moment before Alric forcibly separated them.

“You think they’ll play nice?” Midnight asked. His arms were folded. Now that Callum could see his face, he could see the big hooked nose the man had.

“They will if they know what’s good for them,” Alric said. “We’re pushing out, gents, and this place is smack in the middle of our new scrap of territory.”

“Yeah,” Piggy said. He grabbed a pastry out of the first bag and ate it loudly, talking with his mouth full. “The Torchlighters are gonna love this.”

Callum made a note of which bag had the cash in it.

“They’re a mess right now,” Alric said. “You know their angel boy is useless. Trezza just lost his heir apparent, if you think he’s going to have it in him to push back at us you’ve got a screw loose.”

Samael wasn’t useless. Callum wasn’t dead. Even if he had been, Sam would have stepped up. He felt a heat growing in his veins as he crept across the roof and followed them.

“I guess,” Piggy said. Midnight reached over and took the bag, grabbing a pastry out of it. Piggy gave him a resentful look but didn’t grab to get it back.

“They might just be pissed,” Midnight said, shrugging one shoulder. “I’d be pissed. Whoever offed the Trezza boy kicked the hornet’s nest.”

That part brought him up short. He paused between two gargoyles and cocked his head. Maybe the underlings just didn’t know. Alric certainly didn’t look confused, but that didn’t mean anything. You school your expression in front of people.

“And you can kill bees with poison,” Alric said. “Vivi thinks this is an opportunity, so we’re going to take it as an opportunity. She’s still the boss until she dies or says otherwise.”

“She’s getting senile,” Piggy muttered. Alric moved like a flash of lightning, shoving him into the brick wall right under Cal, who had to shift his weight back to keep his balance at the tremor of the impact.

“Vivi makes solid decisions,” Alric said. “You’ll keep that tongue from wagging if you don’t want to lose it, boy.”

Piggy kept his mouth shut. Alric released him and kept walking. Callum waited where he was for a couple of breathless seconds to make sure no one had spotted him before he continued to crawl across the ledge and follow the men below.

That was when they turned a corner. The buildings in Daelan City were all cramped right on top of one another. Most streets were narrow enough that if he thrust his arms out he could touch the walls on either side with his fingertips. Leaping the gap between this ledge and the lip of the roof of the building across from him would be easy, the trick was doing it so no one saw. Even up above, a swift movement like that would draw attention.

He ended up waiting until the knot of men was halfway down the next alley before he made his jump. There was a soft thud as his boots hit the ledge and he caught himself on a flag pole to keep his balance. There was another breathless moment as he watched them go, but none of them turned around.

By the time he caught up to them again, Alric was heading in another direction. Piggy and Midnight stood together in the alley. Callum waited until he could no longer hear Alric’s boots, and took that time to size the situation up.

There were two of them, yes. They were fully grown men, yes. So was he, he thought, at twenty. They also didn’t expect him and he was a seasoned knife fighter. And a cambion who could call down fire if things got too hairy for him, though he was trying not to do that too much if he could avoid it so as to keep his identity under wraps. On the other hand, he came here for information and it would be hard to fight both of them without killing at least one and that was counter-productive if there ever was such a thing.

He could hear Sam’s voice in the back of his head counseling him to be patient. That voice crept into his mind a lot. Most of the time he ignored it. When he thought of what Ely would say, though, it was the same thing, so this one time, he exercised some patience.

It was the better part of two hours, both guys bitching about their lives and families, occasionally shoving one another. For a long time, they were just guys hanging out. Two guys hanging out while one of them had a bag full of stolen money. It was almost sundown by the time they finally parted ways and Callum was left with a choice.

Piggy was obnoxious and probably deserved it the most. Callum couldn’t deny he would enjoy beating the crap out of that bastard, and given he was in the front with Alric, he probably knew plenty. He was also the one holding the bag of stolen sigils.

Midnight was a toss up. He was sullen but he didn’t look inexperienced. Still, Alric didn’t seem to trust him any more than he did the others.

When he laid it out like that, it didn’t feel like much of a question. Callum followed Piggy down a side street. A couple of kids on bicycles passed on either side of him, worryingly close, without sparing him a glance. Piggy flinched. He was wearing a Gater yellow vest and they had long since crossed into Gater territory. That was the effect he must have been going for.

One more turn into a quiet alley, and Callum dropped onto Piggy’s shoulders. He punched him four times in the back of the head before Piggy slammed him into the brick wall behind them and Callum bailed right, rolling to his feet.

“Who the fuck are you?” Piggy roared. He was bleeding a little from a cut just under his hairline. That would turn into bleeding a lot, Callum knew. Head wounds always bled more than they looked like they should. He thought a silent prayer to the ancients that it would get in the man’s eyes. 

Callum was wearing his mask, still. It wasn’t worth the risk taking it off, especially if he knew he was going to be seen right now. Especially if he was going to try to let this one live.

“Call me a concerned citizen,” he said. “What do you know about glyphed daggers?”

“Not a fucking thing, you maniac,” Piggy said. He went for his knife and Callum rushed in, shoving him into the wall. In the same gesture, he drew his knife out from his back pocket. He pushed down on his blade and severed Piggy’s belt with a single hard blow. Piggy’s cry of pain wasn’t lost on him and a trickle of blood started to bloom outward from where he’d cut the man on accident. The bag of sigils hit the ground with a papery ‘thud’.

“Wrong answer,” Callum said. “What are the Gaters working on at the moment? I see you’re expanding territory. Why?”

“I’m not fucking scared of you more than I’m scared of what Vivi will do to me if I tell you shit like that,” Piggy said. He was still struggling to get his knife clear of its sheath. He wore it in the open and it was the only thing holding his belt where it was. Stupid choice. Callum shifted his grip on his own blade so that he could pull Piggy’s knife free of its sheathe and toss it down the alleyway. It landed with a skittering clank.

“She doesn’t need to know it was you who squealed, Piggy,” Callum said.

“Fuck you,” Piggy spat back. Tough. Stupid.

Callum tightened his grip on his knife, used the handle as a fist pack and drove his knuckles right between Piggy’s eyes.

“Why are you expanding territory?” he asked.

Piggy’s eyes had flooded with tears. There was going to be a bruise.

“Ashfair’s fucking tits! We do what the boss says, do I look like I get paid enough to know that kind of shit?” he asked. He rammed his forehead into Callum’s. That was not how someone was supposed to headbutt, Callum knew. The point was to drive the hard plate of your forehead into the softer tissue of the nasal cavity and hopefully break the person’s nose. Fortunately for him, Piggy didn’t know that, but it was still dazing.

It would be dazing for Piggy, too.

Callum’s grip only tightened, and now he held the point of his dagger to Piggy’s chin.

“One more question,” he said. “Give me an answer to save your sorry hide. And you’d better give me the answer I want this time.”

There was no response, just a cold glare in Piggy’s brown eyes.

“What’s the name of the baker’s son?” Callum asked.

“What?” Piggy asked.

“The baker’s son, the man you were just racketing,” Callum said. “Do you know his name?”

Piggy’s eyes widened. Callum waited. He could see the entire process his face went through, realizing he didn’t know, searching his brain for the answer that could save him.

“You’re terrorizing him and his family,” Callum said. “Don’t you think you should at least know the names of the people who are under your protection?”

He swallowed hard, and the force of it pushed the soft tissue of his chin just barely into the point of the blade, drawing forth another trickle of blood.

“I don’t know,” he said. “I don’t know his name.”

Callum withdrew the dagger and took a step back. Piggy was shaking, now.

“What?” he asked.

“You didn’t try to lie,” Callum said, “and if I killed you for not knowing you won’t have learned shit from this. 

“This is fucking stupid,” Piggy said around the tremor in his voice. “If you leave me alive, what’s stopping me from coming back at you later?”

“I might be worried about that if I thought you knew who I was,” Callum said, shrugging. “And as far as the rest of your motley crew, you tell them whatever you need to tell them. Let them know the Daelan City Devil’s watching and he’s going to come for them too.”

He didn’t wait for Piggy to respond. He simply strode down the alley, stopping only to snatch up the bag of money and listening for the sound of footsteps behind him. None came. He kept walking for hours until the sun had finally set.

By the time he got back to the bakery, it was closed. There was still glass on the floor. It took him a couple of minutes to pick the lock, leave the bag of money on the counter and sweep up the glass and cookie crumbs left on the floor.

Dead or not, here or not, these people were still his. He had a responsibility to take care of them, now, and he intended to uphold it. Anyway, he was due to meet up with Sam. He threw the glass away, left the shop and used his lock picks to make sure it was secure again.

Callum thought he’d have to get all the way to the house but Samael was sitting on the front steps of the mother-in-law suite when he peered around the corner.

“Of course you’d use the front door,” Sam said, getting to his feet and steering Callum around the corner. “Come on, we have an appointment and now we’re running late.”

“It’s the front gate,” Callum said, defensively.

“And if our parents find a masked man coming through the front like that, especially right now, what do you think they’re going to do about it?” Sam asked, raising a brow.

Callum hesitated. He’d be dead for real and they would never be able to forgive themselves.

“Okay, point taken,” he said, looking back over his shoulder. “What kind of a meeting did you set up anyway?”

“One with an information broker,” Sam said.

“Oh no,” Callum said, looking back at Sam and losing a step as he walked. “You’re not serious. I don’t have that kind of money right now.”

He would have if he’d kept the bag. Keeping the bag wouldn’t have been an option even if he’d known.

“They take payment in forms other than cash,” Sam said, shrugging mildly.

Cal narrowed his eyes behind the mask. This must have been some way of Sam trying to get him to back down from his plan and betray Lena. He squared his shoulders.

“Fine,” he said, “let’s go.”

Sam started to move for the trams and Callum caught his arm.

“Can’t,” he said. “They’re going to give me grief about the mask.”

“Pretend you’re dad,” Sam said, looking at him.

“As if I could pass for our father,” Callum said, furrowing his brow.

“You can,” Sam said. “Have you looked at yourself lately? Your his height exactly, the same haircut, the same color and you walk like him. It’s probably why it hit him so hard that it was you that went down.”

Samael wasn’t looking at him now. His brow was furrowed, his eyes locked on the bricks below.

“Are you jealous, Sammy?” Callum asked, furrowing his own brow in response. He reached out to touch Samael’s arm and Sam tugged back.

“Of course not,” he said. “You got stabbed. We don’t heal that much faster than regular guys. It’s just…you can’t tell me he doesn’t…”

“What?” Callum asked. “Like me more? I’m the family screw up, you know that.”

“You say that like Dad has never felt like a screw up himself,” Sam said, sighing. “Come on.”

Before Callum could reply, Samael had his hand and was pulling him in through the tram station doors. The entire interior floor was bricked like the street outside, but much cleaner and arranged in a spiral pattern instead of one after the other. There were stone staircases leaning in broad circles up to various floors of the building, the higher up they were leading farther out in to the city. They walked over to the third staircase, their steps echoing over the inside of the ostentatious room.

Callum looked up as Sam stopped by the ticket booth and dropped a couple of ten sigil notes on the table. Callum kept his distance while Samael bought tickets for both of them, looking at the mural on the round ceiling. It was a classic render of seven angels in joyous chorus.

The way they were painted made them look like humans with large, white feathered wings. His mother and Sam were both nephilim and their wings were ash grey. The angels on the ceiling all looked like they had two wings each, as well, and that, Callum knew wasn’t right. At least not for all of them.

Not that there were many people in this city that could say they’d ever seen an angel. Callum knew he hadn’t. He’d seen plenty of demons, you couldn’t miss them here, but angels?

“Come on,” Sam said, “let’s go.”

Callum followed.

The tram car hung from a thick cable with a caged contraption between it and the car. Inside the cage, a pair of short tailed imps phased into existence on either side of a retrofitted hand pump. They looked displeased, but they started the tram moving and Samael gazed out the window.

Steel structures on the roofs of buildings housed tram stops. From up here, the labyrinth stretched out. The sprawl of buildings made most of the alleys impossible to see into.

On the edge of the city, Callum could see where the wastes began. It was like the sprawl of buildings suddenly stopped, giving way to cracked desert where no one should have been able to live. Yet people did anyway.

Samael broke him from his thoughts.

“Our dad is a good man,” Sam said. “He does his best for his people. But I know he feels like common trash sometimes, even if he never lets it show in front of the aristocracy. I don’t think he ever meant to live on the north end. And like it or not I’m pretty sure you remind him of himself in a way I never will. You’re his favorite.”

“I don’t think that’s true, Sammy,” Cal said, quietly. “I’m the son that gets into fights and sent home from school with a black eye, then goes on to fake his death. You’re the son that studies hard and listens to people when they have problems and wears his whole suit like a damn professional while I’m always losing my jacket.”

“And I’m saying our father has never been that clean,” Sam said, chuckling.

“If you think he wouldn’t have been just as torn up if it had been you,” Callum said, “you’re out of your mind. Our father loves you. How could you even say that?”

“How could you lie to him about something like this?” Samael asked.

Callum broke his gaze again. The cable car was starting to descend to a small way station at the end of the theater district. 

“I said I wouldn’t tell,” he said.

“You’re still not going to tell me what she’s blackmailing you with?” Sam asked. “Are you going to die for real if you break your word? Does she have photographs? Is it something so bad you can’t even tell your own brother?”

“No,” Callum said, “that’s just it, it isn’t anything. She said, ‘keep this between us’, and damn if I can’t help but keep my mouth shut.”

“I don’t have to,” Sam started.

“No,” Callum said. “I need you to do this for me because…because she saved my life. I was dying. I was a dead man. I don’t know how she fixed this. And all she asked was for me to behave for a little while until we could get this figured out. I wasn’t even supposed to tell you.”

“But you did,” Sam said.

“I never said I wouldn’t,” Callum said. “They’re my parents, but…you’re my brother.”

Samael sighed, reached over and ran his hand the wrong way through Callum’s hair.

“You’re an idiot.”

The tram car screeched to a halt and the imps disappeared in a fog of sulfur-smelling mist. Samael stepped out of the tram car while Callum tried to un-muss his own hair as he stood up.

“You weren’t kidding,” Callum said, sighing and looking around. “You actually made us an appointment with the Nightingales.”

“We’ll be able to catch the tail end of the show if we hurry,” Samael said, and set off at a brisk walk. He had a sunny expression on his face as he walked through the crowd. Sam was an expert at navigating his way through a knot of people like this. He sidestepped and turned, never bumping into anyone.

Callum wasn’t as good. He felt heavy on his feet and actually knocked into several shoulders on his way by. Rather than apologize, he kept his head down and kept walking. Every one of them had better things to do than worry about what he was doing.

The Haven Theater was one of the smaller ones on the block. It was painted white with an ornately carved set of pillars on either side of the door depicting harps and songbirds, and the sound of jazz music and smooth, crooning voices could be heard within.

The bouncer was a tall man with long hair bound in a loose braid, and he started to step in the way when he saw Samael.

“Finally decided to show up, did you?” the man asked, chuckling. “Go on in, you’ll be sent upstairs shortly.”

Sam gave a nod and pulled Callum in before the bouncer could say anything else. The inside of the theater was cool and the floor was dotted with small dinner tables where a variety of people sat.

Word had it that they named this place ‘Haven’ because anyone was welcome. Callum was under the impression it had been named after the woman who owned it, but he could see why it had such a reputation.

There was a mixed crowd here, and Callum could see no less than four visible cambion at different tables. One woman had a tail, and another man that was facing slightly away from the stage blinked two pairs of eyes at his date. There were men in heels and women with hair cut far shorter than would have been socially acceptable anywhere but Theater Street. There was even one group of three women clustered tightly together and holding hands.

The one thing everyone had in common was that they looked happy.

Samael walked over to the table in the back corner, one that had been left empty for them. He plucked the ‘reserved’ card off of it and dropped back in his seat. Callum sat beside him. His mask didn’t even feel eye-catching, here.

“If I didn’t know any better,” he whispered, “I’d say you were a regular.”

“We all have things we like to do with our time off,” Sam said, chuckling.

The woman on the stage was a vision in a white and gray feathered dress. Her eyes were large and very blue, her hair hanging in a neat bob at her jaw, and the song coming out of her mouth was as beautiful as she was.

It was low and lilting, following the curvature of the music without a snag. It was like she’d put a spell over the audience and Callum could see why. The dress she wore hugged all the right curves and as she spun a sad melody about jilted lovers. For a moment, he wanted to kiss that pout right off her ruby red lips. And then she stopped singing and the urge flowed out of him like an exhaled breath.

He glanced over at Samael, who was smirking sidelong.

“She’s good,” he said. Callum couldn’t deny it.

“Didn’t take her for your type,” Callum said. Sam laughed quietly and shook his head.

“That’s because she’s not.”

Callum couldn’t deny how comfortable his brother looked here. More than once near the end of the set he caught Sam mouthing the words to the songs the woman on stage was singing, until finally she stopped and took a shallow bow to announce the next performer.

“Come on,” he said, “that’s our cue.”

Callum raised a brow, but stood with his brother, and the pair of them made their way through the sitting area and into a door on the other side of the floor. The lighting was dramatically different in the hall, fluorescent bulbs bathing it in warm light as opposed to the pale blue in the chamber over.

At the other end of the hall, leaning against a door, was the dark-haired singer. She beckoned to them with her long cigarette holder and vanished into the doorway.

“Always this mysterious?” Callum asked, glancing at Samael.

“It’s part of their allure,” Sam said. “The smoke and mirrors of it. It’s more important to some people than others and the Nightingales have a lot to work against.”

Four paces brought them to the door and Callum turned to find a spiral staircase instead of a room or another hall. He exchanged a look with Sam who nodded to them.

“Well, go on,” Sam said.

“You made the appointment, shouldn’t you go first?” Callum asked.

“I made the appointment for you,” Samael said.

Callum turned to face him completely.

“I know you can’t see my face, but I am giving you such a look right now,” Callum said.

“Noted and taken to heart, brother,” Samael said, coolly. “But she only speaks to one person at a time. Her secrets are for one pair of ears only and you’re the one that needs to know. I’m trusting you to ask smart questions and come back with the right information. You can offer her information, too, instead of paying with sigils.”

“I know that,” Callum said. “Do you think I don’t know that?”

He was trying to psych himself up. Samael wasn’t having it. He put his hand between Callum’s shoulder blades and gave a sharp shove. Callum stumbled up a couple of steps and a moment later the chipped-white painted door shut behind him.

The stairs were nearly glowing white and claustrophobic. The tile of the hall had given way to thick white carpet that muffled his steps as he moved up. Something about his shoulders brushing the rounded walls on his way up made it almost difficult to breathe in here.

Then, as fast as he had entered the stairway, he was exiting. The room on the other side was just as white, and the carpet stretched on. There were two wooden chairs in here, set beneath a low steeped ceiling. Between them was a tiny bistro table and in the far chair sat the singer from the little theater below, one leg crossed over the other and a long cigarette holder between her fingers.

“Everything,” she said, “is measured in exchanges. Let me begin. Your name for mine. Do you find this to be an acceptable exchange?”

“I don’t,” Callum said.

“Then you may call me ‘Rune’ and offer me a nickname, instead,” she said.

“Ashes,” he said. She nodded like she had been expecting this.

“You’ve come here because you want information. I might have it for you. This being your first time I’ll explain how it works. You sit down, and tell me what you want to know. I will tell you roughly how much I know about the subject, but not what that information is. Then, you make me an offer for it. From there, we play the haggling game. Sit.”

It was a power play and Callum tried to keep the fact that he knew it out of the set of his mouth as he took the seat. She’d left him two choices; obey her or refuse and look like a petulant child. He didn’t like that.

“In that case let’s get right to it,” he said, reaching into the interior pocket of his jacket and drawing out the paper he had lifted off of the dead Gater. He extended it to the woman and she took it between the delicate fingers of her free hand. The cigarette burned on, a couple centimeters of ash hanging precariously off of the edge and threatening to fall into the pristine white carpet.

She tapped it out into the ashtray on the table at precisely the last moment.

“I’ve seen this glyph before,” she said, finally. “Without context I’m afraid nothing I can give you will be of much use.”

“I’ll be the judge of that,” Callum said. “You tell me what that sigil is, and I’ll tell you where I saw it.”

She glanced up at him, then, blue eyes alight with something Callum couldn’t quite place. Her lips quirked into a smile.

“Oh,” she said, “you’re a clever one. Point one in your favor, I find this agreement to be…copacetic.”

She took a drag from her long cigarette holder and set the paper on the table between them, with the sigil facing upward.

“First,” she said, “how much do you know about the art of summoning?”

“Precious little,” Callum said. It occurred to him too late that he might have tracked in mud, but if he had she didn’t look too concerned with the idea. “I know you have to draw a circle with no breaks and that some demons need more focus than others to keep control of. I know bigger ones need a more complicated circle.”

“I wouldn’t say bigger,” she said, taking another drag of her cigarette. The cherry flared toward the very base and she ground it out in the ash tray before she set her long holder on the table beside the paper. “Consider people. They work very much the same way. Being bigger does not always necessarily mean they are more powerful. But yes, the more powerful the demon, the more complex the chain of sigils required to hold them.”

An intrusive part of his brain wondered if that was why they’d named their standard mark of cash that. The aristocracy was that arrogant.

“Some of those sigils are specifically geared toward the names of outsiders,” she said. “Usually that is only the keystone and it goes at the northernmost point of the circle.”

She picked up her long cigarette holder and began to draw in the ashtray with the tip of the cigarette in it, first a circle and then an X at the top point of the dish.

“The rest come in two types. Seals and articulations. Seals go at the cardinal points as well,” she said, marking little ‘o’s at the eastern, western and southern points of the circle. “Articulations are woven between them, specifically designed to carry the will of the summoner between the seals and weave in contingencies for the circle itself. Ultimately these should be as unbroken as the outer circle. Different seals exist for different beings, do you follow?”

“I think so,” Callum said. “Which one is that?”

“An articulation,” she said. “This shape was designed to keep a soul trapped within a circle. Not a body. It is what they use to bind heat into flameless tea and coffee pots, and the wisps into lanterns, but this here is far more specific than you would ever need to bind a wisp or a basic flame sprite. If I didn’t know any better I’d say they were aiming to capture the soul of a proper demon. It wouldn’t normally be worth the risk. Now, where did you see this?”

He opened his mouth to tell her it had been written on a wall in an alley but his voice caught hard in his throat. She must have noticed his distress, because she laughed.

“Underneath the cushion of the chair you’re sitting on is another glyph,” she said. “That one is designed to render you incapable of lying to me as long as you are sitting in it. The articulations on that circle won’t allow you to rise until I give the command either. We have to get more creative with our clients who have no demon blood. If it makes you feel any better I’ve been bound to the same restrictions.”

She opened her mouth, dropping her jaw and letting her tongue roll out for him to see. There was a brand burned into it, a circle with a shape he didn’t recognize. She let him look for a moment before withdrawing the appendage back into her mouth.

“All Nightingales take the brand. I’ve insisted on it,” she said. “A little bit of witchcraft for a lot of security.”

“You speak very well for someone with a burned tongue,” Callum said, dryly.

“You would be surprised how quickly and thoroughly injuries to the inside of your mouth can heal,” she said. “Now, where did you come by this shape?”

“On the flat of a dagger,” Callum said. It wasn’t a lie, it simply wasn’t the whole truth.

“The dagger that was used to stab you in the chest, Callum Trezza?” she asked, calmly. It was as if she were checking to see if he wanted cream in his tea. His throat ran dry.

“What will you give me to confirm that?” he asked.

This time, Rune laughed hard.

“Oh, my clever boy, you and I are going to have a long friendship, I think,” she said. “I will tell you, but because I like the cut of your jaw and the way your lips move when you sing to me and would like for you to come and sing to me again. It was a Gate Street Player holding the knife, but they are not the ones behind this. Someone is merely hiring shoeshiners. Taking up a collection.”

“Yes,” he said, immediately, ”on the dagger they used to stab me in the chest. Do you know how I survived?”

“No,” she said. “But when you have more to tell please feel free to come back to me and we can discuss it at length, then. I am always listening, you know, and always singing songs. If there is nothing else?”

She asked too fast for him to know which word released him from the trap against the wood of the seat. He got to his feet, heart hammering in his chest.

“Wait,” he said.

“There is nothing to wait for, my clever boy, don’t overstay your welcome,” she said.

“I need to know who,” he said.

“The price for that is far too steep,” she said.

“At least tell me why,” he said.

“If you gave it a little bit of thought you would be able to figure it out on your own,” she said, “so just this once, I’ll offer you a free answer. Power, Callum Trezza. Why else?”

It hung in the air between them. He knew in that moment he was going to get nothing else from her tonight. It was best not to burn that bridge.

He gave her a nod before moving for the doors. Samael was waiting for him in the hall, his silver braid hanging over one shoulder.

“Did you find out what you needed to know?” Samael asked.

“Enough,” Callum said, walking now. He needed to get out of this theater. He needed air that wasn’t clogged by the thick stench of cigarette smoke and ill won secrets. “They were trying to take my soul.”

“The Nightingales?” Samael asked, wrinkling his nose. The walk out seemed much faster than the walk in had been. Callum spilled out into the brick street outside and sucked down night air like he’d been suffocating.

“No,” Callum said. “Whoever had the dagger. I don’t know why it didn’t work.”

He didn’t mention the confirmation that a Gater had done it, yet. He’d had a lot confirmed for him just now and he needed a moment to breathe and wrap his mind around it.

“Sammy?”

“Yeah?” Samael asked, looking at him.

“I need to take a walk,” Callum said. “Let me find you in the morning, I just need some space to clear my head.”

Sam nodded. “You have it.”

It was hard for Callum to guess what his brother was thinking in that moment, so he didn’t try. He just took off at a brisk pace. He didn’t bother with the tram this time, he just walked. 

He kept walking until he reached his loose brick dead drop and pried it free.

This time, there was a real note waiting for him.

 

Joey came out of the bank and waited for a moment as a cyclist crossed in front of him before walking into the alley on the other side. One of his. He kept one hand in his pocket and raised the other to check his wristwatch. On the opposite end of the alley, another cyclist cut him off and he stumbled back.  A chuckle on the other end of the alley brought his attention back to the far side.

“Daelan City Devil?” Lissel asked, loping towards him down the alley. “Get over yourself. You can’t think putting a mask on makes it less obvious that you’re you, Trezza, and you can’t have thought we were going to just let you get away with picking on our underlings.”

She was a little older than Samael, with pink skin and hair as black as ink. He’d seen her fight. Quick and dirty, vicious like an imp.

“First,” Joey said, “I don’t know what you’re talking about. Second, I don’t have time for this. Which leads me to third; I don’t care. Now move along, before you do something you’ll regret.”

“Never took you for the type to lie, Trezza,” Lissel said. She cocked her head, her arms folded. “And you really thought it was going to work. I’m not sure if this is more funny or pathetic. You have time.”

She grinned, showing more teeth than a human would have been capable of. There was a little cracking sound as her jaw unhinged and her head opened producing a tongue with roughly the same thickness as a tram cable. It came whipping at him.

He took a step to the side as the glistening tongue shot past him.

“Call me a liar one more time and it will be the last thing you ever say,” he said. “Now I’m not asking. I’m telling you to leave.”

There was a garbled sound as Lissel tried to speak while she was withdrawing her horrific tongue. Then it whipped, hot and stinging, against the back of his shoulder and she was laughing as she regained her articulation. There was a gun in her hand.

“Yeah, I thought so.”

Joey’s hand lit up with a hellfire glow.

Lissel lashed at him again. This time, he caught her tongue in his grip and it sizzled and thrashed under his fingers. Lissel jerked back, aiming to pull him closer along with the far end of her tongue and lining up a shot with that pistol.

Joey flexed his wrist, wrapping the end of her cabled tongue once around it as he planted his feet and yanked her forward. Lissel lost her footing, and he strode forward.

On the second step he was pulling a switchblade out of a pocket he’d sewn into his left jacket sleeve and on the fourth he was slashing out at Lissel’s forearm. He got his cut. Her blood coursed a thick dark blue down her wrist and fingers, but she didn’t drop the gun.

“The longer you take to decide to run, the closer you get to dying. You’ll find I’m rarely in this generous of a mood,” Joey said.

The gun slipped from her fingers. Her face was hard, but he was close enough to see the tremor in her legs and shoulders. Her blood dripped onto the brickwork. It was a bad cut.

Lissel ran.

Joey found himself standing in Danny’s shadow, as he came up behind him.

“You were one cut away from a dead Verida,” Danny said. “Payback for Callum. That’s not the kind of restraint I was expecting. Why did you let her go?”

“She knows something I don’t,” Joey said, “and whoever she runs back to is gonna know even more.”

“Then we’d better get moving before we lose her,” Danny said. Joey loved that about his brother; he always knew when to ask questions and when to just accept the situation and haul ass.

 

The Summoner’s Academy campus was beautiful in the winter. It was one of the few places in the city with a lot of trees, with pristine snow clinging to the boughs. Elysia tugged her scarf a little tighter around her neck against the chill in the air and headed for the massive stone building with the lions on either side that served as the academy library.

Several students were starting to leave for the night, passing Ely on her way in. None of them spared her so much as a glance, and that was fine by her. Most people, in her experience, were caught up in their own lives anyway and the less they noticed her the more she could get away with.

The trick, she had learned, was to walk in like she had no doubt that she belonged there. It was shocking how much she could get away with simply by showing her confidence. It was almost as though people couldn’t believe someone could be lying and also be that audacious at the same time.

The interior of the library was a vaulted ceiling and beautiful marble floors. Marble pillars held up a mezzanine around the upper half of the lobby. There was a space near the front where a large rounded counter sat, with a small swinging gate to allow employees to get in and out. Several student workers were seated inside, each with a ledger in front of them. Hardly any of them were actually looking at those ledgers, instead studying their own material since no one was at the desk.

The shelves were rows of polished oak crammed with books and smelling strongly of vellichor. Between the stacks were round tables with numerous chairs where students brought their materials to study. One young blond man was sitting at one of these tables with a stack of thick architectural books around him and his glasses slightly askew from where his hand was pushing them.

She recognized him. That had been the man that had greeted them when they came to confirm that Callum’s body was his. A part of her mind wondered what the mortician was doing here; at the time he’d seemed completely in place. She wondered if she would feel like he was if she hadn’t seen him there.

One of the clerks stood up and approached her with a cordial half-bow.

“Welcome to the Royal Summoner’s Academy Library,” he said. “May I see your ID?”

“I’m afraid I don’t attend here, yet,” Elysia said, straightening.

The clerk considered her for a moment, as if sizing her up. He took in her clothes. She stayed calm and waited as he looked her over, taking her measure and deciding her worth, and finally, he continued.

“I bid you enter and learn, but first I must ask what brings you here. You don’t have a student pass and we like to collect the data for posterity.”

Ely gave her best smile.

“Of course,” she said. “I’m touring the campus because I have an interest in your medical program. I want to enroll next semester and I thought it would be wise to familiarize myself with the facilities.”

He gave her a dubious once-over and Ely didn’t stop smiling for a second.

“Forgive me, but you don’t look like the nursing type,” he said. Elysia kept that smile on her face but let her eyes go cold.

“Perhaps that’s because I’m not,” she said. “I’m going to be a doctor.”

She extended a hand for him to shake before he could offer any sort of argument to the sentiment. He started to shake it with a look of clearly forced tolerance on his face, as though he didn’t consider it his job to tell her the truth and shatter her dreams.

“Please,” she said. “Allow me to introduce myself. I’m Elysia Trezza.”

It had the desired effect. He shook her hand but she could see the beginnings of sweat breaking out on his brow. He did a reasonable job, for the most part, looking unconcerned, but Ely knew what to look for and she knew she had him.

His once-over had asked ‘are you sure you can afford to go to school here’. His forced tolerance had said ‘That’s a little ambitious for a girl, don’t you think?’. And now, his expression said ‘I’m not sure I can afford to question you again’.

She strode right past him without giving him a second look, and headed right for the stairs.

The door that partitioned the stacks from the restricted archives downstairs was unlocked. The metal gates below would not be. There were several floors of restricted records, here, starting with city information and ending with the books on summoning demons farther down. The farther down you went, the more security there was. She’d heard stories, but wasn’t sure how many of them were just that, and how many were accurate.

They typically stationed a guard near the books on summoning, but Ely wasn’t looking for anything quite so egregious at the moment. She stopped on the first landing and drew her lock picks out of her sleeve pocket, going to work on the iron gate.

The mechanism was almost too easy. The gate gave a soft creak as she pushed it open, just enough for her to slip through, and then shut it again behind her. She didn’t lock it. Odds were good no one was going to come in here while she was looking around, anyway.

She was about to take a step when she heard a sucking sound in the air behind her, and darted between two shelves to watch through the books. The shape in the hall was nothing remotely close to humanoid. From the shadow on the wall behind it, it almost looked as though she was looking at a wheel of arms.

Something about that shadow was fraying, in her mind. The answer clicked a moment before flesh came around the corner, and Ely shut her eyes, dropping to crouch as low as she could. Slow, deep breaths, she reminded herself, as quiet as you can make them. The noise that thing in the hall was making didn’t sound like something any living being should make. It was a high pitched warble, distinctly annoyed.

Vaguely, she realized she might actually die here. And this was supposed to be the easy job.

“What are you doing down there?” a harsh voice called down the stairs. Ely knew immediately it wasn’t talking to her. “I keep telling you, you can’t come up past the third floor down without a really good reason, and rats aren’t good enough! Shoo, before you burn the mind out of some poor intern again.”

The words were charged with a summoner’s power. A command by a warlock that couldn’t be refused. A series of enochian syllables filled the air and that warble got louder for a moment before silencing completely. 

After the footsteps above her faded into the distance of the library, Ely opened one eye.

She found herself staring into another pair and shortly realized it wasn’t a pair at all. The creature was a wheel of arms, like a series of interlocked shoulders, and the entire side of the wheel was covered in dozens of eyes that were all fixated on her and narrowed. It wasn’t making a sound anymore. One of the palms extended downward, fingers pointing toward the floor, and the mouth along the palm tugged open to whisper to her, but she heard its voice more in her head than with her ears.

Do not be afraid, it said.

Ely considered the being. A quick mental estimation gave her an association she wasn’t sure her brothers would have been able to come to. There were seventy-seven eyes in all. Seven arms.

“You’re an angel,” she whispered. “I’m not afraid. I didn’t come down here for anything you are guarding.”

Now, she kept her face schooled to a careful blank. She had a feeling this being wouldn’t appreciate the mask of any forced emotion, but she wouldn’t show it fear.

Seraph’s child, it said, it is not often I contact one that can look upon me dead on like this and not be reduced to a quivering heap. A being of my magnitude should not be chained by mortal hands. Free me.

“That’s quite a demand,” Ely said. Her voice was still low, constrained. “Tell me, why should I? You’re quite chained at the moment, I presume, or you would have brought down the heavens’s wrath on your captors.”

Chained, yes, from harming them, the angel said, but not from harming intruders.

“And yet if you harm me,” Ely said, “there will be no one left to free you.”

The silence stretched between them, all seventy-seven eyes locked on her in a knot of fury and frustration. Ely allowed herself to quirk a small smile.

“A favor,” she said. “One outsider to another. I free you from indefinite servitude, and you come to aid me one day when I need it. One moment of righteous fury for me.”

That would require I give you my name, the angel said.

“If I’m going to break the circle that binds you, I will learn it anyway,” Ely said. “And when I call you up it will be in your best interests not to harm me then, either, because if they managed to call you once there is a good chance they will do so again and you might need me once more, to liberate you from the confines of your subjugation.”

There was a soft keening in the air between them. After a beat, Ely realized the thing was laughing.

You have my word, seraph’s child. I will come when you call. Once, the angel said.

“That’d be the berries,” Ely said, dryly. “I’ll also have your word that you won’t burn down the library on your way out. You get one murder and you aren’t allowed to use it on me. Deal?”

You seem keen on putting restrictions on me, child, the angel said. Do you know how old I am or what I am capable of?

“Right now it isn’t much,” Ely said, “and I’m offering to help you change that. You’re asking me to set you loose, so I get a say in what comes as a result. I wasn’t the one that called you here, but I’m taking a lot of risks in letting you go. I know what I’m worth.”

All the way at the bottom, the angel said.

“You have my word I will as soon as I’ve found what I’m after,” Ely said. “Enough for now?”

Do not lie to me, the angel said. They will not keep me in my bondage forever.

“My parents raised me better than to break my word once I’ve given it,” Ely said. “And you have my word.”

All seventy-seven eyes closed, and the angel vanished.

The shelves down here weren’t nearly as ostentatious as the ones in the stacks had been. The public part of the library was kept beautiful and grandiose to draw in touring students. Down here, the archives were much more utilitarian. Ely ran her fingers along spines as she read along and tried to get a feel for the organization down here.

Legislature. Census data. There it was. City planning. It was one of the smaller shelves down here, but she knew she would be able to find what she was looking for here.

There was a sharp creak that made her hold her breath for a moment. She leaned around the shelf and saw the metal diamonds that were the gate starting to shrink in on themselves as someone opened it up and started to come in. Damn. She thought she’d have had more time than this.

She skimmed titles quickly, looking for a book that would help. A hand bound volume with a hand-written label declaring it ‘old planning documents’ caught her eye and she grabbed it and shoved it under her coat, pinned between her arm and her side.

That was about the time the blond mortician from upstairs rounded the corner.

Now that he was in front of her, she got a better look at him. He had a round face, but he probably wasn’t quite as old as she’d originally guessed. Maybe thirty. His eyes were a pale blue and magnified to at least four times their original size by the fizz bottle lenses of his glasses. His hair was pale and stuck up at odd angles like he’d slept on it funny the night before and not bothered to comb it back down and there was a light dusting of freckles over his cheeks and nose.

“I don’t think you’re supposed to be down here, ma’am,” he said. He sounded a little bit nervous, and he didn’t seem unkind. Ely rolled the situation in her head and responded without missing a beat.

“I’m not,” she admitted. “I seem to have found myself in a spot of trouble and I needed to look into the structural integrity of several buildings around town to find my way out if it.”

“Are you even really interested in the medical program?” he asked. So he’d heard. That also meant he knew who she was and he was down here questioning her anyway. That took more spine than she’d initially given him credit for.

“I am,” she said. “In fact that wasn’t a lie at all, I am keenly interested in learning the surgical arts.”

She didn’t tell him about how she’d vivisected the rats she caught growing up, or how she’d successfully removed a kidney from one of them, cauterizing the joining points with her own seraph’s fire, and watched it recover in real time. There were rodents all throughout the docks with stitched up scars from Elysia’s tender ministrations.  She had gotten very good at taking pieces out without killing them. It was a skill set she would like to have for humans as well.

Human bodies were harder to come by.

“Well,” the mortician said, “I’m interested in architecture. And if there’s something you’re trying to figure out, well. I figure I might be able to help.”

Interesting. It wasn’t something to bring up right away, but if you happened to want human bodies, there were few better places to get them than from a morgue.

“And if I told you the thing I’m trying to discern is of dubious legality?” Ely asked.

“I would politely request that you not tell me anything else specific,” he said. “Besides. I kind of figured that much when you told the guy at the desk your name was Trezza. I’m Martin.”

He extended a hand for her to shake. His right hand. She had the book tucked under her right arm. He seemed to notice her hesitation, but he didn’t drop his hand. Ely held the book in place with her left hand as she shook with him.

“I have access,” he said. “Whatever it is, if it’s on this level I can check it out. So how about you pass it to me, and we can meet up to discuss it later?”

“You know where the Nostra Estate is?” Ely asked.

“It’s one of four manors in city limits,” Martin said. “You can lean out your window without hitting your head on the building next to yours, I’m pretty sure I can find it.”

They both laughed.

She stopped at the top of the steps, slipped him the file and waited. He paused, his brow furrowing at her. She smiled.

“I actually want to go check out some medical texts,” she said. “Go ahead. I’ll see you when we agreed.”

To make it look real, she stepped out with him and started to peruse the shelves. He lingered by the door talking to the clerk for a moment, and Ely actually took the time to sit down and read for a moment until the clerk stopped being suspicious and she was able to sneak back down the stairs.

The first floor down was barren and silent. As the angel had promised, it had gone back down to the lower levels. She stopped at the top of the steps and looked down.

There was no telling how many of these creatures they had bound down there. Anyone else in her position would have been indignant. After all, she was part angel.

If they had been more cautious they wouldn’t have ended up here, she thought. She started down the steps, her stride light and one hand on the interior spiral of the wall. Her gun would be of no use against these beings.

The second floor down was quiet and dark, and she continued down the spiral staircase without taking it. On the third, she could see a little bit of light flickering in her peripheral vision and at one point she was almost sure she caught a mouth opening wide. She didn’t falter in her stride and she didn’t spare so much as a look.

All the way at the bottom, the angel told her. They might be allowed to attack her, but they would never think to if she walked in like she owned the place. That could only last for so long.

The bottom of the stairwell was lit only by three wisps whose encasements were embedded in the floor. It sent rippling lights up along the walls and gave her the feeling of being under water. The door was closed and very thoroughly locked.

Seraph’s child, the angel said. In that moment Ely knew it was right behind her.

“You’re lucky I’m good with locks,” she said, cocking her head at the hole. She drew her picks out of her sleeves and got to work. “Watch my back, if someone else stops me you’re never getting out of here.”

Right now, you are a treasure to me, the angel told her, and a soft keening filled the room just below the point of being able to actually hear it. Do as you are, and do not look back. I can promise your safety only if you do not look back.

“I won’t,” she assured him. She sounded perfectly confident. Then the angel’s strange present-and-not-present voice kicked up into a high warble and there was an impact at the top of the stairs. Suddenly keeping her promise was difficult.

Ely focused on the lock. Even when the room shook. Even when there were crashes and cries. Even when a rope of twitching flesh crept into her peripheral vision. She did not look back.

The telltale click of the lock coming undone was like a weight off of her shoulders. She felt the warmth and weight of the angel against her back.

Corinthiel, it said. Free me and no others. Go.

The whisper of the name gave her more than just the sounds that made it up. She understood it. Corinthiel, the name, the being, the glyphs that comprised it. Ely slipped through the door and shut it behind her.

The circles here had been made to last. They were carved deep into stone altars with circles in front of them made on moving platforms that could seal and unseal at the will of the summoner. Six of the eight platforms were glowing, and she walked among them looking at the letters.

Corinthiel was towards the end of the room. Some of the name glyphs had been scrawled in chalk and paint. Corinthiel’s had been embossed into the marble. They never planned to let this angel free.

Too useful, she wondered? Too powerful? Too dangerous?

Not to her. He’d promised not to harm her.

And, an intrusive thought pressed at the back of her mind, had he promised not to harm her family?

No, she thought. No he hadn’t. But if he stabbed her in the back after a favor like this she would give him a fate worse than protecting a library. She had his name from his own mind. He had given her power over him in exchange for his freedom.

There was something important in honoring that.

Now, Ely did draw her gun. She aimed it at the curve of one of the arterial lines of the summoning circle, and fired. A rush of air like static went out from the marble alter and for a moment her ears rang with the reverb of the shot.

Corinthiel was beside her. She could tell from her peripheral vision that he was no longer a ring of arms, though he still seemed to have too many eyes and a shape that was not entirely human. In her periphery he appeared to be a pillar of light.

One last favor, he said, for my kind friend. Seraph’s child. Close your eyes.

She did. In a burst of energy the pressure in the air changed. Her ears popped and it was suddenly very cold.

Corinthiel spoke to her again, but this time he sounded very far away and she knew she wouldn’t see him again until she called him on purpose.

Thank you.

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER FIVE

Black Water

 

“Here are some things they won’t tell you folks unless you go to one of those upper class schools; how to protect yourself against outsiders.

For afrite and rhakshasa it’s as easy as not getting set on fire. The half-breeds anyway. You see a full blooded rhakshasa on the loose, you walk away. Don’t run. Never run from anything from another plane, all it does is attract their attention. You walk, hide, and pray it goes for someone else first.

Contrary to popular belief, preta only devour the flesh of the dead so if your neighbor keels over and shows up the next day, don’t worry your pretty head about it.

Asura have a pretty obvious threat range with those arms. Four to eight, depending on the power of the thing. And I know it only looks like they have two eyes, people, but even if you’re standing behind it, it can still see you. That’s important, don’t forget it.

Concubi, though…

I can already hear some of the less mature folks listening out there making a joke about not getting what you were expecting in bed, but let’s be real. Not all of them can shift that way. Not even most of them. The real threat is what a concubus can do with its magic.

All it takes is that spark of attraction and you’re dragged under. You want to take one as a lover you make damn sure you can trust them not to abuse your faith in them.

Oh, and in case you were wondering? Love is a good defense. It’s harder for a concubus to grab your mind and hold on when it’s on somebody else, after all.

Stay warm out there, stay safe and stay vigilant. The night has many secrets ready to pounce on the unwary.”

 

The hammering sound against the door echoed over the entryway and Ophelia Trezza strode to answer. It had been a rough couple of days, and whoever was knocking on the other side sounded like they meant business. She felt a burning in her chest. Whatever business they meant, they had better be serious about it or be ready to back down.

She opened the door and found herself face to face with the Captain of the Hellwatch.

“Barghest,” she said. The word was clipped. There was a moment of surprise on his face when she answered and that only made the bitter heat in her chest flare harder. This was, and always had been, her house. Why shouldn’t she answer the door?

“Ophelia,” he said. She kept her jaw clenched and watched him. “May I come in? I have something I need to discuss with you regarding an incident just off of Gate Street.”

“An incident?” she asked.

“We have reason to believe one of your affiliates might have been involved,” Barghest said. He put a stress on the word ‘affiliates’, like they both knew what he meant and the truth was something dirty.

“You’re going to come in here and accuse my family of something right after my son died?” she asked, incredulously.

“There were bodies,” Barghest said. “You’ve done the job before, you know your boy’s death makes your family more suspect than otherwise. It’s a strong motive. Let me in and talk to me so I can rule you out.”

She took a step back from the door and nodded him in. He ducked to get through the door and shut it quietly behind him. Barghest was a big man, in and out of armor. They stood awkwardly together in her foyer.

“I can’t believe you’re going to do this right now of all times,” she said.

“Where were you yesterday evening?” Barghest asked.

“I was here,” she said. “I was taking care of my daughter and doing my best to console my grieving husband. I spent a little bit of time walking the docks before that and Joey was with me.”

“But you don’t know where your son was?” he asked.

“Six feet under,” Ophelia said, meeting his eyes now. “Where the Gaters put him.”

She knew he didn’t mean Callum. It didn’t matter. Her body was tensing around a thread of anger with no direction. Barghest walked in and just made himself a convenient target.

“Sam,” Barghest said. “I mean Sam. Where was he last evening?”

“I’m sure you’ll have to ask him,” Ophelia said. “Assuming he’s willing to talk to you at all. He’s upset. He’s grieving. We all are.”

“I see you’re going to make this difficult,” he said. He set his jaw. She’d seen him do that before, a long time ago. It was both a comfort and a source of irritation that some things never changed. “Yes, I will need to speak with him assuming you don’t know where he was yesterday evening.”

“He’s been locking himself in his room a lot the past couple of days,” Ophelia said. “It’s almost as though he’s mourning and isolating himself to deal with that, isn’t it?”

“Ophelia,” Barghest said. She met his eyes and the coldness she felt must have come through her gaze because he stopped in his tracks.

“I know,” she said. “I know you still have a job to do. I know that you have rounds to make. You’re right, I’ve done the job. Couldn’t it wait? Couldn’t you just go and give me my time to grieve and get over all of this before you start in on me? Haven’t we been through enough for a couple of days?”

“I know you’ve been through a lot. If we can just get this out of the way then you can get on with what you need to get on with and I can get on with the job,” he said. “I came personally because I’m the only person I trust to handle this with a bit of care.”

“Well,” Ophelia said, “he isn’t here right now. But this is Sam we’re talking about. He has never in his life been confrontational and you know as well as I do that he didn’t do whatever it is you think he did.”

“Whether that’s true or not, you know I can’t lie about this. I just need to talk to him so I can say that I talked to him,” Barghest said.

“So do you intend to wait or would you rather he come meet you at the station?” she asked, raising a brow.

“I’m sure I’m the last person you want sticking around your house right now,” he said.

“And I’m equally sure you wouldn’t spend more time here than you had to,” she said.

“So…when you see him send him my way, or call me and I’ll come talk to him if that’s what needs to happen,” he said.

“Fine,” she said. “Fine, I can do that.”

Out of the corner of her eye, she saw Danny hovering in the doorway under the stairs. Barghest was already heading for the door. He paused there, looking back at her, and for a moment, he looked like he might say something.

Whatever it was, she never found out for sure. He clearly thought better of it as he shook his head and shut the door between them.

Danny waited until Barghest’s heavy stride had faded down the walkway before he emerged into the foyer.

“Hellhound making trouble?” Danny asked.

“He had questions,” Ophelia said, turning to face him. “He needs to ask Sam some questions. I need to ask Sam some questions before he gets the chance to.”

“Damn,” Danny said. “You really think he did it.”

“I think he’s his father’s son and grief does things to a person,” Ophelia said.

“You’ve got that look, sis,” Danny said, nudging her a little with his elbow. Ophelia looked up at him. He’d always been a good brother. He’d taken it in stride when she became his sister-in-law, and ever since then she’d been a part of the family to him, no questions asked. “You keep staring at the rug and you’re fighting to keep your voice level. You’re angry and you don’t want me to know, but I’ve known you too long for that.”

“Barghest isn’t a bad person,” she said. “He’s a good watchman. He’s fair. I hate what he’s doing right now, but I’m self aware enough to know that’s not his fault and he still has to be the Hellwatch Captain.”

“Yeah,” Danny said, “and you still have to be Lady Trezza.”

She knew what he meant. She had to protect her family and she had to protect their interests. If Sam had killed some Gaters that was hardly a crime as far as the family was concerned, but Barghest could scent out a lie from a mile away and Sam…

Sam had an honest face.

She should have lied, herself, and said she’d been with him as well. She always had so much trouble with that when it came to Barghest.

“Try to ease down,” Danny said. “Joey will take him when it’s time to go and talk to the dogs, he’s not going to face this alone.”

“I should go,” Ophelia said.

Danny put a hand on her shoulder.

“Believe me when I tell you, Joey’s going to want to handle this one,” he said.

She considered him for a moment. Sure, Joey would want to handle this one himself. She could see that. He and Barghest had never gotten on, and she could never be sure how much of that was the nature of a law hound and a criminal, and how much was personal. Yes, she was sure Joey would relish the opportunity to show up at the station in person.

It also wasn’t his decision to make which of them went. If Ophelia wanted to go, she’d do it herself. She already knew she didn’t want to, but the fact that Danny had phrased it the way he had, like it wasn’t her choice, sent all of that anger spiraling outward into the rest of her body.

She exhaled for calm.

“You’re right. I’m too close to the situation, and it’s not going to help. I’m going to go take a moment, make myself a cup of tea and…”

And what? And try to calm down? Her voice broke. Grief, she already knew, was as unpredictable as the weather. When she’d lost her mother she would be fine some moments and others it would knock her flat. This was so much worse. She wanted to go to the stairs and call Callum down to her and see that reckless grin cross the corner of his mouth. She was never going to see it again. She was never going to hear his voice again or run her fingers through his hair.

And Barghest had to talk to Sam. And what happened, then? What happened if he didn’t just let it breeze over? Were they going to try to take her other boy from her, too?

Danny’s arms went around her and she pressed her forehead into his shoulder, shedding tears that would have stubbornly refused to come as long as he was looking at her face.

No, she thought, she wasn’t going to be able to handle going to the station. Not if Joey could manage. He wouldn’t let anything bad happen to their son.

Maybe she would feel differently tomorrow, but right now? Right now this wasn’t even something she could handle thinking about. She disengaged from Danny and swiped at her eyes with the back of her arm.

“Thank you,” she said. “I’m just. I’m going to get that tea now.”

She stepped into the kitchen and said nothing else.

 

He scratched the back of his head as he walked away from the Trezza house. Augury came up alongside him and fell into step, her arms crossed, and looked up at him sidelong.

“Hey, surprise,” she said. “Good job ambushing the grieving family, by the way. I liked the part where she almost shut the door in your face.”

“You aren’t supposed to be here, Augury,” he said, sighing.

“I needed to be,” Augury said. “There’s another body.”

Barghest paused and looked at her full on, now.

“Where?” he asked.

“Right now, in the morgue,” Augury said. “I found out our gorgon was a grocer. This one is a woman and her bloodline is asura.”

“But still a cambion,” Barghest said.

“That is generally what that means, yes,” Augury said.

“No,” Barghest said, “I know that.”

He groaned and dragged the meat of one massive hand down his face.

“I mean, two cambion is an unfortunate coincidence, three is an undeniable pattern. And I don’t like what that pattern says,” Barghest said.

“I thought you didn’t like to speculate,” Augury said, raising a brow.

“At this point it’s not speculation that someone’s killing cambion,” Barghest said. “Was it the same wound? Dagger blow to the chest?”

“Similar situation the body was found in as well,” Augury said, falling into step with him. Her stride was shorter than his so she had to take an extra step every so often in order to keep up with him. “What do you think? Any ideas who would be doing something like this?”

“I know the Orthodox branch of the Church of the Veil doesn’t like Cambion,” Barghest said, “but having a motive doesn’t mean they did it.”

“Reasonable doubt doesn’t mean we don’t ask,” Augury said, looking up at him. “You’re going to want to see the body first, though.”

“Lead on,” he said.

“Hellwatch captain have a bad enough sense of direction not to be able to find the morgue?” Augury asked, smirking. She skipped ahead anyway and Barghest followed. The rest of the walk there was filled with little quips, the two of them ribbing each other until she opened the door that let all the cool air escape onto them.

Martin jumped a little bit as the pair of them entered, relaxing as he realized who it was that had just come in.

“She’s over here,” he said, gesturing for them to follow as he went to peel back a sheet. The woman was tall and lithe with light blue skin that betrayed her asura heritage, and sunken cheeks. He couldn’t tell how much of that was just her natural bone structure and how much of it was the fact that she was dead.

“Same wound as before?” Barghest asked.

“Same place, too,” Martin said, tugging the sheet a little farther down to show him the antemortem stab wound just beneath the left breast.

“No signs of healing,” Augury said. “That has to mean something, I just couldn’t begin to say what, yet.”

“It says what it usually does,” Barghest said. “There was something weird about the Trezza boy. Not that there was something weird about him as a person, but how he died. At least compared to the other two. Have you ever seen anything like that before at all?”

Augury shook her head, falling silent for a moment.

“Not on a corpse,” she said. “But it’s worth considering, these two weren’t as high profile as the Trezza boy.”

She gestured in the empty air and he took her meaning to be the other two victims.

“What did you find out about the gorgon?” Barghest asked.

“Like I said, he was a grocer and his parents have a greenhouse,” she said. “He worked as a cashier and never got involved in anything too crazy. He wasn’t religious, went out of his way to help stray animals…heard a couple of people say his landlord was annoyed by how many he’d bring home.”

“That landlord have any connection to the local shiner gangs?” Barghest asked.

“Not that I could tell,” Augury said, sighing. “If she did, it was incredibly buried and incredibly tenuous, not the kind of thing that brings you to petition them to bump somebody off for you. Anyway, I have a bone to pick with that line of thinking.”

“Oh?” Barghest asked, turning to her. He gestured in a way that said ‘go on’.

“You’re asking because of Trezza,” she said, straightening a bit. Her firestorm of hair twitched with the motion, back over her shoulders where it framed her face. In the back lighting of the sterile morgue room, it reminded him of a halo, like in one of those stained glass portraits of Seren Ashfair.

Ironic, he thought, considering her heritage.

“No shit,” Barghest said.

“At this point he’s in the minority and we just have to accept that there’s a possibility he was targeted on accident,” Augury said. “You’ve seen people get killed by shoeshiners before, what does that normally look like?”

She already knew the answer to that, he thought. She was also asking for a reason.

“They get ventilated,” Barghest said. “Peppered full of bullet holes or charred by hellfire, depending on whose doing the killing. Damn Torchlighters are ritualistic about it, burn them at the stake.”

“Not always,” Augury said. “You find those bodies washed up on the beach or dragging along the bottom of the bay caught in some unfortunate fisherman’s line, yeah, but never in an alley.”

“Hellfire still happens,” Barghest said.

“Yeah,” Augury said, “but when it does you can never tell if it was a cambion or a full on demon because their fire is the same. And demons get loose in this town. It’s just a hazard of living here.”

“And Callum wasn’t killed by a gun or by hellfire,” Barghest said, “and you think that means shiners didn’t do it?”

“That’s exactly what I think,” she said. “I think looking too hard at the shiner gangs right now is a mistake, and it’s going to lead us in the wrong direction. And didn’t you yourself say you didn’t like to speculate so early?”

“I don’t like to speculate but we still have to treat it like a reasonable option,” he said.

She nodded and looked back down at the body. Her brows furrowed a little, creating a crease between them.

“A dagger is a very personal weapon,” Augury said, finally. “If we find someone all three of them knew we might find our killer. We have to treat that like it’s reasonable too.”

“Interviewing the next of kin won’t be easy, the Trezzas don’t like to talk,” Barghest said.

“Ophelia will,” Augury said. She looked up at him, then. He felt a heat in his chest, caught somewhere between anger, bitterness and loss.

“Not in my experience,” he said, dryly. “She isn’t the woman she used to be.”

“There’s been a lot of personal bad blood between you,” Augury said. “So she wouldn’t be, to you. Can you honestly tell me she’s the only one that’s been a little bit cruel in this situation?”

She’d abandoned him, he thought. It was an invasive thought, one that he’d had a lot of time to push away from himself. She’d quit her job, that was all, and she had every right. She just hadn’t put in notice, and it put them all out, and then she’d done it to marry a criminal and he’d never been able to reconcile that.

“I’ve been a professional,” he said.

“Of course you have,” Augury said, snorting. “Just give it some thought, as you do. We’re going to have to go talk to the Veil and in the mean time I need to catch that interview with the Trezzas. Possibly several if Ophelia will let me speak to her kids. There’s a big piece we’re missing here, Tin Can, I can just feel it.”

“Or someone’s just committing hate crimes,” Barghest said, sighing. “Yeah. At least we can both agree the Veil is the next step.”

He nodded to Martin, who scrambled up behind them to re-cover the body as Barghest and Augury moved for the door. He had to duck to get through the frame. It only bruised his dignity a little bit.

 

There were dozens of narrow alleys. Lissel had gone so deep that there were no propaganda posters on the walls. She took turn after turn, and Joey followed the sounds of her steps until she slowed to a stop. He sprung his switchblade, and leaned it around the corner, watching her blurred form in the reflection. There was another figure in the little square with her. He could make out her blue hair in the curvature of the knife.

“You’re bleeding,” a woman’s voice said. Not Lissel. Not Vivi.

“Got cut,” Lissel said.

“It sounds like you’ve burned your tongue,” the other woman said. The shapes of them blurred together in the reflection of his knife as the other woman reached out to touch Lissel’s chin. “Been in a fight, Lissel?”

The question was full of implications. It was the same tone Joey used when he knew someone was about to try to lie to him and wanted them to know it was useless.

“Trezza cut some of our guys down,” Lissel said. “I only know because one of them lived to tell about it. Put a mask on, used some fake name.”

“I told you I didn’t want this to escalate,” the woman said.

“Apparently Joey missed the memo,” Lissel said, dryly.

“He isn’t one of mine,” the woman said. “Let it go.”

“People died,” Lissel said.

“So did one of his,” the woman said. “It wasn’t your brother. It wasn’t your son.”

“They were my guys,” Lissel said. “They all are.”

He understood that sentiment. The big problem was that he hasn’t attacked anyone.

But clearly someone had.

“And now I’m telling you to let it go,” the woman said. “Can you do that for me?”

There was a terse pause between them before Lissel finally said, “Yes.”

He made it a point to remember this place. The woman started to move towards his direction and he flicked his blade back into the handle. His stride was silent as he pulled away from the corner.

When he got home, Ophelia was sitting on the couch and waiting for him.

 

When Sam had been thirteen, still attending school, Joey had rapped on the door to his room. Sam sat at his desk and turned his chair to face the door.

“What is it?” he asked.

The door opened and Joey walked in, taking a seat on the edge of Sam’s bed and rested his arms on his knees.

“Son,” he said, “There’s something you need to see. It’s not gonna be pretty but it’s necessary.”

“What is it?” Sam asked, furrowing his brow as he sat up a little straighter. At thirteen, he considered himself a man. At thirteen, he thought he could keep stoic and handle whatever his father had to show him, and that it was his duty to do so. He was the eldest, the heir apparent.

“It’s business,” Joey said.

Sam remembered well that little thrill that had gone through him like a bolt of lightning. He had never been included in business before. It meant his father thought he was grown up, enough, too.

So they went outside together, just him and his father. He remembered how long it felt like it took to walk up the steps to the tram station, around and around and around, and how cold the night air felt on that rooftop. He remembered how cold the docks were, too, as always. That was night water, for you. Black and frigid.

The walk along the rocky beach was long, too. They walked until they reached a wider section amid a pile of rocks. Sam recognized most of the people there. People that worked with his parents, a few that even had come by the house now and then. Torchlighters. His father’s sworn guns.

The campfire they were building was a strange pyramid of logs with one larger log sticking out of the top of it. At thirteen, Sam hadn’t had a clue what they were about to do.

A few of the Torchlighters present looked at him critically. On or two even had sadness in their eyes. His mother caught his gaze from across the pyre and gave a solemn nod and that was his first clue that something was really wrong. Ophelia almost never looked at him without smiling.

They brought the man in with a Torchlighter on either side of him. He struggled. When he saw the woodpile, he struggled harder.

“No!” he shrieked. “No, let me go! Fuck you! Fuck you all, damn you and your families, let go!”

He struggled, but the hands holding him clenched tighter. Sam was shivering now. His father pulled his jacket off and draped it over his shoulders before stepping away and leaving him in the crowd. Sam started to follow but a hand on his shoulder stopped him. He hadn’t seen Uncle Danny until that moment, but what he said went.

Joey didn’t look as professional when he closed the gap between himself and the man. He still cut an impressive figure in his white button-up shirt and suspenders attached to black slacks and blacker dress shoes.

The back of Joey’s hand hit with a harsh crack. For one moment of shock, the man shut up.

“You don’t get to talk right now,” Joey said, an inch from the bound man’s face. A trickle of blood rolled down the man’s chin and into his five o’clock shadow. “You want to save your breath for the screaming, you’ll be doing a lot of it very soon.”

He turned to address the assembled crowd.

“We caught this man red handed,” Joey said. “The tailor and his wife were under our protection. This worthless piece of trash put a bullet between his eyes and hurt her in ways she might never recover from. And you all know that ain’t acceptable.

“The Torchlighters took over the docks in the first place to stop trash like this from messing with good folks who are only trying to get by. Every time someone dares to do it we have to make an example.”

Joey’s gaze fell on Sam for a moment and Sam straightened a bit, trying not to let his fear show in his face. Joey nodded, almost imperceptibly, and a moment later he nodded to the Torchlighters that held the man.

“Stop,” he gasped. “Stop, I didn’t, I swear! You’re looking for someone else. They deserved it. I didn’t know what I was doing! Please!”

There was madness in his eyes. The kind of fear that comes with inevitable pain and death and helplessness. It was the first time Samael ever saw it and he would never forget.

Joey snapped his fingers and a plume of fire engulfed his hand and his arm up to the elbow. He raised it so the assembled Torchlighters could see.

“Let this flame light your vigil.”

He threw the fire into the woodpile. It crackled and caught, spreading swiftly, and in minutes, the screaming began. Sam would never forget the way the blisters appeared and spread and whitened before they blackened. Patches of skin that dilated and curled revealing the layer beneath. A not-quite-pork scent that would have been pleasant if not for the bitter punctuation of burning hair.

By the end, the man’s throat was raw. He stopped screaming a long time before he died.

Joey stepped away from the pyre and joined the crowd. Moments later, he was standing next to Sam, and put a warm hand on his shoulder. He gave it a squeeze.

“We’re not monsters, Sammy,” Joey said, looking into the flames. “We just speak their language.”

At twenty-two, Sam stopped near the edge of the dock and sucked down a breath. The smell of the salt reminded him of how the beach had been that night. There was no doubt in his mind that the man they had burned deserved it. He was a murderer, and Sam found out later, a rapist as well. He was a wolf hunting their sheep and that couldn’t have been allowed to continue.

The men he and Callum killed…that was different. Sam had no way of knowing if they deserved it or not. As far as he could tell their only crime had been signing on with Vivi.

People would do a lot of horrible things if they were starving, he knew.

The sun had nearly disappeared over the horizon and at this time of night the southern end of the docks were deserted. Torchlighters did their business near the north side because it was closer to the Nostra estate and to their array of warehouses. Everything should have been silent.

So why did he hear footsteps behind him?

Sam whipped around just in time to catch a blow with his forearm. The man was holding a gun, but he hadn’t fired it. Sam barely had time to register that before he punched out hard at the stranger’s stomach and took a step back.

Let this flame light your vigil.

His arms ignited to the elbows. Punching and knives was fine for a street fight, but he wasn’t messing around with a gun.

“What’s your problem?” Sam asked, lifting a flaming hand. His silver angel’s flame cast light on the stranger’s face.

It wasn’t a stranger at all. It was Corvin Verida.

He was, as always, the same too-pink-to-be-quite-human man with the same inky hair and eyes as black as the sea at night. His jaw was set, and his brow furrowed. He lifted his gun and pointed it at Sam with a shaking hand.

“What, you’re gonna shoot me here?” Sam asked, narrowing his eyes. “I thought you didn’t have anything to do with it.”

“My mother,” Corvin said. His hand clenched harder around the handle of his gun as he dropped his eyes. The second he stopped looking, Sam had an opening. If Corvin had been anyone else he’d have taken it right then and lit him up like a Gaian candle.

“Your mother heard some of her guys went down and thinks it was me, right?” Sam asked.

“How would you know if you hadn’t done it?” Corvin demanded, raising his eyes.

“I did,” Sam said. He didn’t look away.

We’re not monsters, we just speak their language.

“I thought they might know something about what happened to my brother,” he said. “I just meant to ask at first, and things got out of hand.”

That wasn’t a lie. Things had gotten out of hand because of Callum. He couldn’t be forward about that. It wasn’t his to tell.

“Things got out of hand and two men ended up dead and she can’t let that shit go without answer, Sam,” Corvin said. “She sent Lissel after your father, and me after you. What do I do about that?”

Sam let the flames around his arms go out. He took a step forward and Corvin tensed, but Sam didn’t stop until he had a hand around Corvin’s wrist, pushing the gun’s barrel down to face the dock. He didn’t take it from him.

“You’re going to do what you need to do,” Sam said, “but you’re also going to do what you can do and I don’t think you can shoot me.”

Corvin met his eyes again and the look in them screamed the truth. Sam was right.

“If we weren’t friends,” Corvin said.

We aren’t friends.

“If we weren’t friends one of us would die here,” Sam said. “If my family knew you came at me with a gun and I let you walk, I imagine they’d be a little upset. So you go back and tell her you never found me, and I never saw you. It’s better that way.”

“I never wanted to in the first place,” Corvin spat.

“Then why did you come?” Sam asked, folding his arms. Corvin glared. There was a moment of silence between them, before Corvin turned on his heel and walked away.

Sam watched him go in the darkness, and listened to the waves lap beneath the docks. His absence left a void between them. The very second Corvin was out of his presence, Sam missed him.

When he arrived home, Joey was standing in the foyer pacing back and forth, his face drawn and caught somewhere between concern and black fury.

“Where have you been?” Joey asked, rounding on Sam.

“I took a walk along the dock to clear my head,” Sam said. He was tired. Too tired to argue right now.

“Are you aware the Hellwatch just came looking for you?” Joey asked. That brought Sam up short. “Captain wants a word, won’t take no for an answer. I got home to find Ophelia trying to calm herself down from it.”

“Dad,” Sam said, bringing Joey back down for a moment. “What did he want?”

“You already know the answer to that, don’t you?” Joey asked. They spent a moment looking at one another, and Sam finally decided he couldn’t lie. Not about this.

“They found the bodies I left in the alley,” Sam said, finally.

Joey sighed.

“Damn,” he said. “I was almost hoping it hadn’t been you. Alright, we’re going to down to the station to have a word with the biggest dog in the kennel. The rules are simple. You don’t admit to shit, and you don’t give him a reason to come here again. Are you hearing me?”

“I am,” Sam said. “I guess it’s business, right? I was going to need to learn how to lie to the authorities eventually anyway?”

If Joey heard the undercurrent of bitterness in Sam’s voice he made no sign of it.

“It’ll be easy, it’s not like you’ve never had to lie to me or your mother,” Joey said, snorting.

That cut through Sam like the bullet Corvin didn’t fire. He tried a laugh and kept his eyes on the carpet. Let him keep thinking it was about the dead men, because that was easier. Murder was easier.

What did that say about him?

“Yeah,” Sam said. “Can I be excused? I just need to sleep and if we’re going to the station sometime in the next couple of days I’m going to need the rest.”

“Go,” Joey said. “Try not to kill anyone else until I give the signal. There will be plenty of that to go around when we find the proof your mother needs to get the fire started.”

Sam nodded.

“Sammy?” Joey asked. Sam paused at the bottom of the steps and looked back at him. “I love you.”

“Love you too, Dad,” Sam said, and disappeared onto the second floor.

 

Martin Logan was not typically a drinker. There were no glasses in his desk. Instead, amber whisky filled the coffee mug on his desk to the halfway point. He couldn’t even bring himself to take another swig of it.

The clock on the corner ticked softly, glyphs behind the hands casting a broken glow on the morgue floor. She would be here any minute now, and he would tell her everything.

He’d hoped the alcohol would make him brave enough to leave but all it had done was burn his throat and made him feel a little sick.

“Martin,” her voice said. He could see her outline behind the doorway. The liquid in the coffee cup shook as he brought it to his lips again and forced a gulp. It tasted like fruit and cough syrup.

“I’m here,” he said. Lena slipped inside and shut the door behind her.

“You had the Hellwatch back today,” she said.

“They think it’s the Veil,” he said. “There was some talk about it being shoeshiner related. No one suspects you.”

“And have you heard from Callum?” she asked. She sauntered over to his desk and sat on the edge, reaching out to touch his chin with one fingertip and tilt his face up to her.

“No,” he said. That smile was so beautiful and so intimidating. He tried, he really did, to keep it down, but the words came to his lips unbidden. “I did meet his sister.”

Lena’s smile twisted and she moved a little closer to him.

“Tell me, Martin, what brought that about?” she asked.

“She’s looking for old roads under the city,” he said. “But she isn’t looking for your haunts, Lena, she’s trying to get at the Gate Street Players.”

“Alright,” Lena said. “Help her.”

His stomach turned.

“Yes,” he said. “Yes, ma’am, I can do that.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER SIX

Stars

 

“I know there is a lot of kerfuffle going around about why the Serene and Orthodox churches hate each other so much. To hear them tell it, the Serene branch eats babies and the Orthodox church burns orphanages, but lucky for you, the Voice of the Night has you covered with some genuine shadows spun from the solid truth.

Listen up. The biggest difference is Seren Ashfair. A long time ago, back when there was no wasteland, a young woman decided it was alright to mate with an angel and managed to get out of it with her mind in tact.

Folks, do not try this at home, the sanity rate for people who have kids with angels is abysmally low. But supposedly Seren Ashfair did it.

Anyway, the Church of the Veil was just one church at that point, and she was the crux of their split. See, the Orthodox branch think she’s a heretic and that there’s no excuse to interbreed with anything that doesn’t come from this plane—and sometimes they get pretty iffy about humans from the various isles interbreeding too.

And the Serene branch? Well, listen to that name and take a wild guess. They think she was a real prophet.

Personally? I think these people have been dead for hundreds of years and the fact that we’re still fighting about it is just crackpot. I guess some people have stronger minds than others. Or maybe she was a nephil herself and no one knew it.

Whatever the case may be, they still both honor the ancients and at the end of the day nephilim and cambion are here to stay. So you can do the math.”

 

Callum clutched the brickwork outside and rapped on Sam’s window. A moment later, there was a noise as the window cracked open and Callum pulled himself inside. His muscles always shook when he got out from a climb like that. Their bedrooms were on the third floor, and it never looked like it was going to be as tiring as it actually was by the time he reached the top.

“I need an opinion on something,” he said, sitting on the foot of Sam’s bed.

Samael’s room was cleaner than Callum’s but it looked like someone lived here, at least. The carpet was white and clean; Sam didn’t eat in here when he could avoid it or it would be stained all over the place. Cal knew that from experience. The bed had a dark green spread and pillowcases and Sam was currently sitting at his desk, where he’d returned from letting Callum in.

“You should definitely change before. That outfit is atrociously wrinkled,” Sam said, dryly.

“Not what I meant,” Callum said, sticking a tongue out at his brother. He pulled the note from the inside of his jacket and passed it over. “Someone’s got some information on my investigation. Lena said she’d send people my way if she found anyone, and apparently she did. Set me up the meeting and everything.”

“What do you need my opinion on?” Sam asked, leaning back in his seat with a light creaking sound. “Whether or not you should listen to the crazy woman who told you not to tell your family you were alive?”

“Whether or not to go and see this person,” Cal said, doing his best to reclaim the conversation.

Sam snorted.

“What?”

“Cal,” Sam said, turning his chair to face him, “you have a strange letter on a piece of paper and that’s all you have in terms of leads right now. Aside from what the Nightingales told you, which, by the way, you still haven’t shared with me. So yes, you need to go. You need to be careful, and you need to be prepared to walk into an ambush because you cannot trust this woman as far as you can throw her, but you need to go. I’m going with you though.”

“The note says come alone,” Cal said.

“Yeah, but they’re not going to see me,” he said. “I’ll find somewhere to perch with a gun and give you cover fire if you need it. The observatory is surrounded by windows, right? So this person you’re meeting? They probably picked it so they could have a sniper, too.”

Sam was leaning back in his seat and his eyes were pinned on Callum. He looked completely serious.

“That is typically what an observatory does, yeah,” Cal said. He crossed his legs on the bed. Sam frowned. Callum kicked his shoes off and then sat cross legged again and Sam nodded, appeased. “What have you been up to?”

“Oh,” Sam said, straightening. “Oh, it’s funny you should ask me that, because you’ll never guess what just happened.”

“You found a leprechaun rifling through your sock drawer?” Cal asked.

“The Captain of the Hellwatch came here looking for me about the mess we left in that alley around Gate Street and Mom and Dad are a nervous wreck about that too,” Sam said. “When are you going to give this up and tell them you’re alive, Cal?”

“Let me do this meeting,” Callum said. “I’ll talk to my new informant, find out what they have to say. It might lead us to closing this case nice and easy.”

“You made a mistake,” Sam said. “And a mess. You worried our parents and you’re worrying me because I’m the one having to clean your messes up now. Dad thinks I killed two guys.”

“I bet my bottom dollar he’s not even mad,” Callum said. “In fact he’s probably proud of you.”

“About the bodies, no, but he was pretty furious about the Hellwatch captain finding them and coming around asking for me,” Sam said. “And just because he’s not mad doesn’t mean that I’m not. I have to go talk to the Hellwatch, now. This is probably going on my record.”

“Sam,” Cal said. “Are you kidding me? Your record? How could they even think of putting a crime lord’s son on record with anything untoward. Your delicate sensibilities!”

Cal put the back of his wrist against his forehead dramatically, then opened one eye to gauge Sam’s expression. It was sour.

“This isn’t a joke,” Sam said, “and it’s not a game. Fine. We go. We talk to your contact, or you do and I have the shotgun ready just in case something goes wrong, and then we leave and if it’s not huge and if it’s not necessary to keep doing this at that point you just…damn it Cal, just come clean. If this woman tries to hurt you or do something about it, we can take care of it.”

Callum took a moment to consider Samael’s words. He was probably right. Callum still didn’t want to disappoint Lena, the very idea still turned his stomach, but it had been long enough now that he needed a lead. And he could spin this right. He could fix it so that he could check out this contact then come back to Samael later and make it look like everything was on course. Maybe Lena had something, too.

“If it looks like this isn’t going anywhere, I swear I will,” Cal said. “Enough?”

“For now,” Sam said. He rubbed the sides of his face with his thumb and index finger and for a moment, Cal just watched him and the weariness there. This was taxing Sam. It had to have been taxing their parents. So, maybe Sam was right. Maybe he did this one more thing and then he turned around and finally let them know. Maybe he was being stupid. Then Sam sat up and looked Cal in the eye. “Do you remember when Dad first took you to see a burning?”

Callum furrowed his brow. The question pushed him out of his thoughts.

“Why are you asking me about that right now?” he asked.

“Because I was thinking about it,” Sam said. “I can remember everything about the night he took me. I don’t remember yours quite as well.”

“It was my first one,” Cal said, leaning back on his hands on the bed. “You’d done it a few times at that point, right? So it wouldn’t stick with you, you knew what to expect.”

“I remember you,” Sam said, “just not the burning. I don’t even remember who it was.”

“It was the last Watcher,” Cal said. “Remember how Uther Haywood brought her in chains and offered her to Dad as a peace offering? Said he didn’t want him to think he was muscling in on our territory but wanted permission to bring some product in through the docks? Her hair was down to the backs of her knees and it went up like a cobweb all around her head. We saw what her skull looked like.”

“Yeah,” Sam said, exhaling between his lips in a quiet hiss. “Yeah, I remember that now. I remember how excited you were before we actually got there and how you blanched when the smell hit.”

“I don’t remember it like that,” Cal said. “I remember you nearly throwing up.”

“I’d been doing it for years by then, that was you,” he said, smirking.

“Remember Ely’s first burn?” Cal asked.

They both stopped smiling.

“She stood and watched,” Sam said. “She never looked away, she didn’t pale, she didn’t retch.”

“She asked Dad if she could light the fire next time,” Cal said.

“She did not,” Sam said.

“She did.” Cal said. “You just didn’t hear it. Dad said he didn’t see any harm in it.”

“I bet Mom did,” Sam said.

“That’s why Ely hasn’t lit the pyre yet,” Cal said.

They shared an awkward laugh together, and Cal sighed.

“Alright,” he said. “We’ll talk to this informant, and if that doesn’t work out I’ll tell Mom and Dad the truth. We can figure it out like a family. Better?”

“I’ll hold you to it,” Samael said.

Sam shifted forward in his seat and held out a hand. Cal gripped his forearm tightly and gave a nod. He’d given his word. He hadn’t defined what ‘that’ was.

Maybe it was flimsy logic, but it would serve for now. He just needed time, and he’d bought that for  himself. 

 

Violent things didn’t usually happen in Scholar’s Square. Rich people came here to get their education. They came to learn how to properly summon and become licensed to do it, so that they could power the city and make money hand over fist in a way the poor people never could have hoped to manage. They kept it this way on purpose. They made the square nice, and they hung it over people’s heads as an ideal. If you were poor, you should have studied harder. Become a summoner. And if you did, but you couldn’t afford the academy, poor you, you should have done it legally. 

It was absolutely saturated with the aristocracy and the demons they summoned to attend them. So it didn’t exactly attract the criminal element in droves.

For Ely, who had grown up with the Torchlighters and had a dizzying intellect in her own right if she did say so herself, the sight of a gun wasn’t that unusual. The sight of it here was what made her pause and listen.

“She said I had to,” the voice said in a panic. “She’s going to get rid of me unless she needs me for something.”

“You have more time,” the man against the wall said. Light flashed off his glasses and she realized it was Martin. “It’s okay. What does she want?”

She used the man cocking his gun as a cover for the sound of her cocking her own. He was doing it as a threat and probably didn’t mean to actually fire. His mistake.

“I’m not playing around here, Logan, you—”

The sound of her shot reverberated off of the brick walls around them as the man’s brains decorated the alley floor. He fell in a heap when his legs gave out. Martin, his pale face and soda-bottle glasses spattered in blood, started shrieking.

Calmly, Ely engaged the safety and pocketed Callum’s revolver. She could feel the heat of the barrel through her trousers; it probably would have burned if she hadn’t been Seraph-blooded.

“Martin,” she said, putting a hand on his arm and as much kindness as she could manage into her voice. “Breathe. You’re safe, I’ve got you.”

“Ah, ah…Elysia?” he asked. He swallowed and she could hear how dry his throat was.

“Yes, it’s me,” she said, cocking her head. “Look at my eyes. Good. Right. You have to calm down. That shot was loud, someone is going to be around here soon. When they arrive, we cannot be here.”

They could. She could simply switch guns with the man and tell them he shot himself. Callum could be ostentatious but he was never impractical; his gun was as basic as it got. The man was dressed in rags and looked half mad anyway. If she did that, though, they would take the body, and if they did that the entire point of her taking Callum’s gun in the first place would be for nothing.

“Come on,” she said. “I’m going to need you to take his feet and help me carry him around the corner.”

She looked at the brains on the brick road. There was nowhere convenient to move them to. No convenient way to clean them up, completely. Unfortunate.

“Martin?”

“Yes?” he asked, blinking at her.

“If this is bothering you, take your glasses off. Clip them to your shirt. Don’t look. Whatever you have to do to stay calm for this, because we have to do it,” she said. “I’m sorry. He was going to shoot you.”

The dead man had cocked his gun. Martin had reacted like someone who had never had one trained on him before. He had no reason not to believe that.

“So tell them that. Explain it. You were protecting me, they’ll understand,” he said. It came out in a rush. He was probably even right, but she really wanted that cadaver.

“Martin,” she said again, in the slow cadence of a schoolteacher, “What’s my name?”

“Elysia,” he said, and when she raised a brow, he paled and added, “Trezza. You’re The Flame’s daughter.”

“They’re not going to give me the benefit of the doubt,” she said. “So take your glasses off and help me move this body.”

She pulled a handkerchief out of her bag and swiped at the cranial mess, pocketing what she could of it before returning to the shoulders of the body. There was still gray matter between the bricks and even on some of them. It was the best she could manage. She crouched, ready to lift with her legs.

“On three,” she said. “One. Two. Three.”

The words were a proper cadence and Martin helped her lift. She murmured words of encouragement to him as they carried the body first around the corner into an adjacent alleyway and then into an alcove where the archive liked to stack the empty crates from their vellum shipments.

Ely nodded Martin around with her and that is where they set the body down.

“You work in the archive, right?” she asked.

“Sometimes,” he said. He sounded like he was calming down. Now that it was only a body, and not a murder as well, the steadiness was coming back to his voice.

That’s right. He was a mortician.

“Are you holding up okay? I have to assume it was the gun and not the body,” Ely said.

“I’ve seen a lot of bodies,” Martin admitted. “I’ve never seen someone die.”

That was enough for her.

“Do you work here often enough to know when they come to bring the boxes out?” Ely asked.

“Once daily,” Martin said, “but…um…they only move them from here once a month and you have about a week before they do that.”

“Assuming they don’t see the body dragged back here,” Elysia said. She glanced at the boxes, sagging under the weight of snow, and gave a nod. “Alright, we’ll just have to stack them like a cairn, hide him as well as we can.”

Martin made a little face but he didn’t pale or complain this time as the pair of them began to move boxes. Ely made it a point to stand in several places in the alley as they worked to make sure the body couldn’t be seen.

“What are you planning on doing with the body?” Martin asked. “I’d offer to take it back to the morgue but I’m just a technician. If there’s suddenly an extra dead person in there with a wound like that my boss is going to notice.”

“Rest assured, I have a plan,” Ely said, looking up at him. She made eye contact as he put his glasses back on his face. “And consider whether or not you really want to know what it is.”

He hesitated and finally shook his head.

“Just take care of it,” he said. “And…and thank you…”

“Do you want to tell me why there was a man here waving a gun in your face?” Ely asked, folding her arms.

“No,” Martin said, “but I will if you need me to.”

“Need is a strong word,” Ely said, “but I do want to know.”

There was a long pause between them. Martin’s eyes trailed away and she knew in that moment he was about to lie to her.

“I owed him money,” Martin said.

“What does someone like you borrow money for?” Ely asked.

“Tuition,” Martin said, dropping his gaze. He cleared his throat. “It’s very high. I say the morgue pays high and the archive pays the rest but it’s really only about three quarters. The rest is commission work.”

“Commission work,” Ely repeated, gesturing for him to go on. “Like the file I asked you to bring me? I never got it.”

“I still have it,” Martin said. He offered a hand, bare and pinked in the cool autumn air. Elysia took it with hers, gloved in supple kidskin. Martin took off walking and she followed.

Once they turned the corner into the yard where people could see them, she put a beatific smile on her face and a little bit of a spring in her step. She swung his hand in hers. To any onlooker, she’d be another student trying to flirt her way to a good grade. She would be exuberant and enthusiastic to be out here and he would be nervous, not because they just moved a body or because of what he was about to show her, but because he liked her and wasn’t used to being this close to a girl.

She wasn’t entirely surprised when he led her off campus, but his place wasn’t far. He drew his finger down a sigil laid into the double doors and they opened to reveal a small elevator car. The roof was painted glass and behind a casting circle, she could see an imp being pulled into place and looking rather put out about it before she began to pull the chain that brought the elevator up.

“I took the liberty of studying it already,” Martin said. “If I had to take a guess I’d say that the Gate Street Players were using the old catacombs to get around. They were sealed off years ago, but there are ways to get through a brick wall unheard, especially under Brimstone Row.”

“Alright,” Ely said. “I’m following so far.”

The elevator slowed to a stop on the third floor. The imp chattered impatiently as the doors opened again with a flick of its hand and a rude gesture of its fingers.

Martin stepped into the apartment and she followed. The doors shut behind her and there was a sucking sound followed by a jerk of a rope; once upon a time, they had to keep an operator in the elevator at all times so the imp wouldn’t just let it crash to the ground, but ingenuity had brought them to the point that a modified pulley allowed the elevator to be lifted easily but fall more slowly. Much to the ire of the imps who operated them.

The apartment was converted factory space, like many of the ones around the Summoner’s Academy. The floor and walls were metal with big open beams overhead leaving the gap clear with only mesh chain separating the rooms from above. It was enough to stop people from climbing up and breaking into one another’s apartments, but sound privacy simply wasn’t possible in facilities like this. 

The elevator let them out on the mezzanine and Martin walked three doors down to his own apartment. He pressed the key into the lock. There was a click and it slid aside. Ely followed him into the room. 

She expected this place to be at least a partial mess. It was a factory apartment, after all. She was not expecting the conditions she actually found there.

The bed was shoved up against the corner between the exterior wall and one of the metal interior ones that they simply installed to divide the rooms. The floor was bare treaded metal. There was a toilet crammed into the corner and a rusty sink beside it, and the windows were all barred on the outside.

He picked up the file from the edge of the sink.

“Promise you won’t tell anyone I took this for you?” he asked.

“You have my word,” she said, but she hadn’t decided yet if she was lying or not.

“There are extra pages between the archives. I made notes and I didn’t want to write on the archive’s copy,” he said. He passed her the folder and she held it to her chest with a nod.

“Thanks, Marty,” she said. “Be careful, alright?”

He nodded. For a moment, he looked like he might say something else, but he dropped his gaze before he managed that. It was fine. Let him believe she hadn’t caught it; he’d tell her eventually or he wouldn’t.

She’d find out anyway.

 

The two cathedrals stood on each end of Daelan City, with the Orthodox branch on the eastern side, near the train station. Barghest had been in here before, though never for worship. Even so, it was impossible to grow up in the city without learning the traditions and conduct of the church for yourself.

“…holding fast to our principals even as the world spirals into damnation,” the priest at the front of the room said. His voice was loud. He was good at projecting it.

A few eyes even stayed on him as Barghest and Augury entered the room. The custom was to anoint your hands with holy water on the way in, but because Augury couldn’t, Barghest didn’t bother. A good number of eyes turned to look at him, skimmed over him once they saw his breastplate and familiar features, and that was enough for many of them who returned their attentions to the priest.

Several others, however, fixed their eyes on Augury as she passed the basin. To her credit, she didn’t allow herself to pay them any mind. She and Barghest were respectful; they took a seat in the back of the room, on one of the benches reserved for latecomers.

“It’s an undeniable trend that the people here debase themselves to lie with demons and defile angels in their pursuit of power,” the priest continued. His eyes fell on Augury for an instant and lingered too long to have been an accident. “In answer to that we must do the best we can to preserve our own lines, not to give up on our own people. There are those who are so sure humanity is coming to a messy end here. Let their demons have their places. Like our Sainted Iaric Kernaghan we are to be tested every day. Even our failures may be forgiven, but he stands as a testament to remain strong. The last vestige memorial of the old way.”

The words were a closing of sorts, and a chorus of something that became jumbled by the speaking congregation filled the room as they began to stand. Several stood around to speak with one another. One or two approached the priest. Barghest picked out several people in the crowd that stopped to study the stained glass windows along the outside of the cathedral with expressions that indicated far too much interest for them to really care about what they were looking at.

Barghest got to his feet. Augury moved along with him as if she were his shadow. He noticed her pointedly not making eye contact with anyone else here.

“Reverend Blackwater,” Barghest said. “A word if you wouldn’t mind.”

“Surely,” he said. His eyes were unusually pale, an off white eggshell against the milk white of his sclera, as he pinned Barghest with pupils that would have seemed only to float in his eyes had Barghest not been so close. “Once you send your mongrel outside.”

Barghest took an exaggerated look around the room and made eye contact with the priest again.

“Funny,” he said, “the only dogs I see around are Hellhounds.”

“I see you’re going to make this difficult,” the Reverend said, sighing. “The Cathedral has a strict rule against cambion inside doors. I’m afraid I’m going to have to ask your companion to leave.”

“Oh,” Augury said, lifting a hand, “if you were worried you were going to have to talk to me, don’t. I’m about to go take a look around and leave Tin Can to ask the questions. We’re playing nice today.”

She took a couple of steps toward the back of the church. The Reverend turned to grab for her arm, presumably to stop her.

“Touch the girl and I’ll have you brought in for impeding an investigation,” Barghest said. That stopped him cold. “People are dead, Reverend.”

Augury turned around, continuing to walk backwards a couple of paces.

“That was suitably intimidating, but just so you know, I’m an adult, not a girl,” Augury said, giving a little wave before she continued to walk.

The Reverend turned his eyes back on Barghest’s, a new more stiff note coming into his expression.

“People are dead and you expect I was involved?” he asked, incredulously.

“Some sort of ceremonial dagger was involved,” Barghest said. “We’re not sure of the exact details, but we figured someone here might be.”

“And do you have this dagger?” the Reverend asked, raising a brow.

“Unfortunately no,” Barghest said, “but we do have the dagger wounds present on every victim.”

“So people have been stabbed and you come to the church,” the Reverend said, folding his arms. “No. There’s something you’re not telling me, you wouldn’t have barged into my congregation just because of that.”

“Well, as it so happens, all the victims so far have been the cambion that you seem to love so much,” Barghest said.

The Reverend scoffed.

“Oh. Is that all? You said people were dead,” the Reverend said.

“Given the particulars of the situation, Reverend, I would be a bit more cautious with my choice of words,” Barghest said.

“Am I under arrest?” the Reverend asked.

“You’re under investigation,” Barghest said. “You can be under arrest, if that’s necessary.”

“In the middle of my own sanctum,” the Reverend said, dryly. “How indicative of the downward spiral our city is in, that you would dare. I’ve done nothing wrong. Not all of us are willing to sit down and shut up about the travesty Daelan City has become in recent years.”

“The only travesty that I see is people hating each other and riling up that hate to the point that some are willing to kill,” Barghest said.

“I have killed no one,” the Reverend said, “and I highly doubt anyone in my congregation has. Though if that were the case, I still wouldn’t be responsible for what they did once they left these doors.”

The door at the back of the sanctum opened and Augury emerged, holding a knife by the handle in one gloved hand.

“This fits the dimensions of the wounds,” she said. “We could be looking at our murder weapon.”

“That is an athame,” the Reverend said, “and your unholy hands have no right to touch it.”

“Cute that you think I’d pick up your waste bare-handed,” Augury said, moving over to Barghest and offering it to him hilt-first.

Barghest took the dagger and weighed it in his hands. He pressed his thumbs against the flat of the blade, and the little bit of give was enough. He handed it back to the Reverend.

“I’d watch your back if I were you, Reverend,” he said. “It looks like someone is trying to get you in trouble.”

“This house was built in honor of the ancients,” the Reverend said. “There are always those who fear their power and always those who are so threatened by their light that they would come into a holy place and start raising chaos.”

Barghest glanced about the sanctum.

“And what about before you got here?” he asked.

“I’m not sure I follow,” the Reverend said.

“Yeah, something told me you wouldn’t,” Barghest said. “Come on, Augury, I think we’re done here.”

He turned and walked. Augury took an extra step to catch up with him and he caught her turning her head to look at the Reverend out of his peripheral vision. From the sound of it, he had to guess she was sticking her tongue out at him.

He pretended he didn’t notice.

 

Callum wasn’t sure what he expected as he walked up the metal observatory steps. He threw open the door and strode into the room with his shoulders back, only to come up short at the sight of the woman sitting by the telescope with a notebook open and star charts propped up around her.

He would know Tess Cassander anywhere. Her curly black hair that fell around her shoulders in a loose tumble. Her dark blue eyes set in a freckled face reminded him of the night sky.

Everyone in the city knew her. She was too nice a girl to be caught up in something like this. She’d also been right there when it had happened in the first place, and his heart ached to know that it had to have hurt her in the first place.

“I take it you’re the one investigating the cambion murders?” Tess asked. She was looking into the telescope and making notes, and hadn’t turned to look at him yet.

“Yes,” he said, taking a step forward. His throat was dry and so he already didn’t sound like himself. The door shut quietly behind him. He watched her cautiously from behind his mask as he approached, and almost didn’t realize her words. When they sunk in, it brought him up short. “Murders? As in more than one?”

She turned on her stool to face him with her back straight. For a second, he was sure she had to know who he was. She was there when he’d been stabbed. She was there at his funeral, after all. No recognition crossed her face and he let himself start to relax by inches.

“You didn’t know,” she said. “I see. You’re working for Trezza, then. My contact had implied you were with the Hellwatch. It doesn’t matter what your motives are, I suppose. We’re working toward the same goal. Come and sit beside me.”

He did as she asked. When the princess makes a request, it is not up to a young criminal to refuse her.

“Callum Trezza was only the second known in a line of cambion murders,” she said, and brought her notebook around to him. She flipped a couple of pages back from her star charts to a list she’d made. Names, bloodlines, times of death. She’d recorded both their biological sexes and genders, their blood types, their heights and weights, and there were notes on other details about them. “They took a half-gorgon, who wasn’t found until after he was but was confirmed murdered first. And then a half-asura. What does that tell you?”

It told him it wasn’t personal. He felt hundreds of miles away from the conversation at that moment, but he answered her, anyway.

“It tells me whoever is doing this is going to be looking to kill another cambion,” he said. “He’s got three of the big seven.”

“And preta aren’t easy to come by,” Tess said. “Neither are afrite. Rakshasa put up a hard fight, or so I hear. None of this is going to be easy, and I still can’t wrap my mind around why anyone would want to.”

But they didn’t have three. And they didn’t know that. Callum’s heart hammered like a piston.

“So what do we do?” he asked, looking at her.

“Unfortunately, we don’t have a working database of every cambion in the city,” she said. “As a matter of fact trying to make every cambion register their bloodlines like that would be a massive human rights violation, so it’s probably a good thing generally speaking that it isn’t required, but that makes protecting them difficult. It also makes me wonder how the killer managed to find all of these and why he’s doing what he’s doing—if he is indeed a he at all. Which is why I wanted to talk to you. Anything you can tell me would be of great help.”

There she was, telling him the thing he’d meant to tell her before he knew who he was coming to talk to.

“Why?” he asked.

“What do you mean?” she asked, folding her hands in her lap. Her expression was one of infinite patience, the kind of look that wouldn’t have been out of place on a parent or a schoolteacher.

“Why do you care about this?” he asked. “Callum was aristocracy, sort of, sure, but the rest of these people were no one.”

Her face went from pleasantly calm to cold in a second.

“My people are not no one,” Tess said. “Someone is picking them off, and I intend to do something about it. I have to care. I should care about their wellbeing if I’m going to lead here, someday. That’s something my father never learned and I won’t repeat his mistakes. I care what happens to them. If you need more of a reason than that to pursue the truth for the rest of them I’m afraid this isn’t going to get us very far.”

“The killer used a glyphed dagger,” Callum said. “This is the sigil that was carved into it.”

He drew the image he’d taken off of the Gater out of his pocket and set it on the table. Tess took it between her fingers and looked at it for a long moment.

“How did you find this out?” she asked. Her eyes were only for the glyph and she sounded a distance off.

“I talked to a witness,” Cal said. “Someone that saw it happen when he got stabbed. I’m afraid I don’t have much on the killer they were…out of sight of the witness in question to the best of my knowledge. But I do know the dagger and I do know that sigil isn’t for summoning cute little bunny rabbits.”

“You’re right,” she said. She set the scrap of paper back down and started to copy the sigil into her notebook. “I’ve seen this sigil used in summonings before. I can’t recall off the top of my head what kind, but I’m not sure why it would be on a dagger. What else do you know?”

“Not even as much as you do,” he said. “I only just learned there was more than one victim. And I think we can both agree that it would be best if no one else died.”

“Because at best this is some kind of hate crime,” Tess said, “and at worst, it’s magic. And the kind of magic that requires this many sacrifices is not something I will have come down on my city.”

She sounded fierce, then. Callum had grown up with his mother, Ophelia, who had been trained to the Hellwatch and could call down fire that burned hotter than any human was capable of on their own no matter how much fluid they had to aid them. He had grown up around hardened criminals. Torchlighter women who would cut you as soon as share a drink with you.

Yet, in that moment, you couldn’t have paid him to cross Tess Cassander.

“Meet me here tomorrow night,” she said. “We’ll see my contact at the radio station. He hears things, and he might be able to help us. Will you be here? I would ask you to ditch your facade but I don’t think that’s likely to happen.”

He remembered Sam, and his promise that if this didn’t bear fruit he would go to tell his parents the truth. If he told them now they would never let him go. What Tess was going to lead him to? He needed to know.

“Yes,” he said. “I’ll be here.”

That was just going to have to be that.

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER SEVEN

The Flame

 

“Unlicensed summoning: clear and present danger or natural next step to the ever increasing overreach of the aristocracy?

You should know, I’m not allowed to talk about this without mentioning hundreds of people die in unlicensed summoning incidents every year. But no kidding, if people don’t know what they’re doing.

The honest truth is, if we just—hold on, my boss is standing on the other side of this door gesturing at me to cut the feed. That alone should tell you how much of this they don’t want you to hear—”

 

She found him in the sitting room with a novel open in his lap with their long-haired spotted black and white hound lying on his feet. Joey glanced up at her as she approached, and so did Ashes. Ophelia gave her best smile, scratched Ashes between the ears and took the chair across from him. Joey reached out to offer her a hand, and she took it and gave it a squeeze.

“I’ve sent word around,” she said. “Mirin came back with a lot, this time. It seems like there’s already a line drawn in the sand and everyone is quick to take a side.”

“Where is that line drawn?” he asked, sitting up. “And who is on our side of it?”

“Between here and Gate Street,” she said, “if you couldn’t have guessed. We’ve got the Black Cats, because we’ve got the docks. They can’t thrive without the drug trade and if we cut them off they’ll starve out fast. But the Fallen Angels are backing the Gaters because there are more of them.”

“No loyalty in hell, I guess,” he said.

“You say that like the Fallen Angels owed us any to begin with,” she said, sighing.

“Trying to make light of it, love,” he said. “Demons, fallen angels, quite a bit in common.”

“The point is Gate Street has the numbers here,” she said. “We’re going to need a hell of an ambush to pull this off.”

“They had the numbers when it was just me and Danny, too,” Joey said.

“And the two of you were underground at the time,” Ophelia said. “The Hellwatch wasn’t watching you like they are now. We’re going to need the aristocracy on our side if we want them to call off their dogs and let us work.”

“We’re gonna want ‘em on our side if we’re releasing demons, too,” Joey said.

“So I’ll go and speak to them,” Ophelia said. “I’ll secure their cooperation and see which ones are willing to work with us. To make the streets a little bit safer, of course. It’ll look good on them if they buy it, but they’ll probably see right through it and regardless they aren’t going to do it for free.”

“People like that don’t care about the kind of money we have. What did you have in mind?” Joey asked. He shut his book without marking it and set it on the table between them.

“I’m not sure yet what they’re going to want,” Ophelia said. “We have a lot of pull in the underground and that might be enough to entice a few of them to an alliance. There’s also the matter of me being what remains of the late House Nostra. They might want to pull us back into the fold somehow, but…you’re not going to like how they tend to do that.”

“Oh?” he asked. His brow raised, and his jaw set slightly the way it did when he suspected something rotten. The irony of that would have made her smile if it hadn’t been so serious.

“We might be lucky and find one that’s willing to settle for some kind of business merger or an illicit service or two that we can provide them. I know House Revel has needed the aid of smugglers occasionally. We do have the docks and that will get us some pull,” Ophelia said. “But…political marriages didn’t disappear with the new era.”

“We’re not gonna play their pedigree games. They’re either on our side or in our way,” Joey said.

“I agree,” Ophelia said, straightening. “I’m simply telling you what they’re going to expect. These things are usually on the table and that is going to make things difficult.”

Aside from that, she thought privately, it might be harder to get them to accept that sort of alliance knowing her children had demon’s blood in their veins. Sam and Ely were both nephilim, which meant none of it was manifest, but the perceived stain of their demonic lineage might still be apparent to some of the more judgmental nobles.

Of course, she wasn’t about to say that to Joey.

“Things have always been difficult, what makes this any different?” Joey asked.

“We still need them,” Ophelia said. “And we need a back up plan to convince them to cooperate if I can’t entice them with honey. So what’s the vinegar?”

“I hear they’ve got these printed summoning circles in Charon,” Joey said. “They’ve got docks, too, and I’m pretty sure it wouldn’t take much to get them to ship some our way. It’d really be a shame for the aristocracy if those started pouring into the hands of the public here. You know, if they suddenly weren’t useful anymore.”

“Send word,” Ophelia said. “The Asteri’s might still want something from us, but they’re new money so it’s less likely to be, as you put it, pedigree games.”

“Mhmm,” Joey murmurred.

“How are you holding up?” she asked.

“I’m keeping myself busy,” he said. It was a flat tone, one that denied any agitation, but she knew better.

“And what about in those moments where it isn’t possible to do that?” Ophelia asked, softly.

He sighed, an exhale through his nostrils.

“It still doesn’t feel real,” he said.

“I know,” she said. “Sometimes it does. Sometimes it hits me like a truck in the chest and I can’t breathe. Sometimes, though, it still feels like he’s going to come sliding down the banister and I’m going to have to yell at him not to run in the house.”

“When’s the last time you even did that?” Joey asked. There was a shadow of a smirk on his face, now.

“Three weeks ago,” Ophelia said. “He was in a rush to get somewhere. Never did tell me where.”

There was a pause between them, a little silence that Joey finally broke.

“Do you think I work too much? Don’t spend enough time with the kids?”

“I think what you do is necessary, love, and the kids know you love them,” she said. “You being here wouldn’t have stopped what happened.”

Was that true?

“I guess you’re right,” he said. She squeezed his hand.

“If you’re worried about it, we’ll make it a point to spend more time together as a family,” she said. “We can do it, organize that kind of thing more often. Let Danny take the wheel some.”

“I guess we’ll see where we’re at once the dust settles,” he said. She nodded and got to her feet. He joined her there and pulled her into a hug. Ashes took his seat the moment he vacated it, curling up on the cushion.

Ordinarily, Joey would have pushed him off or told him to get lost, but right now neither of them seemed to care. Ophelia rested her head on his shoulder and pulled him tighter to her.

“I didn’t think this could be harder than it was the first time,” she said. “I didn’t know how wrong I was.”

Her voice broke a little bit against the fabric of his suit.

“You didn’t really get to know that one, I guess,” he said.

“I felt like I did,” Ophelia said. “I didn’t know better. I guess…I’m almost glad the first time happened now because if it hadn’t I think this would break me. It still might.”

“I don’t think anything could break you,” he said, pulling away just enough to look at her face. He ran the pad of his thumb along her cheek, brushing away tears she hadn’t realized she’d shed.

She leaned up and kissed him softly.

“Not while you’re here,” she said. His cheek twitched with a little smile that didn’t reach his eyes.

There was a quiet hollowness to his face that caught her heart and held it. This was heavy, and he couldn’t carry her through it. He was going through this too, with her.

Well, she couldn’t carry him either.

They were more like a pair of legs. They had to hold the weight together. One step at a time.

“Then I guess you’ll never break,” he said.

“Never,” she said, and brushed his lips, featherlight, with hers.

 

Ely sat on the dock, listening to the water roll in and out with Martin sitting beside her as she went over his notes.

“So this is where you think the entrance is?” she asked.

“It’s more than a hunch,” Martin said. “I’ve been there, saw the door. There’s a drawing on the next page.”

She flipped papers and ran her fingers over the graphite drawing. It was large, and appeared heavy, with sigils inlaid along the stone.

“There’s no demon bound directly into it,” Martin said. “An imp or a wisp wouldn’t have been enough, anyway. Do you see that glyph at the top of the arch there? They inscribed it to tap just a little bit of power from one of the bigger ones.”

“One of the big seven?” Ely asked, turning the page to get a slightly different perspective on the door.

“Bigger than that,” Martin said. “There are some things it’s not safe to call down on your own.”

“And they have the kind of power to do that?” Ely asked, glancing up at him and raising an eyebrow.

“Not as such,” Martin said, folding his arms. “It’s not a summon, it’s a siphon. They teach you to do it at the academy. Problem being if you do it too much the being you’re siphoning from will notice and if these sigils get out where the layfolk can see them there’s a real danger they’ll try to summon with them.”

Ely made a sound of acknowledgment.

“They’d do it, too,” she said. “That’s a pity, really. If someone took the time to educate them in the basics they’d have some idea of what was too much for them to attempt.”

“If they did that the summoners couldn’t tax people for the wisp lights,” Martin said. “House Revel would be out of a lot of money and might not be able to keep their hundred-room house.”

He sounded bitter with that exaggeration. Ely lowered the drawing and looked at him.

“You know my family aren’t summoners, right?” she asked.

“Anymore.” Martin said. “How do you think House Nostra got all that money in the first place? How your mother ended up a nephil?”

He was puffed up for a second, air in his chest making him appear larger. He seemed to realize what he’d done almost immediately because he deflated under her gaze and dropped his eyes to the concrete floor.

How your mother ended up a nephil?

She had a flash of the seventy-seven eyed wheel of arms from the academy.

“Martin,” Ely said, finally.

“I’m sorry,” he said. “I didn’t mean to imply anything like that, I just got riled up, please forgive me.”

He looked pathetic for a moment. She’d shown no signs of aggression and yet he was afraid. Fear came so easily to other people, she’d noticed. They all broke so easily. And he was so much older than she was! She needed him in one piece.

“Martin,” Ely said again, forcing calm into her voice. She was aiming for a soothing tone and apparently it worked because he glanced up at her. “I’m following. I want you to tell me the rest of what you were trying to say, please. About House Nostra, and my mother.”

“They were summoners until your mother took the house,” he said.

“I know that,” Ely said. “But my father is a cambion, and he grew up in the dock district back when it was considered a slum. Nona Trezza wasn’t a summoner.”

“And Joey Trezza isn’t a nephil,” Martin said. “He’s a cambion. They aren’t the same thing.”

“Speaking as a nephil myself, with every reason to want to think we’re objectively better, I can say from experience. Afrite are every bit as powerful as seraph. Nephil don’t have it any easier,” Ely said. She kept most of the bite out of her voice. She didn’t appreciate the sentiment that somehow she had it better than her brother had. Not when he was Dad’s favorite. Not when they grew up in the same house.

“That isn’t what I meant,” Martin said. His face went scarlet and he dropped his eyes again. Ely inhaled silently through her nose and exhaled, taking her time so it wouldn’t make a sound and startle him even more.

“Martin,” she said, a third time. “I want you to explain this to me. The whole thing in its entirety. What exactly are you saying?”

“It doesn’t matter,” he said.

“It’s bothering you,” she said. “It matters. Please, go on, I promise I won’t be angry.”

Frustrated, yes. She was already that. She was also good enough at schooling her face that she was confident he’d never know it.

“The reason they won’t teach most people the summoning trade,” Martin said, “even though it’s so important to how the city works and it would make things safer, is that if everyone could do basic summoning they couldn’t charge so much for it.”

“Summoning is incredibly dangerou. Even losing control of an imp can cost lives,” Ely said. Even as she said it, it settled on her; losing control of a cook fire could cost lives too, but people were taught to do that and expected to. And no one ever tried to stop a person from learning to use a stove.

“That’s right,” Martin said. “Every four year old knows that because they won’t stop saying it. It’s in every public service announcement and it’s on every poster. Everyone knows how dangerous summoning is. Everyone knows how illegal it is to do if you haven’t been educated, and to be educated to do it you have to pay a ton of money to the university. Money that most people don’t have. Did you think it actually cost that much to learn?”

Actually, she had.

“The proper tools,” Ely said, “and metallic dusts, and expensive incense? Those are all things in my grandmother’s old bedroom.”

“I used chalk and burned dry lavender to inscribe the walls in my apartment for quiet,” Martin said. “Intent is more important than the materials used. They want it to look expensive.”

It sounded like a conspiracy theory. It also sounded like he could be right.

“So you managed to siphon from a powerful demon with chalk and dried lavender,” Ely said.

“An angel,” Martin said. “But notice you assumed it was a demon. Why is that?”

He was trying to teach her something in a roundabout way. She kept her face schooled to blank even as he asked, because her irritation didn’t negate the fact that there was a point to be made.

“The purer materials are usually used for celestial beings,” Ely said.

“They get talked up,” Martin said. “Portrayed as more pure. You rarely ever see them in the slums. Demons, on the other hand, are let to walk regularly in the lower class parts of town, and if someone is going to try to summon without a license…”

“They’re going to try a demon,” Ely finished.

“Most cambion aren’t the children of loving parents,” Martin said.

“My father was,” she said. “He and Uncle Danny share the same father. Nona Trezza talked about how much she loved him.”

“That’s the exception, not the rule,” Martin said, sadly.

“And angels are not as pure as everyone says they are,” she said. She was remembering the wheel of arms again, and the awful sounds that came from it in the first place. That impossible vibration. “They’re horrifying.”

There was a pause and then he glanced up at her. “So…you’re a nephil?”

Ely didn’t respond to that, she extended a hand, snapped her fingers and showed him her silver seraph’s fire instead. She tried not to imagine what her angelic grandfather had looked like.

She tried not to imagine what had happened to her grandmother. She and her mother had never really talked about her.

“I got Dad’s hair,” she said, “but Mom’s blood. Now, as enlightening as this conversation has been, I want you to tell me where this door is.”

“It’s under the Orthodox Cathedral,” he said. “You go into the sacristy and walk behind the statue of St. Kernaghan. Go have a look and then come back and tell me what you think. I need a new benefactor since, um…”

“Since I killed the last one,” Ely said, simply. Martin paled a little and nodded. He’d been lying. He was lying now. Apparently they still hadn’t hit the point where he was willing to tell her.

“I still haven’t figured out how to open it,” Martin said.

“That’s alright, I have some time to figure it out,” Ely said. “If this is how the Gaters are getting into the catacombs they did.”

“That’s just it,” Martin said. “The Cathedral borders on Black Cat territory and they aren’t friends. The Orthos are very against mix-bloods and Vivi’s commonlaw marriage to a half-imp is a bit of an open secret. I think it’s an entrance to the catacombs, but I don’t think it’s the one Gate Street is using.”

He touched her forearm and she looked up at him. Martin’s face was suddenly serious.

“Are you following?” he asked. There was a weight to the question.

“Yes,” Ely said. “I’m following. Someone else is in the catacombs. I’ll be able to evade the Gaters but I’ll need to be on the look out for them.”

Martin nodded. His expression eased down.

“I should go,” he said. He pushed himself to his feet and Ely held up a hand for him to help her to hers. She didn’t need it, but it was amazing how much more binding it was when someone else did you a favor rather than the other way around.

“Be careful and be safe,” Ely said. “You know I’m around if you need me. If there’s anyone else you’ve borrowed money from.”

For a moment, she thought he might speak up, but he just nodded, and walked away. Ely slipped the file under her arm and headed for the house.

 

Corvin tasted copper before he felt the pain of his mother’s blow. He kept his eyes down and said nothing.

“If you couldn’t find him, you shouldn’t have come back,” she said.

Even if he had, he thought, she’d have found an excuse to do this anyway. Vivi Verida, his dear mother, was never satisfied no matter how well he did, and it didn’t leave him much incentive to try for her. He didn’t dare say that out loud.

“We just need a body, right?” Rorik’s voice asked from the doorway. He was leaned halfway in so they could only see one arm and neither leg. Corvin glanced up at him, bitterly. He was Vivi’s only son but his cousin got all the praise and the credit. “We don’t let Price and Chaney go unanswered for?”

“That was the idea,” Vivi said, straightening.

“How about we send them back their mole in pieces?” he asked. The woman he dragged around the corner with him had been beaten so badly Corvin could barely pin her facial features. Her head was full of black curls, her sunburned face freckled. Even if he were in a position to recognize her, he didn’t think he would have.

He wondered if Sam knew her.

“What have I told you about beating people to within an inch of their life?” Vivi asked. She narrowed her eyes at Rorik and it made the dark circles around them look more prominent.

“Ask first?” Rorik asked. “I wouldn’t say an inch, Aunt Viv, she’s got at least a foot to go.”

The boyish grin on Rorik’s face gave Corvin a rush of envy. He said nothing, and didn’t let his eyes linger on the woman.

“Justify yourself,” Vivi said. “And you had best have witnesses to whatever you’re about to tell me, Rorik, because beating on women doesn’t look good on you.”

Corvin licked the bead of blood from his lip and said nothing.

“A couple of the boys saw her reporting to Ophelia Trezza through the estate window,” Rorik said. “I’ll bring them in to talk if you want.”

“Do so,” Vivi said. “Now both of you get out of my sight. I have work to do.”

Corvin slipped from the room, brushing past Rorik and his captive on the way out. Those reports would take time to gather. She was no one to him, like Price and Chaney had been no one to Sam. 

It got out of hand.

Did he really want to punish Sam for that? This woman was a person and she didn’t deserve that. He tongued at the split part of his lip. It would bring down worse on him.

If he was caught.

Damn.

 

The concubus’s body was male when they found it. This time, he and Augury had been called in directly to the scene of the crime and the body hasn’t been removed.

“They lived here,” she said, standing in the doorway. Barghest stopped a stride in and turned to look at her. “Someone came in and got them where they lived, where they were supposed to feel safe.”

There was a stutter in the conversation, because as far as he could tell, only one person lived in this apartment. Then he realized what she meant, that she was referencing the fluidity of the concubus. They were the most common type of cambion and often inherited their ability to meld seamlessly from male to female and back again from their demonic parent.

And Augury was referring to the home. To the fact that someone had come in here and killed this person in their own abode. That held its own certain terror.

“Take a minute,” he said. “Let yourself feel what you need to feel. Then we have to get to work. It sucks, it does, and I’m with you that this was beyond the pale, but we’ve got an untainted crime scene and this might be our best chance to get an idea of who was behind this.”

Augury chuckled. “I know how to do an investigation, Tin Can, but it’s important to remember these were people, too. You’re right. Take a minute.”

The door clicked shut behind her.

“Stay with me in the entryway, will you?” she asked, and skipped forward to meet him.

The apartment had four rooms. There was the living room, that they were standing just on the border of right now from the five foot long entryway, the kitchenette that was partially connected, then the bedroom with the door partially ajar and the bathroom that was closed.

The concubus was lying on the floor with an arm laying over their chest wound, as if they’d been trying to keep their blood pressed inside before their body finally gave way.

“Do you see the obvious screw up that I do?” Barghest asked.

“They’re on their back,” Augury said, leaning against the wall. “I’ve been in situations where I was trying to keep my blood in me. I was almost always on my side or on my belly. Someone put them like this.”

“I was going to say there’s no blood around the body,” Barghest said, “but it leads us to the same conclusion, doesn’t it? They were moved here.”

Augury took a couple of tentative steps into the apartment and started looking around. Barghest stayed where he was and watched her.

“It’s the same face in all the photographs,” Augury said. “And clearly they were wealthy enough to afford them all. I don’t know many people that get pictures made of just themselves.”

“That would make a tempting target,” Barghest said. “Pride?”

“Don’t concubi generally get pinned with lust?” Augury asked, flashing him a quick smirk over her shoulder. She paused, then, stopping and cocking her head at something on the shelf beside her.

“What is it?” Barghest asked.

“The dust,” Augury said. “Everything else has a place and is pretty well stuck in it, but this one has smudge marks where it’s been moved.”

She held the camera up and kept it still for several seconds while she snapped the photograph.

“What is the picture of?” Barghest asked.

“Them and a dog,” Augury said. “Looks pretty recent, too.”

“That would be a good reason not to come at them in the apartment,” Barghest said, “but where’s the dog?”

“One of many good questions,” Augury said. “So that’s four of the big seven. We’re going to need to look out for others, now. We’ve got…”

She tucked the camera into the crook of her arm and started counting on her fingers.

“We need to be on the look out for imp, rhakshasa and preta,” she said. “Preta aren’t easy to find, though, you tend to get really careful after you’ve died once already.”

“There’s seven kinds of common half-blood,” he said. “You’re bound to get a few different kinds. You know I don’t like speculating.”

Augury passed Barghest the camera and lifted the concubus’s arm to reveal a stab through the jacket. There was a lot of blood on their clothes, just not on the carpet or anything else in here. She looked up at him.

“They moved this person here,” Augury said, straightening. “There’s something I want to go check out. Can your people handle this from here?”

Barghest snorted, softly.

“Can we,” he said. “Where are you going?”

“Following a hunch,” Augury said, starting for the door. He held out a hand to stop her, and she came up short, looking up at him.

“Someone’s out there bumping off cambion,” he said. “I’d be lying if I said I wasn’t just a little worried about that.”

“I can handle myself,” Augury said. “I’ll come back. I’m not Ophelia.”

He dropped his arm. He couldn’t pin down exactly why that made him feel uncomfortable, but it did. He stood where he was until the door shut behind her and he was left, just him, his memories, and the body of a dead concubus.

 

The Ninth was as empty as he’d ever seen it. The sign on the door said ‘closed’. He walked in anyway.

“Zenith,” he said. His voice was like a whip crack.

“Joey,” she said, coming around the side of the island bar. She stopped halfway down the counter and rested her arm there, waiting for him to meet her. He started that way, stopping with a barstool between them. He met her eyes without fear.

“I saw a concubus in the alleys,” he said. “One that knew something about my son’s murder.”

“And you think because I am one I would know them?” Zenith asked, raising a brow. “I expected better from you.”

“It happened here,” Joey said. “I’m asking if you know anything about this that you haven’t told me.”

“I’ve told you what I’ve been able to uncover,” she said. “There are hundreds of concubi in the city, my brother and I included.”

“This one had your hair,” Joey said.

 “Asura can have hair this color. Are you sure they were a concubus?” Zenith asked.

“I saw her putting someone under,” Joey said. 

Zenith shifted her weight and slipped up onto one of the stools. Joey did the same, leaving the empty one between them.

“You’re the only one I’ve ever seen able to do it that thoroughly,” he said.

“And you’re the only one I’ve ever seen able to shake it off that easily,” Zenith said. She reached over the bar and pulled a bottle of whiskey from the shelf there. Another reach, and a couple of glasses joined it. She poured him one and slid it across.

The silence was filled by the soft tinkle of amber liquid into her glass. She took a sip before she spoke again.

“What did she look like?” Zenith asked.

“Blue hair,” Joey said. “Probably about 5’5” if I had to guess, but I didn’t get a good look. I saw her through the reflection in my switchblade. She did not see me.”

“Let me look into this,” Zenith said. “I will, I promise, but I want to know for sure before I make an issue of this.”

Joey took the glass in his hand and tipped it back. It burned all the way down and the bottom of the cup clinked against the bar as he set it back down.

“I trust you to tell me if it’s important, Zen,” he said, looking back up at her. She was staring into her cup.

“I will,” she said, glancing up at him finally. She met his eyes. “If it’s really important, I will.”

There was something she wasn’t telling him now, and he could see it on her face. His choices were, accept that she would keep her word, or press and potentially lose her as a friend. They’d been close, once.

“Alright,” he said. “I’ll be around. You know where to find me if anything does come up. Give Uther my regards, would you?”

“Of course,” Zenith said.

He left the glass lying on the table and moved for the door.

Geist Manor was one of the smaller ones on the northern end of town. He’d had Mirin watching the door up until this point, but she’d stopped checking in a couple of days prior. That was important, but so was this. Life goes on.

Julianne Geist stepped out onto the walkway, clutching her hat with one hand as she started down the street. She would be stopping by the bank, first, and then taking a walk down theater street. He followed at a distance for about a block before he came up beside her.

“Ma’am,” he said.

“Can I help you?” she asked, giving him a once over. Recognition started to edge into her expression almost immediately. “Trezza. I’m afraid Alban isn’t home right now.”

“Pardon?” he asked, raising a brow.

“Our sons,” she said, brow furrowing. “They had a small tiff New Year’s night, I thought…”

“You thought wrong,” he said. “This is personal, you’re the one I’m here to see. You’ve been buying up buildings along the docks.”

“I needed a location for a factory,” she said. “The owners are being well paid. I take it you had something to do with Mr. Malhana’s deal falling through? He never mentioned any names, but I should have figured you’d have something to do with this.”

“Those buildings are occupied,” he said. “I thought I’d give you the chance to sell me the property.”

Julianne laughed.

“We’re a bit far into this to simply move development,” she said. “How about you sell me the property you bought up instead and your tailor won’t end up in an unfortunate situation? They are going to be summoning demons for use in production, after all. I hear it isn’t pleasant to live beside.”

“There’s a district for that,” Joey said.

“Have you seen the cost of building there?” Julianne asked, raising a brow.

Joey chuckled and offered a smile in response.

“Sure have,” he said, patting her on the shoulder. “Alright. So you won’t sell. I guess we’re past talking about this, then.”

She looked around at the people on the street and then back at him, as if daring him to do something overt. He withdrew his hand, put it back in his pocket and started to walk away.

He barely caught sight of the concerned look on her face before he vanished from view.

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER EIGHT

Angelic Letters

 

“I hear a lot of you calling in doubting the existence of ancients, but let me assure you, they are just as real as the ancients and demons that get called down around here on the regular.

Listen up. We have a list of them. Go to any church and ask the pastor for a copy of the texts and they will be glad to tell you all about it.

For Daelan’s sake, you’re standing on one right now. That’s right, if you follow the old lore the continent you’re standing on right now is the body of a dead ancient.

Mistriev raised the sea and broke the old world into pieces when he fell. They say that’s where the islands came from. They say he was the ancient in charge of life, once upon a time, too.

It kind of makes you wonder how Lazrael felt taking his soul, right?

…is it rude to assume they’re related? Rude and probably sacrilegious, right? Anyway Lazrael is in charge of collecting and processing the souls of the dead. Senjivaan guards the flow of dreams and subconscious spaces; to any of you smoking that whisperweed out there, watch out for those two because you’re closer to them than you’d be comfortable knowing about if you had any idea what that meant.

Cordeliasa is fate and fortune. If you’ve ever heard of Lady Luck, she’s who they’re talking about. Meanwhile Kiriya is in charge of the flow of time.

There are dozens, and each one has a particular job for keeping order in the cosmos. But people know their names. It’s not a secret because you can’t call these things down like you can an angel or a demon. And I guess that’s why so many folks out there just assume they don’t exist.

Well if you ask me that’s a load of hogwash. Angels and demons are different beings from different planes, after all, how arrogant do you have to be to assume that’s all that’s out there?”

 

The Hellwatch Station was full, but the bustle stopped cold when Joey Trezza threw open the doors. Sam walked alongside him, keeping his head down. His throat was dry. Never mind that he’d actually watched Callum kill the men he was being brought in to talk about, but dealing with the Hellwatch was a completely different situation than anything in the streets had been. There were no judgmental eyes on the streets, just ones that wanted to kill you.

The station itself was more or less exactly what Sam had expected it would be. The floor was polished stonework and wooden work desks dotted the no man’s land of the lobby. There was a line of chairs beside the door where a few people waited to speak with officers either because of grievances or because they’d been brought in and were trusted not to just leave.

A few Hellwatch operatives craned their necks at Sam and his father as they walked through. On the far side of the room, a secretary sat, dictating notes to a long tailed imp perched on the lamp next to him.

The imp held a long ream of paper that was beginning to gather on the floor over his clawed fingers as he grumbled and scrawled every single word the secretary said. Sam cocked his head to get a look; there were a lot of extraneous details in there, including every time the man had said ‘um’.

Joey Trezza leaned on the counter and after a couple of words with the secretary that sounded hundreds of miles away to Sam, they were led into a spartan office with a massive man behind the desk. Barghest had always seemed large to him, but in the little room in a chair that was sized for a normal person he seemed positively gargantuan. The shine of the floor and the ostentatious woodwork stopped where the office began, transforming the bustle of the police station to a tightly regimented and sterile environment.

“Joey Trezza,” Barghest said. “An unexpected surprise.”

“One of my sons is dead, you accuse the other of murder and you didn’t think I was gonna show up?” Joey asked. He managed to make it sound casual but Sam had known his father his whole life and had learned how to tell when he was biting back fury.

“First, Sam is an adult and can speak for himself,” Barghest said, “and second, if he’s innocent, why did you feel the need to come along?”

“If it wasn’t me it’d have been Ophelia,” Joey said. “Or was it that you were hoping she would so you could put her through the ringer again?”

“I have questions,” Barghest said, “like I do any time there’s a dead body. How would you like to have a seat, Mr. Trezza?”

Joey didn’t break eye contact with the Hellwatch captain. He hooked a boot around one of the two chairs on this side of the desk and it scraped against the tile floor as he yanked it back, then dropped hard into the seat to punctuate the gesture. Sam, on the other hand, sat quietly and looked between the pair of them.

As nervous as he was, and as much as he wanted to take his father’s side, Barghest had a point.

“You needed a word with me,” Sam said, breaking the awkward beat of silence. He did his best to sound reasonable around the quaver in his voice. “I’m here. So let’s talk.”

“Where were you two evenings ago? The night of the fifth?” Barghest asked.

“I went to see a girl,” Sam said. The words sounded hollow, even to him. In the back of his mind, he was seeing Corvin’s dark hair, dark eyes, and the trembling gun in his hand.

“Is this girl available to corroborate your story?” Barghest asked.

Sam started to turn to look to Joey, uncertain.

“You’re talking to me,” Barghest said. Sam’s eyes returned to him in a snap. “It’s an easy question. Can you get the girl you went to see to confirm?”

“I’m not sure,” Sam said, sinking into his chair. “I don’t want to drag her into this, I’m already causing her enough trouble.”

“This girl have a name?” Barghest asked.

“Obviously,” Joey said.

“I don’t remember asking you,” Barghest said.

“She told me it was Charity,” Sam said, cutting in before they could start again. “I don’t know her last name, I barely know her at all.”

He wriggled farther into his seat, but he had a line to follow now. A reason for his discomfort that wasn’t having watched his supposedly deceased brother drive a knife into one man’s windpipe and a second one’s eye socket. An explanation that wasn’t ‘I’m lying to your face’.

To both of their faces.

“Let me get this straight,” Barghest said. “You mean to tell me you went to see this girl the night after your brother’s funeral and you don’t know her well enough to know her last name?”

There was a beat of pause before Barghest ran the palm of his hand over his face.

“Oh,” he said.

“You’re looking for a murderer,” Sam said, speaking quickly now. “I know what she’s doing isn’t explicitly legal. I know it has its own set of complications and I might be getting myself into further trouble here, but I’m not going to throw her on the gears for you. As a man there are lines I’m not willing to cross.”

By the time he was finished, he nearly believed the words himself and there was a little rush that came with selling the rouse. This must be how Elysia felt most of the time. For a flicker of a moment, he felt like he might actually belong in the family business.

“Alright, Sammy, I don’t think he wants all the details,” Joey said, then he turned his gaze on Barghest, quirked a brow and asked, “Do you?”

“Well, since your family is so well known for your good behavior, I think I can let you off with a warning this time,” Barghest said. “Just, uh, try to stay away from the night guards.”

Sam didn’t have to fake his blush.

“It’s not easy to find love in the city, is it, Captain?” Joey asked.

“Get the hell out of my office,” Barghest said in a deadpan. Joey got to his feet with a lazy mock salute and Sam ducked his head as he slipped through the door. Neither of them spoke until they were almost a block away from the station.

“A prostitute, huh?” Joey asked.

“That one kind of came to me on the spur of the moment,” Sam said.

“Charity? You may as well have named her Cinnamon,” Joey said.

“It isn’t easy to think under pressure,” Sam said. “That man is like four times my size.”

“You did well enough. Despite what I think, I know he’s not that much of a pushover,” Joey said.

“Well, he trained Mom,” Sam said, shoving his hands in to his pockets. They walked a couple more paces before Sam glanced up at his father and spoke again, almost hesitantly. “Is that why he hates you so much?”

Joey snorted.

“It’s probably part of it, but I’d say ‘Crime Lord’ is a bigger part,” he said.

“But she was Hellwatch, wouldn’t she have had a problem with you, too, once?” Sam asked.

“Honestly, it may have been part of the appeal,” Joey said.

“May have been?” Sam asked.

“Yeah, isn’t there just a bit of appeal in knowing you’re doing something you shouldn’t be doing?” Joey asked.

A series of images flashed through Sam’s mind. Every moment he’d had with Callum recently, and then, unbidden, Corvin Verida’s narrowed calculating eyes.

“I take it that’s what it was for you?” Sam asked. “You liked her because she was a hellhound?”

Joey sighed.

“It’s a bit more complicated than that,” he said.

“It’s a long walk home,” Sam said.

Joey pinched the bridge of his nose.

“I had plans,” Joey said. “Falling in love with your mother wasn’t a part of them.”

“So what, it just kind of happened?” Sam asked. He kicked a rock and sent it skittering a few feet down the brick road.

“Wish I had a better explanation than that,” Joey said.

“When did you know?” Sam asked. “Like, how did you figure it out?”

Joey turned on his feet so that he was walking backwards, and gave Sam an appraising look.

“Closer to this Charity than you were letting on?” Joey asked.

“Come on, Dad,” Sam said.

With one last sigh, he nodded.

“Let me just start from the beginning,” he said. “Like a lot of good stories in Daelan City, this one starts with a renegade demon.”

Joey turned back around to walk and Sam skipped a step to keep up as he listened.

“One of my guys had gotten into illegal summoning. He wasn’t trained proper, he called up something that was a little too spicy for him and the damn thing crumpled him like a piece of old paper. The Hellwatch got called in. Surprise, your mother was one of the officers on the case.

“When she cornered the rakshasa, she was alone. They’d split up to search the area and she happened to come across the demon first. I watched them fight. She was…hell, Sammy, she was magnificent. In that armor, with those wings, and that angel’s fire. She shoved it back through the hole it crawled out of and by the time my boys came out to ask her to meet with me, she was exhausted and in no shape to turn them down.”

“It almost sounds like you kidnapped her,” Sam said, raising a brow.

“Yeah,” Joey said, “I’m pretty sure that’s what Barghest thinks, too, but it wasn’t like that. Not really. Well. Maybe that first night it was, but I wasn’t planning on anything carnal at the time. I asked her to help me figure out where the leak was coming from. Which one of my guys was behind all the illegal summonings.

“By the time I’d explained the situation, that this was the third time it had happened and that we could stop it once and for all, she agreed to help me and after a while I started to realize that even exhausted as she was that first night there was no way in all the hells I’d have kept her if she didn’t want to stay.

“Your mother has a will of iron, Sammy. She was hard and determined and more than capable of kicking my ass if she needed to. And while we were looking into all that, we saw some pretty fucked up things. She never lost her head, no matter how bad it got.”

Sam kept his eyes on the bricks as they walked.

“I have to imagine not everyone approved?” Sam asked.

“Hell no,” Joey said. “That didn’t matter. I knew she was everything I needed. She had what it took to keep the boys in line, myself included, and by then she had my heart in her pocket. They could complain all they wanted, I wasn’t about to give her up. Now you tell me why you’re asking because I’m starting to suspect there actually is a girl.”

“Not quite,” Sam said. A shaking hand, a lowering gun, the scent of piney aftershave. His mother had been Hellwatch.

Being Gate Street wasn’t exactly the same thing.

 

Callum almost felt bad that his conversation with Sam had been cut so short. It hadn’t been hard to convince him to let it go for now; Sam had other things to do. Other things that had been Callum’s fault.

Ah, well…this was important, after all.

Tess was standing on the corner beside the radio station when Callum arrived. She had her hands folded in front of her. Her black curls were pinned behind her head with a silver dragonfly clip to keep them out of her eyes, and she wore a dark blue skirt with off white lace.

Short skirts were more fashionable, but hers fell to her heel. There were certain things that were considered to be unacceptable for an aristocratic lady. She glanced up at him sidelong.

“Why do you wear that mask?” she asked.

“Well, I don’t want you to see my face,” he said, smirking.

“I can still see your eyes,” she said, reaching up and brushing her fingers over the cheek just beneath the eye hole of his mask. Tess smirked back at him. “You know that isn’t what I meant.”

“I’m afraid if I told you it would defeat the purpose,” he said.

“Then you have no need to answer me at all,” Tess said, and turned to walk. She kept speaking to him over her shoulder. “My contact here is a clever man but he’s very private.”

“Which explains why he broadcasts his voice over the radio,” Callum said, folding his arms and following.

“It’s not the same as showing his face,” Tess said. “There’s a difference.”

“Not that that would matter to some people,” Callum mumbled. There was a little quirk of a smile on her lips.

She nudged the door open and he followed. It was a shorter building than he had expected, one story with a large metal broadcast tower spiraling up above the rest of the city, even higher than the tram system. He could see something glinting up there, but it was impossible to tell what it was from all the way down here.

The interior, however, was more expected. There was a thick brown carpet along the floor and dark green wallpaper in the lobby. No one sat at the lobby desk. In fact, now that he glanced back over his shoulder he could see that the ‘open’ label of the sign was facing inward.

“This way,” she said, and nodded down a hallway. She kept walking until she reached a door. There was a small window and a light above it with a thin coating of red paint and a wisp darting around inside as it tried to escape.

The interior room had the same brown shag carpet along the walls that the rest of the building had on the floors.

Callum could see through the window that the man sitting at the desk was some kind of cambion. There was a tint to this glass, as well, that made it difficult to tell what kind.

He spoke into a rounded disc with what looked like a summoning circle cut out of it. Callum leaned in to get a better look when an impact hit the window and he staggered back, staring into the twisted, mocking face of an imp.

Tess covered her mouth as she silently laughed at him.

“Tixi works here,” she said, putting a hand on his shoulder.

“You mean Tixi was summoned here?” Cal asked, looking back at her with a raised brow he knew she couldn’t see.

“Well yes,” Tess said, “but she also works here. She likes caramel squares and every time Rhys tries to summon a new imp she shows up instead.”

“I’ve never heard of anything like that,” Callum admitted.

“It happens more often than you think,” Tess said. “A lot of the time that’s how you get cambion, but to be fair it usually isn’t with imps.”

“Often enough to make them one of the big seven demons,” Callum said.

“It’s kind of a misnomer,” Tess said. “The Big Seven are just the demons and angels that can interbreed with humans, not the ones that do it most often. Some species just can’t cross with humans, our genetics aren’t compatible in the same way angelic and demonic genetics aren’t.”

“Did you forget why I’m here?” Cal asked, a note of irritation creeping into his voice.

“No,” Tess said. “You’re investigating Cambion Callum Trezza’s murder.”

She looked up at him with a cool expression. Something in her tone told him she knew what was up. Something in the steel of her gaze told him it didn’t amuse her at all.

“And his mother is a nephil,” Callum said, carefully. He had to sound like he was talking about someone else. He couldn’t take this too personally.

“And yet,” Tess said, “all of her children with his father are one or the other and not both. The bloodlines can’t coexist, and she’s the reason why we know that.”

“Ophelia Trezza isn’t a summoner,” he insisted, folding his arms.

“She was once,” Tess said, “before she joined the Hellwatch.”

His mother knew how to summon. At least, she knew how to summon and probably wasn’t licensed to do it or else she would have been doing it for the Torchlighters this entire time. Right?

It was so hard to imagine her as being one of those aristocrats with imps riding on their shoulders looking down her nose at everyone around her. His mother never acted that privileged. He heard what Tess was saying but he just wasn’t sure he could believe her.

“I know it can be difficult to find out someone you thought you knew well isn’t entirely the person you suspected them to be,” Tess said. It was a double edged comment.

“What would you know about it?” Cal asked. He hesitated, but he knew he had to say it if he was going to keep his secret from her. “She’s nothing to me.”

“Is she?” Tess asked. “Then perhaps I have you wrong, but I don’t think so.”

“What does that mean?” Callum asked.

“Some people are better at reading voices than others, weren’t you just saying that?” she asked. But before he could answer, the door to the room opened and the cambion from inside slipped back out.

He had tan skin. His hair was shoulder-length and a pale bluish gray that extended to the patch of beard beneath his lip. It wasn’t quite enough to be a proper goatee, but it was definitely there. His eyes were brown with just a hint of red; the color of dried blood.

“Lady Cassander,” he said, inclining his head to her. His eyes shifted to Callum, and his tone changed. “You’ve brought a visitor.”

The look he gave Callum made it clear that he didn’t quite trust him. Callum gave a smile anyway.

“Greetings,” he said. “I’m looking into the murder of Callum Trezza.”

“So he’s working with you,” Rhys said, looking back at Tess with a nod. “I was expecting someone else, but if you’re one of Tess’s I’ll give you a shot. Rhys Miles. I’m the voice of the night.”

He said it so matter-of-factly, like there was no drama attached to the statement. He said it like he might have said “I’m the janitor”, and it brought Callum up short for a moment.

“Do you ever listen to the radio at night?” Rhys asked.

“I can’t say that I have,” Callum said, and it was the truth. The radio would be an unnecessary risk during many of his more illicit activities, and those generally took place at night. 

“You should,” Rhys said. “I’m friends with Tess, but she’s not paying me. I can’t be bought. The truth is too important and the city deserves to hear it. That’s why they have me broadcasting in the middle of the night, when they think no one is listening. But they do listen.”

“Alright then,” Callum said, straightening.

“I don’t think he believes you boss,” Tixi said. She dropped onto Rhys’s shoulders and curled her long tail around his arm for balance. Her clawed fingertips dug lightly into his shoulder as she leaned forward and looked at Rhys with gaslight eyes the size of human fists.

“They rarely do at first,” Rhys said. “It’s no matter. He’ll see in time, as always. You there, masked man that Tess brought into my station room, what do I call you?”

“Ashes,” he said, without missing a beat.

Rhys looked to Tess, and out of the corner of his eye Callum could see her covering her mouth and trying not to laugh. The unbridled delight on her face was something perfect.

“Ashes,” Rhys repeated. “Fine. You asked for it, you’re Ashes now.”

“I’m perfectly serious and you shouldn’t mock me,” Callum said. He kept his eyes on Rhys but his attention on the woman next to him trying her best not to laugh.

“What’s perfectly serious is the situation at hand here,” Tess said, straightening and clearing her throat. There was a ghost of a smile still on her lips. “I know you have a lot of lines in the water, Rhys. What can you tell me that I haven’t already heard from you?”

“I’m afraid I haven’t heard anything new,” Rhys said.

“That’s alright,” Tess said, “I have and maybe you can expound upon that.”

She drew her book out of her inner jacket pocket and opened to the page she’d copied the sigil onto. Rhys cocked his head and took it from her hand, pulling his glasses out a shade to get a better look.

“What is this?” he asked. “Where did you find this glyph?”

“It was on the dagger that killed Callum Trezza,” Callum said. His throat felt dry saying that. There was almost a finality to it. He was breathing, yes, but he wasn’t Callum. For once he hated the sound of it.

“I’d considered that there might be trouble, but this is worse than I’d imagined,” Rhys said. “This is a soul trap sigil. Usually, they’re used when you want to trap a demon that you think might slay its earthly body to get away from you, but if they’re using them on cambion now I have to assume it’s because they’re collecting for some kind of sacrificial ritual. And whatever they’re using them to summon can’t be good.”

“One of every kind of cambion,” Callum said. “That’s the theory, right? Doesn’t that mean they’ll have to go after a preta, then? How do you sacrifice something that’s already dead?”

“Dead doesn’t mean lacking a soul,” Rhys said. His glasses caught the red light in a flash as he inclined his head. “I’ll get a warning out. I don’t want to know what happens if they succeed.”

But they wouldn’t, Callum thought. They didn’t have the afrite they thought they did.

And if they found out, if they knew that, they would go out hunting another and whatever they were planning on doing with all of these souls might succeed.

Suddenly, he felt a weight on his shoulder and the cool scales of an imp’s tail brushing the back of his neck.

“You don’t need to show your face for me to know you’re pale as milk, boy,” Tixi teased. “Worried about the possibility of a bigger fish?”

“I’ll be fine,” Callum said, attempting to brush her off. She moved to his other shoulder.

“Oh, I don’t think so,” Tixi said, “I’m going to go with you. Wherever you and Tess end up next that’s where the fun part of the story will be and Rhys will want me to get all the details for him. You like caramel, right? We can get some on the way out? The candy store is open 24 hours.”

“Let me make something clear,” Callum said, reaching up and grabbing the imp by her body and holding her in front of him. She weighed as much as a young house cat. “I’m not taking you with me and letting you spy on me and I don’t care who it’s for. We can give our own reports.”

“No can do, darling,” Tixi said. “Whatever Rhys says goes, he has my contract. I’ll write one with you, too, if you like. Bind me to secrecy for all the things you don’t want me to repeat. I’ll sign pretty much anything you want if you buy me caramels.”

She disappeared in a poof of smoke and suddenly his hands were closing around empty air. She appeared again on Tess’s shoulder.

“Shall we, then?” Tixi asked.

“Get the word out,” Tess said, “and we’ll come back for you just as soon as we know where to go next. A sigil like this doesn’t just spring up out of the ground, someone at the academy is bound to know something. Ashes.”

It took Callum a moment to realize she was talking to him because he’d been being glib when he said it, but once he realized, he looked to her.

“Meet me again tomorrow night,” she said. “Same place as before. We’ll make a habit of it. I would have to assume I’m not going to be able to call you?”

“You would assume correctly,” Callum said. Dead men don’t have scrying mirrors at home. Dead men don’t have homes. “We’ll just have to keep meeting and exchanging information in person. I’ll get you everything I know as I find it out, you have my word.”

Tixi appeared on his shoulder again.

“Not you,” he said.

“Yes me,” she said. “I still want that caramel.”

“I’m not going to do anything interesting right now,” he said. “Shoo. Tess could use your help more than I could.”

Tixi preened a moment and hopped over to Tess.

“I guess we’re going to be having a night of it,” Tixi said, fondly. Tess reached up and scratched her under the chin and Tixi closed her gaslight eyes in pleasure.

Callum wasn’t about to press his luck. He had places to be tonight and he had to get this taken care of. There was the address Lena had given him as a place to come and sleep.

Maybe he wasn’t planning on sleeping there, but she would be there eventually and he needed to have a word with her.

The apartment above the Ninth Gate was as simple as such things tended to be. The floor was hard wood and there was a cot set up in the corner. Lena was sitting on a love seat in the middle of the room and she turned her head to look at him as he walked in.

“It’s been days,” she said. “I’ve heard tell you were on the trail but it had been so long since I’d seen you I’d half worried you intended to leave me out altogether.”

Her mouth formed a pucker of a pout. All he could think was that it paled in comparison to Tess’s tamed smile.

“Listen,” he said, “we need to talk. I’ve been watching my family, and this is doing some awful things to them. I can’t just keep them in the dark.”

“And you’re getting so close,” Lena said. She scooted to the side of the love seat and nodded to the empty space she’d left for him. “Come and sit with me, tell me everything.”

So he did. He sat beside her and she took one of his hands in both of hers. It was a comforting gesture. He went, point by point, only leaving out Samael’s involvement and that his brother even knew he was alive, as he told her everything that had happened over the course of the past couple of days.

By the time he was finished, he felt bad for ever having doubted her in the first place.

“It’s alright,” Lena said. “You have a good sleep and we’ll talk more about it in the morning. If you still feel like you need to go and speak with your parents, well, who am I to stop you?”

Her smile was indulgent, like she was talking to a child that refused to go to bed on time. A part of him way down in the pit of his chest roiled at that treatment. The rest of him knew she was only doing it for his own good.

“Alright,” he said. “We’ll talk tomorrow.”

He curled up on the cot, fully intending to talk to Lena the next day. When morning came, she was gone.

 

She perched on a stack of crates and watched the workers below. None of them said a word to her. An afrite moved large crates from one side of the warehouse to the loading docks on the other side, flames spilling down its back, shoulders and bare chest from the effort.

They acted like they didn’t notice her at all, and it suited Elysia just fine. If she were down there with him they’d be almost deferential.

She pulled a pocket watch and checked the time. They should be finished with their work in the next couple of hours, moving on to outside work. Well enough.

She slipped out the front door and walked along the docks. A couple of hours were easy to kill. She stopped in the baker’s place. The bell jar over the cookie display was new.

“Something happened,” she said, looking from the display to Darven. He  paused, looking to her.

“Miss Trezza,” he said. “No, there’s really no need to worry yourself on our account it’s quite alright.”

“I didn’t ask if it was alright, Darven,” she said, leaning on the counter. “Actually I didn’t ask anything at all. The dome you had before was an antique, and it suited the counter well. This one is…almost an insult. It doesn’t belong here, it’s an in between until you find the one that fits you better. The crowd in here is smaller than usual. Something happened.”

She didn’t ask him to tell her what it was. She didn’t have to. He was already starting to sweat.

“It was taken care of,” he said. “I’m surprised you don’t already know. Alric came in here and started some trouble, but he left and someone brought back the money he took. I’d assumed it was your father.”

Joey would have said something about it at one point or another. He’d been fuming a lot recently and every little thing that went wrong only stoked the fire. Samael would have been dazed after an encounter like that. Perhaps her mother would have kept her mouth shut.

Hm.

“Well,” Elysia said, “This is the first I’m hearing about it but I’m glad it got taken care of for the time being. Even so, if Alric is causing trouble we need to be sure that stops and quickly. You know you never have to worry about putting us out, right?”

He didn’t meet her eyes. Elysia slid a twelve-sigil note across the table.

“I’ll take a dozen dough nuts,” she said. “Please talk to me.”

“A purchase and a bribe are not the same thing,” Darven said, as he started to wrap and bag a dozen doughnuts. Ely put another five sigil note on top of the one she had already put there.

“Consider that a tip,” she said. “You don’t have to talk to me if you don’t want to. But we actually are doing our best to protect you.”

“You really believe that,” he said, giving her a sad smile. He was holding something back, and she could see it all right there on his face. If he told her he thought her family was extorting him the same as Alric would have, she might go back to tell her dad and bring him some trouble.

“I know we’re not all good,” Ely said, taking her bag of doughnuts. “We’re not all bad, either, though. This city isn’t a safe place.”

Summoning things is dangerous if you aren’t trained right and licensed, she thought, furrowing her brow. This had been and continued to be a week of questioning everything she knew about the world, didn’t it?

“Anyway, please let us know if he comes back,” Ely said.

Darven gave her a dubious look as if to ask what she would do about it even if she showed up. Ely gave him a smile.

“Callum wasn’t the only one that wasn’t afraid to set someone on fire.”

It was meant to be reassuring. It only made Darven look more afraid. Whatever she was doing today she wasn’t hitting on all sixes. She gave him a nod and slipped out of the shop, exhaling.

She pulled one of the doughnuts out of the bag and munched on it, on her way back past the warehouse. The quiet of the walk soothed her, in a way, and she took the long way around just to prolong the quiet.

By the time she reached the warehouse, things were much quieter. Her plan had been to find a place to stash the body she’d left by the archive, before she took it home. Her breath spiraled out in front of her; it was still cold enough inside to preserve the flesh.

There was something else on her mind, though. Somewhere else she could be, something else she could be doing. Church would be ending right about now, too. By the time she got over there, it would be practically empty.

How hard could it possibly be to sneak around one old priest?

She took off down the street.

It would have been easy enough to take the tram. She had the sigils, and a pass for it. Instead, she moved through the alleys with her hands in her jacket pockets. It was easy enough to cut around Gate Street’s territory, and the last she’d checked the Black Cats were still loyal to the Torchlighters.

A boy on a street corner whistled at her as she walked by and she ignored him. He didn’t know who he was looking at. If he had, she might have reacted. There would be a lesson to be taught there. A Trezza must be respected.

As far as he knew she was just some girl. Lucky him.

The Orthodox Cathedral loomed over the city and she could see it from three streets over. The bell in the tower was ringing, a deep low ‘dong’ complimenting and contrasting the light chimes of the Serene bells across the city.

There had always been something severe about the Orthodox Church of the Veil.

A wrought iron gate wrapped around the entirety of the grounds, with a lawn that, compared to the rest of the city, seemed wastefully big. There was going to be a moment of absolute exposure if she tried to cross on foot.

Instead, she reached up and started to climb the fire escape of the building beside her, all the way up to the roof. She manifested her wings and took a dive.

A shadow passing overhead was less eye-catching than a young woman walking into an empty church. People rarely ever looked up.

She caught a spire and found herself face to face with one of the gargoyles decorating the building. Elysia smiled.

“Well, hello,” she said softly. The gargoyle, being made of stone, did not respond. She patted the top of his ugly head. “Good boy. Keep standing watch.”

With her wings open, she kept close to the side of the cathedral and glided from surface to surface down to the ground level. The few times her family had been to church, they had been to the Serene branch, so Ely wasn’t over-familiar with the Orthodox cathedral’s layout. Still, she knew there was a side entrance somewhere around here.

She was almost all the way around the back before she found it and slipped inside. The door led into a little storage space, and from there, it was a couple of turns into the sacristy.

The statue of St. Kernaghan was impossible to miss. They made him larger than life, his stone features more handsome than they were likely to have been in life. His hands were extended with the palms up, his stone sleeves hanging low from thick wrists.

Martin had said ‘move behind him’. She walked around the statue and found the opening beneath one of the stone sleeves, mostly hidden from every angle. She slipped inside and down a spiral stone staircase into the darkness below.

The room at the bottom of the stairs was small and round, with a stone floor and a door against the back wall. It was etched with glyphs and even as she looked them over, Ely couldn’t read them.

She drew one of the doughnut wrappers from her pocket, and a pencil, and started taking rubbings. She would have to check this out and come back when she understood more.

 

He heard the creaking sound in the twilight of his sleep, and tried to roll over and ignore it. There were wards along the outside of the building, after all, and he was sleeping in the officer’s quarters of the Hellwatch barrack.

“Barghest,” a voice whispered in his surface dreams. “Barghest, wake up.”

A little hand shook his shoulder and the sensation was absolutely physical. What parts of him were hovering around sleep were hooked and brought right back to the surface of wakefulness.

Whoever this was, if they were trying to kill him, they’d have come at him with a knife and not with an open hand. It was probably a scared recruit. He took a deep breath, let it out, and rolled over.

Augury was perched on the side of his bed staring down at him.

“Don’t you knock?” he asked.

“During daylight hours, maybe,” she said. “I didn’t want to embarrass you in front of your guys. It’s the middle of the night, right? So I came in through the window.”

“You could have knocked on the window,” he said, sitting up now that his head was starting to clear.

“Yeah,” she said, “but that wouldn’t have been as fun and I wouldn’t have found out what you use for pajamas if anything at all.”

He let the blanket fall to his waist revealing bare chest and gave her the most unamused look. He did not, however, let the blanket fall to the point of allowing her to see his blue boxer shorts.

“What do you need, Augury?” he asked. There was a resigned note in his voice.

“I want you to come with me,” she said, “to the place where the second body was found. I found something and I think you should see it.”

He yawned, rubbing the remaining sleep from his eyes.

“Good thing I get so much sleep that I can just interrupt it whenever I want,” he said, getting to his feet and moving to the dresser. He didn’t bother to check and see if Augury was looking or not, it really didn’t matter.

“This is important,” she said, emphasizing the ‘t’ sounds.

“I’m working on it,” he grumbled.

“Alright,” she said. “I have to assume you’re going to take the door so I’m headed back out the window and I’ll see you out front.”

He sighed.

“Fine.”

There was a beat of pause before he turned back over his shoulder to glance at her.

“Augury.”

“What?” she asked.

“How did you get through the wards?” he asked. “Actually, nevermind, I don’t think I want to know.”

She grinned and gave him a mock salute before dipping back out the window. When he met her in the front, she glanced up at him.

“Really? The claymore?” she asked.

He shifted the weight of his sword on his back.

“It doesn’t hurt to be prepared.”

Less than an hour later the two of them were walking down a cramped alley and she led him over to a hole in the brickwork of a rundown building and gestured to him as she ducked in through it.

Augury had to duck. Barghest had to practically fold himself in half to get in. She extended her fingers and a plume of hellfire lit up the back wall. By the time he was in the little chamber, still hunched over uncomfortably but able to see everything, there was a glyph emblazoned on the wall behind the body.

“It only shows up against hellfire,” Augury said.

“I take it you checked with a nephil?” he asked.

“Oh yeah, let me just call one up, because there’s so many of them,” she said. Then paused. “I should ask Ophelia, shouldn’t I?”

“I’m just saying we don’t know if it’s only hellfire. It could be any magical fire,” he said.

“Most nephilim don’t produce flame in the first place, but yeah, I hear you,” Augury said. “Do you know what it means?”

“I can’t say magic is my expertise,” he said. “I mean, I’ve never seen this at any of the sites the Hellwatch has investigated before.”

“Right,” she said, “that’s why you deigned to work with trash like me, I remember now. Still, there are glyphs I’m used to and ones I’m not. This isn’t a summoning glyph.”

“What other sorts of things do you use glyphs for?” he asked.

“Is that actually a question?” she asked, realized he was serious, and sighed. The flame between her fingers went out. “There are warding glyphs, that typically just drain a little power from a larger source instead of summoning an entire demon to do the job. There are the kinds that draw from a person’s own soul to work like the ones the nightingales inscribe on the bottoms of their tongues to stop them from lying. Most of those are bindings but there are a few people use to break the limits of their bodies. Some of them are names, some of them are just lines. That is until you put intent into them. Not every glyph is old enochian. They get made up all the time.”

“I’ll probably have more questions about that later,” he said, “but for now, what do you think it means?”

“Mr. ‘I don’t like speculation’? Asking me to speculate? Unfortunately, I have no idea,” she said. “My best guess right now is that it’s a calling card.”

“Why would you leave a calling card that most people can’t see?” he asked. “Kind of defeats the purpose, doesn’t it?”

“Depends on who you want to know,” Augury said. “He wasn’t calling out to the Hellwatch maybe, but cambion? Those are the victims. It would make sense for him to want them to know.”

“Whose going to think to look around a crime scene except…well. Us?” he asked.

“You’d be surprised,” Augury said. “Even if I weren’t being paid, I’d still be here. There are more cambion in the city than nephilim but there still aren’t a lot of us and we have to do what we can to keep each other breathing.”

A pause, and then.

“To make sure that when something happens to one of us, someone answers for it. No offense, Tin Can, but the Hellwatch isn’t always great at protecting the city’s inhuman residents.”

He watched her for a moment. The thought came surging into his mind that maybe if there weren’t so many unlicensed summonings, they would have the man-power to take care of them better.

The man-power and the time. Somewhere in the city a clock was chiming to let him know it was three in the damn morning.

But Augury was an unlicensed summoner and he really did need her help, so he erred on the side of discretion and kept that one to himself.

“Well, would you look at that,” a male voice said from out in the alley. “Looks like we caught the Alpha Hellhound.”

Barghest could only see them from their chests down. The five men were in waistcoats sans jackets and the one in the front had an imp’s long tail curled around the front of his shoulder, wrapped in the long knit scarf that was threaded through his collar.

As far as he could tell, they hadn’t seen Augury.

“What are so many people doing out past their bedtime?” Barghest asked. He ducked lower to move out of the hole in the wall and the fireball the imp threw broke and scattered on his breastplate. “Oh it’s gonna be one of those days.”

He reached behind his back and drew his claymore into both hands. The man with the scarf took an unsteady step back and the four other guys with him brought guns out.

“Six on one, guns to a sword fight,” he said. “Yeah, I’d say that’s about even.”

The imp vanished from the shoulder of the man with the scarf and he took another two long steps back as the four other men leveled their guns. The imp grabbed onto the front of his breastplate then immediately let go as the metal burned its little hand.

Barghest shook his head.

“Now are we going to do this, or are we just gonna walk away—”

He was cut off right on the tail end of his last word as a gun discharged, lighting up the alley with the flash of it. The sound cracked through the brick street, leaving his ears ringing.

A ward flared to life on Barghest’s breastplate, and the bullet pinged away, rolling down the bricks. He watched it roll.

“Alright then.”

He slashed out with his claymore and more bullets discharged into his plate as he swept across the four men in front of him. Suddenly, there was a heat at his back.

One of the four men, a redhead with as many freckles as Augury, stumbled back pressing a hand to his bleeding midsection. One of the others, this one with dark hair, pointed his pistol between Barghest’s eyes, his hands trembling so hard that Barghest almost would have taken the risk that he wouldn’t hit.

It hadn’t occurred to him until now just how young some of them were.

Something farther down the alley flared bright gold and orange.

Barghest gripped his claymore in his off hand for a moment and lashed out with his free one smacking the boy’s hand out of the way and gripping both hands and wrists in his much larger one. He squeezed hard and twisted, the gun clattering to the bricks and discharging.

“The thing about guns?” he half-growled. “You typically don’t want to be that close.”

The boy whimpered. Barghest more saw it than heard it with the gunfire around them. The smell of sulfur bit the air. A jet of fire came whizzing past his head and into the chest of one of the dark-haired men, blasting him back into the far wall with a crack.

Things started to quiet down. Three of the four men were neutralized, the fourth nowhere to be seen. From what Barghest could see, the imp was gone, and the summoner on the other end of the alley was tied up in a loop of rope and being held over the shoulder of a lithe full-blooded afrite that had not been there prior.

Augury appeared at his shoulder. He gave her a sidelong look and quirked a brow. Between them in that moment was the unspoken ‘you know what you did’.

“What?” she asked. She knew what. He snorted.

Barghest took the moment to spin the boy he was still holding around and cuff him properly. The freckle-faced man was leaning against the wall and desperately trying to hold his guts in while the man Augury had caught with her fireball was a charred corpse. At least, Barghest hoped he was. She’d caught him full in the face with that.

All of them were wearing Gate Street yellow.

“Hold this,” Barghest said, pushing the kid into Augury’s arms. He stepped over to the man he’d cut open and took a knee, his armor creaking with the motion. He leaned his claymore against his shoulder. “Let me look.”

There were two ways this could go. Either they could do something to help keep the man alive until they got him to a proper doctor or he was just on borrowed time. If it were the former, he’d do whatever he could. If it were the latter, better to put him out of his misery.

“No,” the man gasped. Barghest reached out to pry his fingers away, anyway. The cut was deep, but not as deep as he’d originally thought. He couldn’t close the wound, but he could bind it shut.

“Augury,” he said.

“Yeah?”

“Can we get some bandages or something?” he asked, looking back over his shoulder.

“Slag,” she called. The afrite was at her side in seconds. “You heard the man.”

She pulled her purse out of her pocket and passed it to him. “Leave the summoner with us, we’ll keep an eye on him and I guess Barghest will get this guy to the hospital?”

She was looking at him now.

“I assume that means you’ll be taking these two back to the Hellwatch Headquarters, then?” he asked.

“I guess I could,” she said, “but consider. They’re going to make us play nice while we ask them questions. And it probably isn’t safe to bring Slag there.”

“So then are you taking this guy to the hospital or am I doing all the leg work?” he asked.

“No dice on bringing them back to my place, then?” Augury asked.

“No,” he said, flatly.

“I’ll take this guy to the hospital and meet you at HQ,” she said, sighing.

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER NINE

Casting Shadows

 

“Hey, Daelan City, having a good night? I’m not. I guess I won’t be giving my well thought out report on psychic headlice because it ‘can’t be proven’ and is ‘too scary and subversive’, so I’ll be taking calls tonight.

Coincidentally, so will my manager. Please look up his sigil sequence and let him know how disappointed you are not to be able to hear my findings, won’t you?”

 

Callum was sitting on Sam’s bed with his arms crossed.

“We can just add ‘lying to the hellwatch’ to the list of things you owe me for,” Sam mumbled. He dropped into his desk chair, legs on either side of the back and arms crossed over it, giving Callum a hard look that made his dark blue eyes seem almost dangerous.

“You were going to have to do it eventually anyway,” Callum said. “Besides, I am getting information. This is getting me somewhere.”

“Deeper into trouble while you try to keep your secret and more under my skin while I try to hold it for you,” Sam said, pursing his lips. “It’s time.”

“We need to wait,” Cal said immediately. It was a pity that Sam couldn’t see it when it seemed so obvious to him. “I spoke to Lena—”

“Of course you did,” Sam said, cutting him off. “Listen—”

A loud high scratch at the window killed their arguments in their throats. Callum got to his feet and crossed over, peering against the glass. A moment later there was a harsh ‘thud’ sound and a pair of incandescent eyes the size of fists were staring into his and he took a shocked step back again.

“Tixi,” he growled. She tapped against the window with her tail above their heads, bidding to be let in. Once he’d opened the window, he asked, “How did you even manage to find me here?”

“I followed the scent,” she said. “Tess told me to keep an eye on you and she said you’d get me caramels.”

Callum’s heart sunk like a stone were tied around it.

“If you don’t tell her where you found me I’ll get you more,” he said.

“Three bags more,” Tixi said.

“Two.”

“Four,” she chimed, delightedly.

“Fine,” he said, “four.”

“Letting yourself get blackmailed by an imp?” Sam asked, raising a silver brow. “And I’m sorry, did she just say Tess? As in Cassander?”

“Hush,” Callum said. “Tess can’t find out either. She’s already in enough danger without.”

“And yet she knew to send an imp after you,” Sam said.

Tixi looked for a moment like she might speak, and then thought better of it. Callum squinted at her and her little clawed hands took her tail between them and threaded it through her fingers.

“What?” he asked.

“Another bag of caramels,” she said, “and I’ll tell you.”

“That makes five,” he said, realizing he wasn’t getting out of this one.

“She already knows,” Tixi said. “I’m not going to tell her, but she already knows.”

Sam made a scoffing sound and looked at Callum.

“Do you hear that? You’re doing a shoddy job keeping your own secret, now can we drop this?” he asked.

“She suspects,” Callum said. “She can’t know. Not for sure, not until I tell her.”

Tixi looked dubious but said nothing. The idea of Tess having figured it out…well. She had gone to the summoner’s academy, she was nearly licensed. She remembered geometric patterns designed to call and bind demons of extreme power and they said sometimes a complex sigil was the difference between life and death. She’d trained her memory. So maybe she did know.

But he wasn’t going to confirm that for her, not yet. There was too much happening.

“Sam,” a voice in the hall said. Ophelia’s voice. Sam and Callum exchanged a look.

Callum got to his feet and knocked over the waste bin on his way to the closet. Tixi preened on his shoulder and stayed silent as the closet door closed.

“Is everything alright in there?”

She sounded muffled now that she was through two doors.

“It’s fine, you just startled me,” Sam called. “Give me a second, I’m putting pants on.”

Through the slats in the closet door, Callum watched him toss several pieces of paper back into the waste bin before he went and opened the door.

Ophelia stood with her back straight and her arm folded, silver hair falling around her shoulders, loose for once. She was wearing her glyph-etched hellwatch breastplate, and her eyebrows knitted together as she saw Sam.

“I’m visiting the upper district,” she said. “I wanted to know if you wanted to come with me or if there was anything you wanted while I was out.”

“Thank you,” Sam said, “but no, I have a lot to do tonight and there’s nothing in particular I need.”

There was a pause before she asked, “I thought I heard you talking, is everything alright in here?”

“Talking out loud helps me focus, Mom,” he said, softly enough that Callum almost didn’t hear it. He leaned forward and opened his arms and she took him up in a hug.

“You know sometimes your father is like that, too,” she said. She kissed Sam on top of the head and when she pulled back, she smiled at him. Callum’s heart ached with envy. There was a beat of a moment there where he might have stepped out of the closet and ruined everything just then to see his mother smile like that at him.

Except she wouldn’t. She would cry and she would be angry and she would never let him leave the house again. So he stood and watched.

“I love you, Mom,” Sam said. “Be careful.”

“I will,” she said, “and you do the same. I’ll let your father know I’m going.”

The door closed between them and after her footsteps faded, Sam walked back to the closet and yanked the door open.

“Do you see that?” he demanded. “She comes in here and just takes my word for it and I keep having to lie to her because of you. Knowing you were right there.”

“Sammy,” Cal said.

“No,” Sam said, “don’t ‘Sammy’ me, this is horrible and you are horrible for making me do it.”

The silence stretched between them and Callum furrowed his brow, dropping his eyes from his brother. He took a deep breath and let it out, steadying himself, pulling for calm that did not want to come.

Sam was right.

He was horrible for making him a party to this. But he didn’t have a choice. Not yet.

 

Colors ran and mixed in the water as Corvin Verida washed the paint from his hands. He scrubbed until it ran clear beneath them, and ran a knuckle down the glyph on the front of the faucet to turn it off.

Deep breaths. Calm. He didn’t want to look too eager. He didn’t want to look like he cared at all or this was going to become a problem.

His room was a sanctuary from the people downstairs. He had what he needed up here. Paint, brushes, a window for light during the day. Privacy. That was the most important thing.

Dozens of canvases depicting the view from outside his window, the one tree in the Verida family’s courtyard in all four seasons, peered down at him. Behind them, were his more interesting works.

Portraits from memory. His mother, with her pinched features and austere eyes. His father, strong hands clutching beer cans and a snarl always just behind his lips. Corvin was particularly fond of that picture; he’d captured that moment like a real professional.

Lissel and Rorik, sitting together on the back porch and laughing.

There was a loose plank in his wall and a  rolled up canvas that held a picture of Samael, as well. He rarely felt bold enough to get it out and look, but he remembered the lines. Nights spent painting it in secret. That compartment had a shoebox full of horded snacks, as well.

“I’ll be back,” Rorik shouted. The door shut behind him as he walked. Corvin watched him from his window, his boots leaving tracks in the snow. It was really now or never.

He tongued at the crack in his lip. Maybe if she wanted him to be a better son she shouldn’t have hit him.

He slipped down the stairs. The third one down cracked when you stepped on it, so he skipped it entirely. His hands clutched the railing and he walked along the settled part of the steps.

The living room was empty. He could hear his parents talking in the kitchen. He waited for his father’s grumble, the precursor to his mother’s whipcrack of a raised voice, and moved into the entryway.

Rorik had her in the basement. Because of course he did.

The woman’s wrist had been rubbed raw where it was shackled to the radiator. Rorik had taken her shoes. The swelling had gone down a little and he could see her eyes mistrustfully staring up at him.

“Hang tight,” he said. He slipped a bobby pin out of his pocket; he’d stolen it from the bathroom the night before and wiggled it until the bent part broke.

She withdrew from him as he approached and he held up his hands.

“I’m Corvin,” he said. “I’m going to let you out. Rorik’s gone.”

“There’s a foot of snow out there,” she said, dubiously.

“You can take my coat,” he said. He eyed her feet and slipped his shoes off. “I don’t think I’ll be able to get your shoes back but these should get you home.”

He didn’t want to risk going back up the stairs. She furrowed her brow at him as he reached out for her wrist, and the sharp intake of breath she made when the metal rubbed against the red shiny part of her wrist made him flinch. A cuff’s lock wasn’t hard to spring.

“My coat is the green one on the hanger on the landing,” he said. “I don’t know how long Rorik is going to be gone but you want to move fast.”

She didn’t have to be told twice. She put his shoes on; she was swimming in them but she got to her feet. Every step she took was tense and defensive. She expected him to do something, to attack her. She was ready to defend herself and unwilling to sit there and do nothing. She eyed Corvin for a moment as she reached the bottom of the stairs.

“Why?” she asked.

I’m a better man than Sam, he thought. I know what this feud has taken from all of us. I can’t look you in the eye and then let Rorik cut you into pieces.

“I want to make my mother suffer,” he said, flatly. “Go before she catches you.”

And she did.

 

The fight with Callum had left him heated and in need of a walk elsewhere.

He wasn’t wearing Torchlighter red when he entered the bar, but everyone knew Samael Trezza by his silver hair. He looked like a seraph’s offspring in every way; high cheekbones, clear skin, pale eyes, white hair. He was too pretty to be mistaken for anyone else.

At his place at the bar, Corvin caught Sam’s eyes through the mirror behind it, and his expression flickered between shock, then horror, then its usual hard stoicism.

The skittering of chairs over tile filled the room as several men in yellow got to their feet. Corvin didn’t turn his head as he raised his hand for them to halt. His bar stool screeched as he pushed it back and hopped to his feet, his bottle still between his fingers.

“Shut up and sit down, he’s mine,” Corvin said. “Out of respect for the establishment, we’ll take this outside.”

A few of the men in yellow started to follow and Corvin shut them down with a withering look.

“The hell did I just say?” he asked. There was a hesitance around the room, and the men began to back down. Corvin shoved the door open, his olive hand against the frosted glass, and walked outside.

The narrow brick street was cool in the night air. The second the door shut, Corvin rounded on him.

“What are you doing here, Sam?” he snapped. “The rule was I never saw you. What are you doing coming looking for me in public? What are we going to tell them now? There are witnesses.”

“We don’t have to tell them anything,” Sam said. “I came here to parley with you. There always has to be room for civil talk or none of us are ever going to get anything done. So you tell them I came here to talk to you and clear you of what happened to Callum.”

“Is that why you’re here?” Corvin asked. His dark eyes crashed over him, too much in the wisp light for a moment.

“No,” Sam said. “I needed to talk to you.”

“That’s what you said before,” Corvin said.

“We were friends once, do you remember that?” Sam asked. Corvin started walking, taking a deep drink from his beer bottle and falling into step with Sam. “Saw each other every day kind of friends, not ‘whenever we can catch a minute and no one can prove we did it on purpose’?”

“Yeah,” he said. “You know I do, you’re only asking me that as an emotional sucker punch. You’re about to ask me for something, aren’t you?”

“When did we get this petty?” Sam asked.

“When we grew up and realized we weren’t always going to have the cafeteria at school to cover us,” Corvin said. He drank the last of his beer and turned a corner. The alleys in Daelan City were infamous for being convoluted to every other City-State in Mistriev. Easy to get lost in. Easy if they wanted a conversation. “You know the rules. We get seen together we get screwed over one way or another. There just isn’t a way around it.”

“I think that’s bullshit,” Sam said. Corvin paused in his steps and turned around to face him, then.

“Bullshit, is it?” Corvin asked. “Bullshit can get one of us shot and killed? Bullshit took your brother out? Bullshit made you stab two of my guys and leave them dead in an alley? I knew those men, Sammy.”

Corvin’s mouth stumbled around a tongue that had grown too thick and heavy with alcohol.

“I know,” Sam said, softly. Corvin’s face was profile to him, dark hair falling into his eyes. Sam wanted to reach out and brush it back. “I know, I’m sorry.”

“If you were anyone else,” Corvin said.

Sam furrowed his brow.

“What happened to your face?” Sam asked, reaching out to brush the split part of Corvin’s lower lip. Corvin brushed his hand away.

“Fist fight,” he said. “Don’t act like you’ve never been in one.”

“I don’t want this to come to war,” Sam said. “Please, can we talk this out? There has to be something we can do to stop this. If we don’t, the city will suffer for it.”

“Fine,” Corvin said. “Fine, we’ll figure something out. Shit, Sammy, this is a mess.”

Sam was going to respond, was getting ready to say something when Corvin stood up straight and his eyes narrowed. He slammed the butt of his beer bottle sidelong against the dumpster behind him and the shattered points gleamed.

“What the—” Sam started.

Corvin shoved him down by the neck and for a second Sam was sure that broken glass was going to go right into his throat. Instead, Corvin used that hand to get himself leverage and leapt over him. By the time Sam had whipped around, there was blood on the alley floor, someone else standing there, and the two of them were grappling each other.

Corvin had a broken beer bottle. The masked and hooded man had a dagger with a glowing glyph on it. Sam didn’t bother drawing his knife; he pulled seraph’s fire into his hand and grabbed the man with the dagger by the shoulder, searing him through his jacket.

He whipped around, whispering a word that resonated through the alley venomously and Sam felt his fire begin to flicker out. Corvin jammed his broken glass into eye hole of the man’s mask.

This time, the syllable he uttered was a horrible scream. There was another moment of struggle, Corvin grasping after the man, before he dropped the dagger and ran, leaving the alley silent once again.

“Shit,” Corvin breathed.

“Are you okay?” Sam asked, turning to face him. Corvin shook his head, then nodded.

“I don’t—I’m fine, stop fussing, I wasn’t hurt,” he said. “He was after you.”

Sam looked at the dagger on the ground and his heart clenched.

“It really wasn’t you,” he said.

“What?” Corvin asked.

“My brother was killed by a dagger like this,” Sam said, holding it up. “Would any of your men have come at me while I was walking with you? I don’t think they would. So it couldn’t have been your family, could it?”

“I guess I understand why you thought it was,” Corvin said. “To be honest I…”

Sam looked at him.

“I kind of thought it was too,” Corvin said, staring at the dagger and unable to meet Sam’s eyes. “My mother has been in a storm for weeks, even before Callum. I hated the idea that she might have been the one to do this but it seemed so likely…”

“You didn’t have to save me,” Sam said. “You could have saved yourself a lot of trouble if you’d let me die.”

“Shut up,” Corvin said, smirking a little as he looked up at Sam. “You and I both know I wouldn’t have.”

Sam adjusted his grip on the dagger.

“I’m going to have to take this,” he said. “It’s my evidence. This is going to convince my parents to call this whole thing off. Do you think you can work on your family?”

“I will,” Corvin said. “I will do my best.”

Sam smiled. Corvin smiled back. They both knew this situation didn’t get better from here, but for a moment, they could allow themselves to believe it just might.

There was a moment, a flicker where Sam wanted to reach out and touch the side of Corvin’s face. He knew where it would lead. Instead, he turned and walked away.

Sam went to Callum’s room instead of his own that night and walked in without knocking.

“Cal, we have a problem,” Sam said.

Callum was lying on his bed with a horned mask on the bedspread beside him, his face dour, while the long-tailed imp rifled through a paper bag of wrapped candies on the desk. She was surrounded by a flurry of wrappers and only appeared to be creating more.

“You bet we do. Candy is the only thing that shuts her up,” Cal said, “I can’t get rid of her. We have a laundry list of problems, though, and as far as I can figure Tixi isn’t one. Why, what did you find out?”

Sam held up the dagger and Callum sat bolt upright in his bed.

“Holy hell, Sammy, where did you get that?” he asked.

“A man tried to bury it in my back tonight,” he said, setting it on the bed.

“But they’re killing cambion,” Callum said.

“Apparently they’re killing Nephilim too, now,” Sam said. Corvin had imp’s blood, but he’d never manifested any of their powers. “There’s not a man in this city with any inkling of the underground that doesn’t know who I am on sight. It’s well known that I’ve got seraph’s blood. This is a game changer.”

“What do we do about it?” Callum asked. “I have people I need to report to, but I can’t—oh, hells, Tixi.”

She looked up from the paper bag, a sticky caramel piece half between her teeth as her startled glowing yellow eyes fixed on Callum.

“Can you get a message to Rhys for me?” Callum asked.

“I might be enticed to do a thing like that for another bag,” she said.

“I’ll give you two if you can take the news to Tess as well,” Callum said. “You tell them they’re hunting nephilim now, that the ritual isn’t going to be over just because they run out of demons.”

“They’re going to want to know how I know that,” Tixi said.

“Don’t lie,” Callum said, “but don’t tell too much truth either. You say a survivor came and told me. You don’t say who the survivor was. I’ll throw in a third bag for your discretion.”

Tixi made a pleased sound.

“Yes, boss,” she said, and disappeared in a rush of air and a flurry of papers. She was gone before he could get any more specific with his instructions.

“Sammy,” Callum said, turning to face him, “are you okay?”

“I’m fine,” Sam said. “Someone had my back.”

“I should have been around to do that,” Callum said.

“Not tonight,” Sam said. “Tonight I had to go alone. It was personal.”

“What kind of personal?” Callum asked. Sam would have bet he was thinking blood shed.

“The kind that you don’t ask about because it’s fucking personal,” Sam said. “Those details don’t matter. What does, is that we have this dagger and we know they’re looking for nephilim. We can’t keep up this charade now, we have to tell Mom and Dad. This isn’t funny anymore. I’m not the only one in danger here, Ely is too. She’s Seraph as much as I am and they didn’t get me.”

“But they think they got me,” Callum said.

“I know, that’s exactly what the problem is,” Sam said.

“No, listen to me for a second,” Callum said. “They might go to ground, sure, but it’s the least of our worries if they do. Now, they find out they didn’t kill me, they go out and kill another halfbreed instead and actually do get whatever soul they need to fuel this little ritual of theirs. They think I’m dead and as long as that stays true they’re not going to try to replace my soul they’re just going to miscast the whole thing.”

“Has it occurred to you,” Sam said, “that if they do that it might turn out even worse than it would have if they did it properly?”

“There’s as much a chance it just won’t go off,” Callum said. “If they find out I’m alive that’s going to be really dangerous for us and the rest of the city.”

“So we tell Mom and Dad to keep their mouths shut about it. It wouldn’t be the first time,” Sam said.

“And they’d act differently,” Callum said. “They start acting like nothing is wrong and either they’re going to look weak or people are going to get suspicious and at this point the former is almost worse because of everything that’s happening.”

Sam sighed and dropped into the desk chair.

“Callum,” he said, “I’m hearing you but—”

“But nothing,” Callum said. “A few more days.”

“The Gaters didn’t do this,” Sam said.

Callum furrowed his brow.

“What?” he asked. “I know they were involved.”

“The Gate Street Players didn’t do this. The man that came at me I’m reasonably sure wasn’t even one of theirs and if we’re at war with them, openly in the streets, or if our parents unleash what they are planning on unleashing, we’re going to end up in huge trouble. Open war is never good for anyone. No one benefits in the long run.”

“What makes you think they didn’t do it?” Callum asked. “How can you be so sure that wasn’t one of their guys? You can take your colors off, Sam.”

How was he supposed to say ‘Corvin Verida told me’? Of course Corvin would say that.

“I’m just sure,” Sam said. “I need you to trust me.”

“And I need you to trust me when I say I can’t change courses just yet,” Callum said. “Just let me take it a little bit farther. Just around the next corner and then we can tell Mom and Dad. The Nightingales said that it was a Gater holding the knife when I went down.”

His chest felt tight.

“You said that three corners ago,” Sam said, but furrowed his brow and looked back up at Callum.

“I never did,” Callum said. “But I’m so close now, Sam. So close and there’s so much to touch base on. Please, just one more stretch.”

Sam sighed.

“Last time,” he said. “I’m serious if you try to back out this next time I’m just going to tell them.”

“I won’t,” Callum said. “I promise I won’t, just give me a little longer and we’ll figure this out.”

“Did the Nightingales really tell you that?” Sam asked.

“Swear on my life,” Callum said. Something in his expression softened, then. “But they could have been hired, it isn’t like they never take side work.”

“I’d have hoped you would have told me,” Sam said.

“I know,” Callum said. “I was just…kind of worried. I was worried that I’d tell you and you’d go the way Mom and Dad would and just insist we take the fight to them.”

“I would never,” Sam said. “I don’t want to fight with them, Callum.”

He was afraid his voice was telling too much, in that moment, but if Callum noticed he made no sign of it.

 

Augury was sitting at the foot of his bed with a book open in her lap, her firestorm of red hair pulled over one shoulder exposing the freckled nape of her neck on the side nearest to him. She wasn’t looking at him. Her eyes were on her research right now.

“I thought so,” she said, sighing. “I have a theory but you’re not going to want to hear it.”

“Lay it on me,” he said, shifting his weight and turning to look at her. The bed creaked beneath him.

“I think they’re trying to summon something,” she said, looking up at him. Her blue eyes practically glowed as they caught his.

“Wouldn’t the thing they’d be summoning be looking for fresh souls?” Barghest asked, folding his arms.

“Imps and afrite? Typically yeah,” she said. “Most demons, even. But what if it’s a different kind of creature entirely?”

“What, like an undocumented species of demon?” he asked, raising a brow. He could see the reflection of it in his peripheral vision, in the mirror above his dresser. He avoided turning his eyes to look and kept them on Augury’s.

“No,” she said, “like not a demon at all.”

She was right, he didn’t want to hear that. He exhaled through his nose, and conceded.

“Aberrant abilities do crop up occasionally,” he admitted. “It’s taken us too long already to figure out how to deal with demons, and heaven forbid we end up with an angel on the loose.”

“Have you ever seen one?” Augury asked.

“An aberrant ability?” Barghest asked, the other eyebrow lifting to join the first.

“An angel,” Augury said. 

His first thought was of Ophelia.

His next thought was a flash of a memory. A house covered in blood and a row of aristocratic heads lined up on the sharp spokes of dining room chairs. The eyes had been burned out, even the eyes of the one survivor. By the time they found her the last daughter of House Nostra was a gibbering shell.

Ophelia was just a cadet at the time. She hadn’t taken it well.

“No,” he said, finally. “Just the aftermath of one. I think I can pass on the real deal if possible.”

“I couldn’t blame you for that,” she said. “They’re not what the aristocracy wants you to think they are.”

“Yeah,” he said, “I’d believe that.”

“The point is, the biggest difference is where in the outer planes they’re coming from to begin with. We couldn’t know for sure there are just two. In fact, we know that’s not the case. The ancients come from somewhere, too. There could be any number of other things.”

Somewhere in the distance, twin bells began to echo over the city in perfect unison, declaring it was ten o’clock. Augury glanced up at him.

“Hey, Tin Can?” she asked.

“Yeah?”

“Can I ask you a favor?” she asked, not meeting his eyes now.

“Sure?” he asked, waiting.

“It’s just,” she started, then she paused and risked a glance at his eyes before continuing, “Don’t panic I’m sure it was nothing, but someone tried to break into my apartment last night. They already have an afrite, it probably has nothing to do with this I just thought I oughta make myself scarce for an evening.”

“Oh, well,” he said. “You’re free to stay here. I can’t in good faith let you go home if something might happen.”

She visibly relaxed.

“Thanks,” she said. “I owe you one.”

“It’s my job to make sure people are safe,” he said.

“So you’ve said, Tin Can,” she said, cracking a little grin and leaning back on her hands. “We’ve got a lot more work to do, too, but…you know, there’s a reason I came here, and a reason I asked you. And not another freelancer friend. Just sayin’.”

“I thought you were here because we were working on a case,” he said, allowing a shadow of a smirk to creep onto his lips.

“Right now?” she asked. “Sure. That doesn’t mean I had to stay here or ask you. Give it a couple of minutes of real intense thought and I’m sure you’ll be able to wrap your head around that one.”

“Well, I mean, this is obviously the safest place,” he said.

“Oh,” she said, chuckling. “Yeah, I suppose it is. You’re downright benign.”

“Those shoeshiners probably wouldn’t say that,” he said.

She laughed now, hard and high, and when she met his eyes again, hers were like blue embers. She shook her head and all that hair spilled back over her shoulder.

“Not the same kind of benign, Tin Can,” she said.

“Then what do you mean?” he asked. He kept his voice level. She was clearly getting at something, here. He wasn’t sure how much of that fight she’d missed, but he’d contributed more than his fair share.

“If I have to clarify you’re probably not old enough to hear it,” she said, a clear note of teasing in her voice as she got to her feet and bent to start gathering up her notes. The movement was unnecessarily slow. “Honestly, you act like no one’s ever tried to seduce you before.”

“It’s been a while and they’re usually a bit more obvious about it,” he said. He let his eyes follow the curve of her waist, her hip, her leg.

“Are the women that usually try to pick you up night walkers?” she asked. The laugh was on the corners of her lips, but she didn’t let it out this time. Instead, she sat her books in a stack on his bedside table.

“Not all of them,” he said.

“I’m not sure I believe you,” she teased.

“Like I said, it’s been a while,” he said.

“I’m starting to get it,” she said.

“Get what?” he asked.

“Your deal,” she said. She crossed her arms on the bedspread and left her back crooked as she looked up at him. There was a catlike quality to her gaze. “Why things went so sour for you. Why she walked off like she did.”

Augury shook her head.

“It’s alright. A swing and a miss it is.”

Barghest flopped down on the bed and watched the cracks on the ceiling for a moment. He felt the mattress shift as she laid down next to him.

“I see we’re back to not saying what we mean,” he said.

“Which, in most circles, is better than not saying anything at all,” she said.

“Has anyone ever told you you’re vague?” he asked.

“No,” she said, “no they haven’t. I just told you flat out that I was trying to seduce you. I’m casting shadows everywhere. You, on the other hand, are ambivalent. A ‘no’ would have been perfectly fine.”

There was just no way to respond to that. Since when had she been this complicated? He glanced at her sidelong and saw those blue eyes staring up at him with a mix of petulance and curiosity.

“Alright. You’re trying to seduce me. Let’s focus on that, because that last bit kind of sounded like an insult, but I’m going to ignore it,” he said.

“Not an insult,” she said, rolling to face him fully and propping her head up on her hand. “It’s just what happened. I’m trying to figure you out. Where the wounds are. You have to admit, Ophelia is one.”

“I don’t feel like I have to admit anything,” he said.

“Alright,” she said. “Don’t admit it. That doesn’t mean I’m wrong.”

“I don’t see what Ophelia has to do with anything,” he said.

“You wouldn’t,” she said, snorting softly. “The point is I was practically undressing just now and you didn’t notice. Typically there are three, maybe four explanations for that.”

“Is one of those explanations that practically is not actually?” he asked, raising a brow. He rolled to face her now.

She stared at him for a moment, giving him a once over and pursing her lips. The frustration was evident on her face.

“I hate being ignored, Barghest,” she said.

“I’m not ignoring you,” he said. “You’re just not speaking my language.”

Her mouth twisted a little farther into an unreadable expression for a beat before she leaned up. Her mouth crashed into his like licking flames, her free hand reaching up and around the crook of his neck. He returned the kiss as well as he could, his heart hammering in his chest. When she broke away, there was a little smile, like the mess left over of what they had just done.

“You’re nervous,” she said. It wasn’t a question. For the first time since she’d started this mess, she sounded pleased.

“Well, at least you’re being straightforward now,” he said. She chuckled and kissed him again, and while she had him otherwise occupied, he heard her reach over and dismiss the wisp in the bedside lamp, shrouding them in darkness.

 

Things in Callum’s room weren’t where Ely remembered leaving them. There was a coffee cup on the desk and when she touched the side, it was still a little bit warm. That meant someone had been in here recently that wasn’t her.

There were papers on the floor. There had been papers on the floor before, but these were new. There were drawings on them. She stepped carefully around the pile and that is when she heard the footsteps in the hall.

She did what any sensible younger sister would do and stepped into the closet, shutting the door in front of her and watching out the slats.

“You promised caramel,” a female voice whined.

“Will you be quiet?” a male voice responded. That was a male voice she knew. When the bedroom door shut, she leaned a little bit to confirm what she already strongly suspected. “We’ll go just as soon as I grab my notes, I have somewhere I need to be right now.”

“The only place you need to be,” Ely said, stepping out of the closet, “is coming with me to help me move a body unless you want me to tell Mom you’re still alive.”

“Fucking—Ely, what the hell are you doing in here?” Callum asked. He looked furious for a second before it caught up with him exactly what was happening and he clenched his fist, looking away from her. “Damn…listen, I can explain all of this.”

“I’m not asking you to explain, I’m telling you that you’re going to help me move a body,” Ely said. She walked over and sat on the foot of his bed, crossing one ankle behind the other like a proper lady and watching him. “I left it in the alley out behind the academy under some crates. I have a couple of days before they find it, but I’d rather get it back before rot sets in. Even winter chill will only keep it so fresh.”

“Have I mentioned you’re a freak?” Callum asked, furrowing his brow. “No, I’m not going to help you move a body. Why the fuck did you leave one in an alley anyway? How the fuck did you leave one in an alley? What were you doing that left you in the kind of situation—”

“He was attacking my friend. He had a gun. So I shot him,” Ely said.

“You don’t have a gun,” Callum said.

“I do,” she said. “It’s yours.”

“You—” he sputtered. His face turned red and he had to reign himself in so he wouldn’t shout and give himself away. When he spoke again his voice was quieter and more controlled. “You took my gun out of my room?”

“You were dead. You weren’t using it,” Ely said, shrugging.

“Yeah, well, I’m not dead,” Callum said.

“But for some reason you want everyone to think you are and if you want them to keep thinking you are you let me keep the gun for now and help me move the body,” she said, and smiled. “I’m glad we had this talk.”

“Tell him to get me some caramels,” the imp said, tail swishing from her place on his shoulders.

“And get your imp some caramels,” Ely said, her little smile turning to a full on grin.

“Ooh, I like her,” the imp said, her long tail curling up to tickle the bottom of Callum’s chin.

“Don’t you even care that I’m alive?” Callum said.

“Of course I do,” Ely said, getting to her feet. “You’re going to help me move a body. It would be a big pain in the butt to do it myself.”

Before he could respond or move, she stepped forward and wrapped her arms around his torso in a tight hug.

“You made me cry my own tears,” she said. “If you ever do that again I’ll make sure you die for real.”

It was the closest to ‘I love you’ as she was going to get to saying to him in private. Callum seemed to realize this and he sighed as he hugged her back. For a second, it wasn’t even awkward, and then the two of them stepped away from one another.

“Seriously though I need that gun,” he said.

“You can have it if you help me move the body,” Ely said, “and if you don’t I’m still going to tell Mom.”

“You’re a demon,” Callum said.

“You’re way more a demon than I am,” Ely said.

“You know what I meant,” Callum said.

She smiled. She did. Actually, as much of a pain in the ass as she was being, she really was glad to have him back.

“How’d you get through the halls without them seeing you?” Ely asked.

“It’s four in the morning, if there’s business to be done at the docks that’s what Dad is doing right now, and Mom has a meeting the day after tomorrow. I heard her turn in hours ago before I left,” Callum said.

“Calculating,” Ely said. “I respect that. Come on, if we’re quiet we should be fine.”

She slipped out of the room and a moment later Callum followed, his hands shoved to the wrists in his jacket pockets. He had a sour look on his face, but Ely didn’t comment on that; people usually did when she outmaneuvered them.

She scratched Ashes between the ears on her way by and the two of them stepped out the side kitchen door. The walk to the academy took about forty five minutes and by then the telltale blue of dawn could be seen just over a few of the academy buildings. They tended to be smaller and more wide-spread, but in the city proper they should have a little more time before ‘day’.

The imp disappeared from Callum’s shoulder in a cloud of sulfur-smelling smoke and reappeared on Ely’s as she crept around the stack of crates she and Martin had left here.

“You know,” the imp said, “I really thought you were kidding at first, but you weren’t, were you?”

“I’m never kidding when I kill a man,” Elysia said, drawing her face to a schooled blank. After a beat, she and the imp both laughed. She moved a couple of the crates and waved Callum over.

“…if you had to shoot someone did he have to be this big?” Callum asked in a harsh whisper. He moved to the feet and Ely locked her arms beneath the corpse’s. Rigor had set in and so had the frost. It made him difficult to move at first. She made a displeased sound. “Where are we taking him?”

“Well he was the one that attacked my friend. I didn’t really choose his size,” Ely said. “And all the way back to the house.”

“As funny as I think it would be to see the two of you struggling to take a two hundred pound corpse all the way across town,” the imp said, “I think I might be able to help with this.”

She disappeared and the scent of sulfur filled the air again before she reappeared on the dead man’s chest.

“Now it’s a two hundred and ten pound corpse,” she said. “Just kidding. Ashes, you had better get me caramel for this.”

Her fingers were long and knotted, and she pressed them into the man’s shirt with gusto. A moment later, she and the corpse were gone.

“She had better not have taken him to my bedroom,” Callum said.

“You gave her the name of the family dog?” Ely asked.

“It’s a long story,” Callum said.

“I’m sure it’s not as long as you’re thinking it is,” Ely said.

They walked together for a few minutes, Ely kicking rocks when she saw them and Cal with his hands in his jacket pockets. They were almost at Brimstone Square when something in her insides twisted and it finally hit her full force.

He was really here.

She would get to see him again.

She would get to see him again as many times as she wanted to and he wasn’t going anywhere.

He wasn’t in his grave.

He wasn’t gone.

She stopped in her tracks and he paused in his, looking back over his shoulder with a raised brow. She furrowed both of hers.

“You really suck for leaving,” Ely said. “You’re not allowed to do it again after you already died once.”

“You’re getting dangerously close to sentiment, little sister,” Callum said.

“You’re getting dangerously close to my fist in your face,” she said. She hugged his arm, then. He turned and hugged her back, full on.

“I’m sorry,” he said. “I thought I’d be able to figure out who did it more easily if they still thought I was dead, and then I thought they wouldn’t believe it if Dad didn’t fly off the handle and then I started finding clues and I just…kept finding reasons…”

“Reasons you’d rather be dead than with us?” Ely asked. She knew it was a low blow, but just then she didn’t care. So was dying. So was leaving them when he could have helped it.

“More like I’m afraid to come out and tell them I’m not dead,” Callum said. “Not without some hard evidence that all of this was worth it. I go now, they never trust me again. I come back with something rational and maybe they forgive me.”

“They’ll forgive you,” Ely said. “They forgave me when I broke Nona’s cuckoo clock open for parts. They’ll forgive you for this. That’s what parents are for.”

“Dad hated that clock,” Callum said. “They’re kind of starting a war over this and I’m not even sure the Gate Street Players did it…”

His eyes shifted left. He was lying, at least partially. She didn’t mention it.

“They did a lot of other things,” Ely said. She slipped her arm in his and started to walk again, watching their feet as they went. “They’ve killed a lot of innocent people. They don’t take care of their district. They’ve been trying to muscle into ours in a moment of weakness. Did you know they once beat Dad and Uncle Danny black and blue when they were younger for daring to stand up to them? The Gate Street Players aren’t good people.”

“We burn people alive,” Callum said.

“People who deserve it,” Ely said. 

“I don’t know if you can really say anyone deserves to die that way,” Callum said. “You’ve seen it.”

“It’s really ghastly,” Ely said. “And it does it’s job. Do you know how many people Dad’s burned since the first time I saw it?”

Callum looked at her sidelong.

“None. We don’t have to do it often because people see it happen, know what brings it on and avoid doing those things like the plague because it isn’t worth it. So a few murderers and rapists die screaming and blistering in demon’s fire and the next ten people that might have harmed those under our protection think twice,” Ely said. “It’s cruel, but it isn’t cruel for no reason.”

“It’s not the kind of thing forgiving people do,” Callum said.

She almost shot back that forgiving people were foolish, but then she remembered what they were really talking about. She exhaled through her nose, a curl of steam breaking the frigid air.

“You’re their son,” Ely said, finally. “If I can forgive you, because you are my brother whom I love, then Dad will forgive you, because you are his son whom he thought he lost and came back anyway. They’re going to be angry, yes. I’m kind of angry, too. They might try to confine you to the house or lord it over you for months, maybe years, but they’ll be happy to get you back. And I know you’ll be happy to get them back too.”

“Sam’s been trying to get me to talk to them for days,” Callum said, “and what you just said makes so much more sense than a single point he made.”

Ely smacked him in the arm.

“Ow, what was that for?”

“You told Sam?” she demanded. “You decide to fake your death and go to find a co-conspirator and you pick Sam? Ugh, no wonder you got caught. You know I’ve been studying anatomy and to get on without leaving a visible trail for years as a hobby, but fine, you picked Sam.”

“He’s older than you,” Callum said.

“He’s a weenie and he has the lock picking skills of a Neithan Greyback,” Ely said. “But I guess he can keep a secret better than I thought. Still. If there’s ever a next time—there had better not be a next time but if there is—I had better be your co-conspirator. You had better call me if you need someone to break you out of jail.”

Callum laughed and mussed her hair. Ely smacked his hand away and gave her best glare.

“I will,” he said. “I promise.”

“You better.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TEN

Blood

 

“Daelan City this is not a drill. Something serious is going on beneath these very streets and I want you all to be ready to pack up and go at a moment’s notice.

I know not everyone is listening. And out of those that are listening, not all of you are going to believe me. I don’t want to cause a panic, but please, those few of you that are, I want to save your lives. Be ready to leave if the alarm sounds.

I am not allowed to tell you everything, but if the aristocracy had any decency at all we would be in a state of emergency right now. I know the wastes are a danger, even from the inside of a train, but suck it up because maybe dying on the rails is a much lesser risk to definitely dying if you stay—

…my manager is standing outside my door again, please hold and stand by for further information…”

 

Sam was down at the docks when the ruckus started. He’d come down here to clear his head, watching the waves lap the rocky sand underneath the docks, when a throng of Torchlighters obscured the northern end and Danny came through.

They parted for him like the sea breaking at the stern of a ship. Danny was tall enough that Sam could see him among all of the shiners, at nearly seven feet in his own right. He was holding a man by the scruff of the neck. A man in Gate Street gold with a clearly broken arm cradled against his chest.

Danny threw him hard to the wooden planks of the dock and the small sea of Torchlighters parted to let him hit full on. Sam stepped away from the edge and quickly moved over to them. He was at the edge of the group by the time he realized Uncle Danny was bleeding.

For an awful moment, he was sure it was Corvin.

“I caught this piece of garbage trying to set fire to the fisher’s hut,” Danny said. “He cut me when I tried to stop him.”

Danny’s eyes fell on Sam and he nodded him over. The crowd parted as they realized he was standing there to let him through and Sam had no choice but to meet his uncle where he stood.

People pressed in. Danny waved them off.

“Keep this guy where he is,” Danny said. “Kick him if he tries to move, I need a word with my nephew.”

As Danny parted the crowd, Sam could see the man clearly for a moment. A stranger. He didn’t have time to be relieved.

Danny put a hand between Sam’s shoulder blades and steered him away from the throng on the dock. When the two were far enough that Danny could drop his voice and not be overheard, he spoke.

“I’m going to level with you,” Danny said. “I know what happened in the alley. I know you have it in you to kill a man, but right now I think the boys need to see you do it. I think they always just assumed Callum would be taking over for your father someday, but after what happened, you’re going to have to show you’re ready to fill his shoes and that won’t always be easy. Understand?”

“You’re about to ask me to kill that man,” Sam said. His throat was dry. He’d taken the blame for the men in the alley but he hadn’t actually killed either of them. Even if he had, this was different. This man wasn’t actively fighting him, he was just a guy that happened to be here. He wasn’t doing anything overt right now.

Any way Sam tried to cut it this time, it was murder.

Danny drew a little two shot gun out of the interior pocket of his jacket and offered it to Sam butt first.

“He cut my good arm,” Danny said. “You aim right between the eyes, and he won’t suffer.”

Danny gestured between his own eyes and down the bridge of his nose.

“There’s a T shape in the face. Eyes and nose. You shoot him there, and death is instant. No getting back up.”

“What happens if I don’t want to do this?” Sam asked. Their backs were to the group, and he was confident no one had seen the gun.

“Then we give him to your father and he burns, like we’re supposed to do in the first place,” Danny said. His voice was still hushed, but perfectly calm. “He tried to kill innocent people under our protection. That can’t be allowed to stand. Anyone we have out there that’s innocent has to be protected. You know how it is. Law of the land is, he burns. I’m giving you a chance to end him humanely, right now, and show the guys out there that you’re made of tougher stuff than they think you are.”

Sam swallowed around the dryness in his throat, and took a moment to think about it. When he listened to the tide, he could still smell the burning flesh from that first time.

He took the little gun, and turned back to the throng. Sam didn’t stop walking until he was right in front of the man. Wide brown eyes stared at him. He thumbed back the hammer and lined up his shot.

Corvin’s hand had been trembling when it held the gun and they hadn’t been far from here. Sam knew that Danny wouldn’t lie to him. There was no doubt in his mind that this man had been trying to kill those people, and he was probably trying to blame it on them. Probably trying to make this a weak point in their little empire here.

If he hesitated, if he looked back, he wouldn’t be able to do this and he knew it.

He pulled the trigger.

The tiny gun didn’t have much stopping power behind it. Sam had expected a loud noise, had expected brain matter on the wet dock below. There wasn’t any, only an instant death and a tiny hole right between eyes that never closed.

The throng had fallen silent. Dozens of Torchlighter eyes were staring at him.

“It’s taken care of,” Sam said. “Get back to business, there’s nothing more to see here.”

He stood holding the gun until Uncle Danny came up behind it and took it from his hand. Even with his off arm, Danny managed to pick up the corpse with ease and carry it to the edge of the dock.

There was a light splash as he dropped it into the water. For a long time, he and Sam stood there together in silence.

“You did well,” Danny said.

“I didn’t really have a choice, did I?” Sam asked.

“You could have let him burn,” Danny said.

“Are we going to pretend that’s a choice?” Sam asked. He wasn’t able to keep all of the bitterness out of his tone.

A little of the scarlet reapervine had broken loose and was floating out like stretched hand toward where the body had fallen. It was attracted to the dead and grew on mausoleum walls and along the docks. Most places in the city, reapervine could be a dead giveaway for where bodies were hidden, but it wasn’t particular about what kind of bodies it grew for and people tended to assume the vines on the docks were there for all the dead fish. Convenient, for the Torchlighters. Even if everyone knew the truth, they couldn’t prove it.

“No,” Danny said. “I’m sorry to have put you in that position.”

“I guess it had to happen eventually, anyway,” Sam said. It sounded hollow even to him. “Uncle Danny?”

“Yeah?” he asked.

“Tell me about the first time you killed a man?” Sam asked, raising a brow. He couldn’t help but imagine Corvin’s face on the face of the one he’d just shot.

“The Gaters were still swarming this place like flies on a carcass,” Danny said. “I was probably fourteen. Joey was closer to seventeen. One of them got the drop on him and all I had in reach was a brick. It was messy and I never had time to stop and think about what I was doing before it was done. Someone saw it, though, and that was the point of no return for us.”

He told the story with a practiced calm that only comes with having revisited a traumatic memory over and over again. Sam heard him out in silence and nodded, his hands clasped in front of him.

“That wasn’t your first,” Danny said.

“No,” Sam said, honestly. “Mine was in the heat of the moment, too. This was the first time the guy couldn’t fight back, though.”

“If you’d given him the chance he would have,” Danny said. “You can always tell when they’re never going to stop.”

Was Corvin?

“How?” Sam asked.

“It’s a look they get in the eyes, Sammy,” Danny said. “I caught that one and he cut me and by the time I had him restrained he was looking at me with all that hate in his eyes. He didn’t say a damn thing with his lips but his eyes said ‘I want to watch you and everything you love burn’. The eyes don’t lie.”

Corvin’s eyes had told him a very different story than any other part of him.

“You’re thinking about something,” Danny said. “I can tell. Come walk with me, we’ll take some time and talk this over.”

“I’m not sure I want to talk about it,” Sam said.

“Alright,” Danny said, “that’s fine too, but walk with me anyway. Get some distance, clear your head, and if you still don’t want to talk when we arrive, that’s fine. You want to start at any point, I’m listening. Sound fair to you?”

It actually did, as much as Sam didn’t want to admit it. He nodded and he and Danny started walking together.

The water lapped. Sam folded his hands behind him and stared through the slats on the dock. He didn’t want to talk about Corvin, or admit to how close he’d gotten with the enemy. The question came to his mind, one of an appropriate level of severity, and it finally just slipped out.

“How old were you when you knew you were gay?” Sam asked.

“Well,” Danny said, “first of all, I’m not.”

“But you brought that guy from the bar home last Christmas—” Sam said, and Danny lifted a hand to cut him off.

“Bisexual,” he said. “I still like women just fine. Just not only women. It ain’t a problem, it’s just how it is. But given that’s the case, and people around here aren’t always friendly about the idea of two men together and because women didn’t really turn me off at any point it took me a while to get comfortable with and a while longer to really realize.”

Sam hooked his thumbs through his belt loops and looked at Danny sidelong. He wondered, but he wasn’t going to ask again. It took a couple of steps for Danny to catch on.

“I was in my twenties,” he said. “That’s not unusual, especially for cambion and nephilim. We tend to age slower than other people, that inhuman bloodline makes us take things slower. Not that your twenties is late for a human.”

“You’re finding this difficult to talk about, aren’t you?” Sam asked.

“More the bloodlines than anything, Sammy,” Danny said. “It’s complicated. I know you’ve grown up in a house with blooded folk and that our family’s status makes people think twice about saying anything about it, but you’re half of something they don’t understand and I had a very different experience with it than you did.”

“How long do pure humans live, usually?” Sam asked. His brow was furrowed. He’d been aware, of course, that outsiders live longer but he’d never asked by how much. It never seemed relevant, or it felt inappropriate to ask.

“They get eighty years, maybe ninety if they take care of themselves,” Danny said. “It makes it a hard choice. Now you know I gotta ask.”

Sam sighed.

“Yeah,” he said. “There’s a boy. He’s human.”

He’s the son of one of my father’s biggest rivals. He almost shot me the other night. And then he saved my life with a broken bottle and he wants peace and an end to this as much as I do.

Sam looked up at his uncle. The water continued to beat the sand in their lapse of silence. The horizon was gold and bloody red around the setting sun, and Danny was shrouded by that corona. It struck Sam in that moment just how much he did and did not look like his father.

Joey had a strong jaw, but fine facial features with high cheekbones. Danny was all angles, and everything about him was heavy, but there was no denying they were brothers.

“Which part of that is the part that bothers you?” Danny asked. His face was a perfect mask and he wasn’t looking at Sam.

“Both,” Sam said. “Neither. I don’t know. It’s complicated.”

“It’s not as complicated as you’re making it out to be,” Danny said. “It’s going to be difficult. People are going to judge you. But Sammy, they’re judging you anyway. You’re a Trezza. You’re a nephil. And you have what it takes to do what needs doing and not look back. You can do this. Whether or not you should depends on how much it’s worth to you. Is he worth the looks you’re going to get from the veil?”

It wasn’t the veil Sam was worried about.

But was it worth it?

Was Corvin worth some of the hate they would inevitably draw down on themselves? From their own families?

Yes. That wasn’t a question. If they were normal boys, this wouldn’t be an issue. He knew his family would understand.

But Corvin was going to die. He would die when Sam was only about halfway through his life and leave him middle-aged and alone. Dirty looks he was prepared for. Watching him wither and die? Sam wasn’t so sure.

And he knew his family wouldn’t accept a Gater.

“The age thing, then?” Danny asked.

“That’s more like it,” Sam said, looking up at him. “Thank you for this. I’ll…take some time to think about it all, it’s a lot.”

“Just remember that there isn’t a rush,” Danny said, nodding to him.

Sam nodded back.

 

“Wait up!”

Joey stopped and looked over his shoulder to find Augury running up to meet him. The beaded fringe at the bottom of her skirt clacked wildly with every step, and when she finally caught up to him, she was breathing hard.

“Barghest and I figured something out. Is your wife home?”

“I was just about to find that out myself,” Joey said, gesturing to the door. “Would you like to come in?”

“Yes,” she said, nodding to emphasize the point.

“Alright then,” he said, and held the door open for her. She walked in, gesturing with her words as she spoke.

“I need to talk to her if she has a good recollection of some of the harder to pin down names of entities. I have a couple of questions regarding higher level summoning in general that might be relevant to the case. Has anyone told you Callum hasn’t been the only victim in these stabbings?”

Joey frowned.

“No,” he said, “no one’s said anything like that. Are you sure it was the same people?”

“They were all cambion,” she said. “They used the same weapon. They left similar calling cards. I couldn’t be much more sure.”

“What’s going on?” Ophelia asked. She was standing at the bottom of the stairs with Ashes at her heels, and her eyes were only on Augury. He noticed she was wearing her Hellwatch breastplate.

“I could ask you the same thing,” Joey said.

“I’m on my way to a meeting,” Ophelia said. “I have a minute if this is important. I have to assume it is if you’ve come all this way, Augury. Please.”

She crossed the hall and into the kitchen. Augury followed, arms folded.

“I need a list of what powerful entities we know exist,” Augury said, “and I need to know if you’ve ever encountered anything planar that wasn’t an angel or a demon.”

“I’m not going to claim such a thing couldn’t exist but after all this time getting in contact with such a being…” Ophelia shook her head and took a seat at their kitchen table. It was a large oak one with thick legs and a tabletop that had survived their children’s shenanigans, slammed fists and once even a stray bullet when he’d first been teaching Callum how to shoot and the boy hadn’t yet learned how to stow his gun properly. It was a good sturdy table. One made to support a family.

Joey sat beside her and took her hand. Ophelia squeezed it.

“Difficult?” Augury asked. Ophelia nodded. “Impossible?”

The silence stretched between them and Ophelia met her eyes. That seemed to be all Augury needed to know.

“Listen,” she said, “I’ll get back to you just as soon as I know something more.”

“See to it that you do,” Ophelia said. “I’ll get you that list tonight.”

“Meanwhile,” Joey said, “I have business I need to see to. I’ll catch up with this later?”

Ophelia nodded to him.

Mirin was sitting in their usual spot. She looked like she’d been beaten pretty badly. She spat blood and looked up at him like this was just to be expected, and he sat beside her, folding his arms.

“What happened?” he asked.

“Gate Street,” she said, shrugging. It was clear she intended to leave it at that.

“Take a break after this,” he said. “You’ve done enough. What do you have for me?”

“The list of Julianne Geist’s properties,” she said, drawing an envelope out of her jacket and holding it out to him. Two of her fingers were taped together, as if to treat a break.

“Thanks,” he said. His blood roiled on the inside. “Go find a healer.”

“Boss?” she asked. He glanced back over his shoulder even as he turned to go. “It was Corvin Verida that let me out. I don’t know how much that matters to you.”

He nodded his acknowledgment and made a note of the potential weak point. From there it was a simple enough matter to grab Danny and head to one of the addresses on the list. He leaned into the scrying mirror.

“Bring a couple of gallons of gasoline,” Joey said.

“On it,” Danny replied. They met on the corner outside one of Julianne’s smaller factories.

“I don’t think this dinky place is going to bring her down,” Danny said, folding his arms.

“That’s the point,” Joey said. “Give me a boost.”

Danny hauled him up in through a high window on the first floor.

He wasn’t a summoner, but he knew enough about it to fake a circle that would hold up under casual scrutiny, and he scratched it into the wall. It was the place he’d have tried to hide the evidence if he were stupid. Or if he were wealthy enough that he didn’t know any better.

Danny’s boots hit the ground behind him.

“Do I get soaking?” he asked.

“All on the wood and things that will go up easily,” Joey said. “Let the stones scorch themselves, the insurance fraud people will know what to look for.”

Danny scooted the other gallon of gas to Joey. They worked on the entire basement and Joey double checked his circle on the brickwork. He and Danny were outside before Joey snapped his fingers and sent a plume of flame into the basement.

They were two turns away before they heard the explosion.

“This reminds me of that time we burned that boat in the harbor,” Danny said, hands in his pockets.

“Weren’t depending on the guns,” Joey said. “Bullets went everywhere. Remember how Meadows got shot? This was different. We were trying to take something from them.”

“You’re taking something from her now,” Danny said, giving Joey a sidelong look.

“Consider it a bit of on the nose karma,” Joey said. “She wants to drop a bunch of money to make a new factory in my part of the city, she’s going to need to get the money from somewhere.”

“No, I get it,” Danny said.

“Throwing people out in the cold in the dead of winter kills them just as dead as bullets do,” Joey said. “At least no one on our side got shot this time.”

Danny laughed.

“I’ll drink to that.”

 

The body was a rotting mess by the time she finally got to cut it open. The internal organs were beginning to gel and the sheer scent of it was foul. Alas for that. Still, she thought, the organs would be able to give her some idea of what the interior of a human body looked like.

She brought out a pinned and vivisected rat as she worked for comparison; it was dead now, of course, but it hadn’t been when she started. Still, she’d cut into enough of them to have an idea of which organs had what function and the human body couldn’t have been much different. After all, they were both chordata, mammalian.

“Do you have to right now?” Martin asked. He eyed the body and couldn’t entirely hide his judgment.

“If I wait any longer there won’t be anything to garner from the body,” Ely said. “The winter chill kept him slightly preserved, but as you can see here, and here…”

She reached out and circled a few areas in the air above the body with her scalpel.

“The rot is beginning to set in.”

“I can get you surgical texts from the library,” Martin said.

“Do that,” Ely said. “It’s not the same as hands on experience.”

“You’re going to cut into him anyway,” Martin said. It wasn’t a question.

“It’s not like he’s going to feel it,” Ely said. “If the scent is bothering you I have surgical masks in the bottom drawer and some herbal sachets you can use. Believe it or not rats start to get pungent after a while as well.”

“That isn’t it,” he said. She knew that. He cut into flesh to discern things about their deaths. She was doing it for discovery and it would do no help for the man.

The pair of them were standing in a basement room of the Nostra Estate, on the second level under and at the very back of a much larger storage area that Ely had claimed for herself when she was ten. The entire back wall was dominated by a massive sectioned cage of rats that she’d been working on for years. There were at least a dozen miniature sections inside of it, each with their own door that she’d created with a pair of wire cutters and pliers to shape the doors as she went.

The largest section, at the bottom, contained a still growing litter of rats and the adults were each cordoned off into their own rooms. Many of them had surgical scars. She hadn’t gotten emotionally attached to any of them at first; in the beginning they had all been for research only, and had lived and died at her whim. These, though…

These, she knew how to keep alive. When their kidneys started failing, she would catch a wild rat and replace them. When they had an unusual growth, she removed it with surgical precision. The rats she had now were fourth generation and they were her special pets.

Woe be it to anyone who laid a hand on them.

“To what end?” Martin asked. She could hear him rummaging around in the bottom drawer and smell the faint scent of lavender and rose hips. Those had been a gift from her father when he realized what she had been doing with the rats.

“Like I said,” Ely said. “To learn. I’ve never looked at the inside of a human body before.”

Both of them fell silent at the sound of footsteps outside the door.

“The tarp, please,” Ely said. She sounded calm but there was a hint of urgency in her command. Martin did just as she said, but the door was open before she could hide it completely and Sam stood there staring at her.

“What the hells are you doing?” he asked, blinking.

“A dissection,” Ely said, simply.

“Is that a human body?” Sam asked, raising both eyebrows and taking a step back.

“It is,” Ely said, drawing the tarp back and continuing to work now that the corpse was out of the bag so to speak. “And you’re not going to say a word about it because if you do, I’ll tell Mom and Dad that you know Callum is alive.”

“You know Callum is alive?” Sam asked, a hard note creeping into his voice. She was tempted to say ‘now I do’ just to mess with him, but after the night she’d had she just didn’t have the energy.

More importantly, she caught the shadow of an expression on Martin’s face. She could see all the way around his irises. His eyebrows lifted. Ely didn’t shift her gaze to him; let him think she hadn’t seen.

“He’s not as subtle as you are. You had to know I was going to figure it out eventually,” Ely said.

Martin dropped his eyes to the ground. In her peripheral vision, she could see him suck his lip into his mouth and chew. His posture was closed, arms drawn across his chest.

Interesting.

Samael, however, clearly hadn’t noticed. His eyes were on the body.

She prodded the liver with the back end of her scalpel and it sunk in uncomfortably far. She wasn’t sure how much of that was because of the rot setting in and how much was because the man had overworked it with liquor and melicath root.

“Ely,” Sam said. “Please, talk to me when you’re talking to me, this is ridiculous.”

“Sam,” she replied, evenly. “Don’t worry about it, he was assaulting my friend here and I stopped it. His life was forfeit the second he started waving a gun around. I wasn’t caught, and it isn’t like we don’t dump plenty of them in the ocean to begin with. Relax. I’m not doing anything I won’t be doing in a couple of years once I get accepted into Surgical.”

Out of the corner of her eye she saw Sam go through several emotions. Lifted brows gave in to drawing his face in. His lips curled. A vein stood out in the side of his neck.

Finally, his expression fell into cool acceptance.

“Fine,” Sam said. “You’re going to be doing it anyway, fine, but you might want to put all of this away now because Mom is going to be back from her meeting with the aristocracy soon and she’s going to have things she wants to talk to us about.”

“How far out is she?” Ely asked.

“Why would I know?” Sam asked, raising a brow. She removed one of his kidneys with a sick plopping sound and let it settle against her gloved hand. There was a decent weight to it.

Martin was still quiet. He was studying the floor. Now that they weren’t talking about Callum, his face was far more relaxed.

“When did she leave?” Ely asked.

“Around four,” Sam said.

“I have twenty minutes, probably. I’ll clean up in ten and that should leave me five to go upstairs and not get walked in on. Go on ahead, I’ll be there,” she said.

“It might be a good idea to send your little friend home,” Sam said.

“He’s your age,” Ely said. Pity. She was hoping to ask him questions, he clearly knew something he hadn’t shared with her. Soon. “Martin, you can go home if you want, we’ll meet up tomorrow.”

His eyes said he very much wanted to leave. His feet were pointed toward the door. Sam had been his guardian angel in that moment, Ely knew. But she was going to have to ask. He was going to have to tell her eventually.

Martin couldn’t get out of there fast enough. By the time the door shut behind him, Ely sighed and found herself putting everything away anyway. She no longer had the focus for this.

“Do you know what she was going to speak with them about?” Ely asked.

“She’s been doing little things to smooth it along for a while here,” Sam said. “I think what she really wants is to find a summoner that will be willing to work with us. Easier to find one working unlicensed.”

“You can take the woman out of the hellwatch, but you can’t take years of working in the kennel out of the woman,” Elysia said. She tucked her sheet down and rolled her work table into a corner where the draft came in strong from the outside. This set back would still cost her. The body wouldn’t be in the same condition as it was right now when she got back to it.

She was starting to consider ways to bid for a walk-in freezer down here without rousing her father’s suspicion when she felt Sam’s hand on her shoulder.

“Are you okay?” he asked.

“Of course I am,” she said, looking back and up at him. “Are you? I know he went to you first. I know this kind of thing can be kind of over your head at times.”

“Ely,” Sam said, smirking slightly, “I’m not fond of the killing or the bloodshed, but I’m over the age of twenty and if you think I’m going to put any of my feelings on my teenage little sister you have another thing coming. Whatever is going on up here.”

He paused to tap his temple with his index finger.

“It’s not your problem.”

She watched him for a moment, running over the situation in her mind. A part of her was offended that he didn’t think she could handle it, but on the other hand, she really didn’t want to have to deal with his emotions right now. She finally nodded.

“I can respect that,” she said.

“You sure you’re really okay?” he asked.

“I’m keeping busy,” she said, “and if that changes I’ll come find you. I just can’t confront it head on right now.”

Sam nodded back to her and offered her an arm.

“Well,” he said, “to the upstairs and the waking world I suppose.”

Elysia slipped an arm through his elbow and started to walk. Something about the chaos that had been kicked up lately made her appreciate the mundane moment all the more.

 

It had been a long time since Ophelia last attended court. Most of her own clothes from that era of her life were from when she’d been a girl and there wasn’t a seamstress in Mistriev that could have fixed them to fit.

They were also at least ten years out of date, and if Ophelia were going to be as audacious as all that, she was going to go all the way.

She came in her sigil-scribed Hellwatch armor. It still fit her perfectly. Her body had been honed as a weapon during her time hunting demons, and she still moved dangerously.

Court was held at the Mayor’s manor. It had been known for years as the Cassander Estate, since one of them had held the office for the past five generations and that didn’t seem likely to change any time soon. Several men and women stood around the front yard with their summoned imps clinging to their shoulders, each one in an outfit more ostentatious than the last. The younger ones had collars and leashes on the imps. Many of the collars were jeweled and embroidered to show off wealth. But a few aristocrats who were either very confident in their abilities and control or who wanted to show off, went without them entirely.

Eyes took her in as she passed. There was judgment on their faces, yes, but also hesitation. She didn’t spare them a second glance beyond her initial nod of greeting. Whether they were staring at her because it had been so long since any of them had seen her, or because she was dressed more for the battlefield than for a night of diplomacy, she couldn’t be sure. It didn’t matter. She was here now, and she had business. She was a Nostra by blood. She held the family estate.

She had every right to be here.

Helena Duvret—no. It was Cassander now, she’d married Elric over twenty years ago—looked at the door as it opened and her eyes widened when she saw Ophelia enter.

“Excuse me,” she heard the woman say, giving a shallow bow the the man she’d been speaking to and beelining immediately for Ophelia. “Ophelia Nostra, as I live and breathe.”

“It’s Trezza now,” she said, with a smile. “Hel. How are you?”

“Do you know how long it’s been since someone has called me that?” Helena asked. She raised an immaculately sculpted brow in a mockery of offense, and if Ophelia hadn’t known her better, it would have worked. After a beat of a pause they both dissolved into laughter, suddenly young girls again. “What’s brought you to court? I thought you’d come to consider yourself above all the pageantry.”

Ophelia gave an open handed gesture to her attire.

“I think I’ve made a pretty clear statement that I still am,” she said, with a little smirk. “Still, I have business. I’m going to need to speak, today, with your permission.”

“Mine, you have,” Helena said. “I’m not sure I can promise that they’ll listen to you once you do it, but you may speak and ask for what you need. Can I get you to tell me in advance?”

“I’m going to need a summoner,” Ophelia said. “Preferably several.”

“Not an easy favor to win, particularly since your family has their fingers in a lot of unsavory pies,” Helena said.

“I can’t say I know what you mean,” Ophelia said, coolly. After a beat both of them smiled. She knew what Helena meant, yes, but she certainly couldn’t say it.

“That’s alright,” Helena said, a note of amusement in her voice, “everyone else already does. I assume you must have a plan for that?”

“The alternative will be worse,” Ophelia said. But Helena still had a point.

“That doesn’t mean any of them are going to understand that,” Helena said. “For what it’s worth, I’m listening.”

There was a brief silence between them.

“I already know you’re going to tell me I’m making this too personal,” Ophelia said, “but the Gate Street Players are escalating things. They need to be taken care of, driven from the streets, and we have a good plan to do that.”

“You’re right,” Helena said, “I do think you’re making this too personal.”

“They attacked a bakery on the border of our territory and my brother-in-law tells me he found one of them trying to set a fisherman’s hovel on fire,” Ophelia said. “This has gone beyond violence against the Torchlighters and spread to the innocent people in our district. It’s tantamount to an open declaration of war.”

“And the aristocracy can’t get involved in every gang dispute in the city,” Helena said, dubiously. “As I said, you can speak. But I make no promises.”

Ophelia gave a nod and looped her arm through Helena’s as the pair of them walked. As hostess, it was expected that Helena would lead but before they’d entered the front doors, it was Helena’s hand on Ophelia’s armored arm, not the other way around.

“Tell me about the state of things,” Ophelia said. “It’s been a while since I’ve come.”

“You know you sound more like you’re doing a watch interview than having casual conversation?” Helena asked with a slight pout.

“It’s a hard habit to shake,” Ophelia said, trying a smile. She didn’t sound like she was doing an interview for the Hellwatch. The tone would have been completely different and she would have chosen her words more carefully. Helena mentioned it though and now she felt like she was being entirely too stiff.

“Well,” Helena said, “right now everyone is on edge a little  bit because of a visiting ambassador from Charon. I don’t know what you’ve heard about the Asteri family, but they’ve absolutely streamlined summoning there and made the aristocracy all but obsolete. Given they were a working class family to start with there was a lot in it for them but people in Charon are furious. If you want the rest of us to work with you, you’re going to have to shun the boy that came to represent them.”

“Noted,” Ophelia said. She’d already made the decision that she would not be doing that. Where House Asteri had found no purchase with the aristocracy they would turn to the city’s shoeshiners. That was dangerous in a lot of ways, not the least of which was the potential for their rivals to get their hands on easy summoning. No, she would not alienate the boy.

“The Revel girl that married Uric Dunspire a few summers ago is divorcing him,” Helena said, dropping her voice to indicate the scandal.

“Bijou?” Ophelia asked. This was news to her.

“There’s bad blood between them and House Revel is humiliated,” Helena said. “It’s left them in a relatively vulnerable position, but sympathizing with them too much will make things difficult for you regarding House Dunspire.”

Ophelia wanted to know what the boy had done to make Bijou want to leave. She’d known the girl for a long time; she’d been a few classes ahead of Samael at the Academy when he went. She was kind and had a good head on her shoulders.

Uric Dunspire, on the other hand, had always been sort of surly. She’d have been more willing to believe he was at fault in a situation like this. Still, though, the details didn’t matter as much as the results. Bijou was licensed and a capable summoner. Ophelia didn’t need dozens of them, just a handful of good ones.

“And what of House Cassander?” Ophelia asked, looking at Helena sidelong.

“You know that isn’t my decision,” Helena said.

“You’re the lady of the house,” Ophelia said.

“Henri is the mayor,” Helena said.

“And your daughter his sole heir,” Ophelia said.

“He’s been grooming her to marry well and find a good man to take the position,” Helena said, firmly. She looked aghast that Ophelia would even suggest a thing like Tess taking power for herself.

She’d spent so much time among the Hellwatch and the shoeshiners where her bloodline weighed more than her sex that it was almost a surprise to hear Helena talk that way. Once she’d said it, though, Ophelia knew it shouldn’t have been. She needed to recalibrate.

“Of course he has,” Ophelia said, forcing herself to sound like she meant it. “Even so, you are a licensed summoner yourself and allowed to use that gift as you see fit.”

“We’ll see,” Helena said. “The way it looks to the city as a whole matters more than most people could guess and I know you aren’t a stranger to that even if you did leave us early.”

“You have a lot to lose,” Ophelia said. “I know it isn’t personal. But on a personal level? If you could point me in the direction of who else has nothing to lose I would deeply appreciate it.”

Helena stared at her for a moment.

“That husband of yours has you thinking like a shoeshiner,” she said. “All opportunistic.”

“Opportunistic from a different angle,” Ophelia said, and immediately realized it was the wrong thing to say. Helena pursed her lips and withdrew her hand.

“Well, there are a few others I need to attend to before we begin. It was good speaking to you, Ophelia, I’ll see you in court,” she said, nodding stiffly and walking away.

Ophelia sighed slightly and watched her go. It was amazing how they were so much the same people they had been as girls together and yet so different at the same time. Even so, she had two targets. That was better than nothing.

She entered the east wing of the house, into the audience hall that was kept for meetings like this, and took a seat. There were seven pillars that broke up the room, intricately carved with images of humanoid angels and demons that were overly grotesquified. The floor was two large slabs of marble with a barely visible seem between them along the middle of the room.

The iconography barely phased her even now. She took a seat near the front, in a seat evenly spaced between two of the pillars where people could easily see her. If she was going to make a spectacle of herself she would let them have their look on her own terms. There was power in that.

Slowly, people began to fill in the seats around the room. Eyes strayed in her direction without fail, all but Helena’s. She saw the Revel family, sitting together but all of them leaning away from their eldest daughter.

All but their younger girl, anyway. The sisters sat together not quite touching, Bijou with her long white hair and bloody red eyes and Amity with her rose-dawn ponytail and flapper dress, even at court. It brought a smile to Ophelia’s lips.

Helena’s daughter, Tess, took a seat on the dais behind the podium. She was dressed more conservatively and sat like a lady, with her shoulders back and one ankle tucked behind the other. She looked powerful, and didn’t bother to keep her eyes downcast. The ideal was ‘be strong but not strong enough to threaten your father and brothers’; Helena embodied that well enough, with her chin up and her eyes demure.

Tess on the other hand, looked prepared to take the world on. Ophelia felt a sense of pity for whatever man thought he could simply marry her and take the city from her hands. He would certainly be in for a fight.

Although she’d never seen Dorian Asteri before, she could pick him out fairly easily. He had long dark hair and a well-groomed goatee, and the kind of dark blue eyes that women could easily be lost in.

He started to chat with the young woman next to him. Dorian was handsome and had enough charm to back it up. His back and forth with the young woman was cut short when her father gave him a scathing look and switched seats with the girl.

The meeting went more or less as Ophelia had remembered. Petty squabbles, mostly, with a few legitimate items of business. At one point Dorian stood before the court and tried to make a case for the legalization of his family’s mass produced summoning circles, printed off on reams of paper and made to expedite the process. He made a good case for how convenient they could be for the aristocracy but the sour looks on everyone’s faces told her they weren’t having it.

Finally, Helena announced that there was one more presenter to speak. She was the last one, and by now the rest of the assembled nobles were looking bored and tired and put out that they had to listen to yet another presentation.

When she said Ophelia’s name, however, several of them perked up. The Black Sheep of House Nostra. The last of her line. She’d come in wearing a breastplate with her hair in a warrior’s braid, and it was the first time in decades since she’d attended court. However Helena had intended to cripple her for her slight by putting her last, she hadn’t counted on the scandal Ophelia brought to the court simply by showing up.

They were curious. They were listening. That worked in her favor.

“I know you all have places to be,” Ophelia said as she took the podium, “so I’ll try to keep this brief. Let me be up front; this is about the Gate Street Players.”

She was already losing a few of them at that, she saw. She pressed on.

“This is not about whatever rumors you might have heard,” Ophelia said. “The fact of the matter is the Nostra Family has, for generations, been appointed to guard the Dock District and the Players have pushed in, harassed our businesses and even done physical harm to my people. The rest of you have your sections of the city for which you are meant to provide a degree of security. We are here to protect them and to keep the lights on, and you can imagine what a slight against my house and my mother’s name this is.”

Bijou lifted her head a little bit at that. Several others whispered. The correct form would have been to say her father’s name, but for Ophelia it wasn’t such a breach of etiquette. Her father had been an angel. He had no name to call on. It still would have been considered better to say ‘my family’s name’; less of a scandal. The scandal was what she wanted.

“Any one of you can safely say that, were someone to come into your district and start making this kind of trouble, as a noble you would want it dealt with,” Ophelia continued. “I will not have this. And for this reason I’m petitioning for the aid of summoners willing to pledge themselves to my cause. I would never expect you to work for free, and I have the means to pay for this kind of assistance, both in sigils and the willingness to provide future favors.”

A couple of other faces seemed alert at that. It was an open secret, who her husband was. No one ever talked about it but everybody knew. As much of a blight as the shoeshiners were on the city as a whole it was amazing how keen everyone was to have one in their pocket.

“I invite you to come and speak with me once Lady Cassander has closed this meeting down,” Ophelia said. “Thank you for your time.”

She resumed her seat and folded her hands in her lap. Now, she made sure to make eye contact with Dorian Asteri. Nothing she’d particularly said had implied she had an interest in what he had to say, but she wanted to make sure he knew she was talking about him, too.

Helena did a good job keeping the sour mostly off of her face as she took her place back up again. When she stood, Ophelia got a glimpse of Tess; she was looking, too. This might turn out more fruitful than she expected, after all.

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER ELEVEN

Our Little Secret

 

“I’ve been informed that it’s not good practice to ‘lather the city into an uproar’, even if it is important information that could potentially save dozens of lives, so I guess now we’re going to talk about this caramel recipe my assistant left in my desk.

There is no joy in the world. Management smothered it in its crib.”

 

“What are you thinking so hard about?” Ely asked, sitting across from him at the kitchen table. She had a cup of coffee in each hand, and slid one across to him before wrapping both of her hands around her own mug to warm them. Sam lifted his head and watched her for a moment. She would have looked innocent just then if he hadn’t known her.

There was a choice here. She was making him an offer. 

“Didn’t I just say I wasn’t going to put my problems on you, little sister?” Sam asked.

“You did,” she said, “but let me offer a counter to that.”

She had her most rational voice on. If Sam hadn’t known her, if he didn’t know they were on the same side, he might have thought that dangerous.

“I’m listening,” he said.

“You have to talk about this at some point,” Ely said. “Mom and Dad are a wreck, and I know they’re our parents and they’re supposed to care about how we handle things, but it would be even worse to put it on them right now. I am unphased, and not just because I know what they do not.  You, on the other hand, tend to take things to heart and if you end up breaking down on us we’re going to have a much bigger problem than me listening to you complain.”

She had a point. She also clearly didn’t know what she was getting herself into. He watched her face for a moment, shrugged, and finally told her.

“I’m gay,” he said.

“Finally realized that, did you?” Ely asked, dryly.

“Are we going to have a conversation right now or not?” he asked, raising a brow at her. Ely favored him with a rare smile.

“Go on,” she said. “I know that isn’t what’s bothering you, Uncle Danny’s brought men home before and no one judged him.”

“Out loud, anyway,” Sam said, snorting. He leaned back in his seat and surveyed her over his coffee cup. This was Ely. Pussyfooting around it wasn’t going to help. “It’s Corvin.”

“Verida?” she asked, raising a brow.

“No,” he said, rolling his eyes. “Shmidt. Of course Verida.”

This time, the pause between them stretched a little longer.

“See?” Sam asked. “I told you it was a problem.”

“How long?” Ely asked.

“I don’t know,” Sam said. “When we were in High School I think it started. We were close, but we were both worried about being friends, at the time, and I just…”

“It might not have been such a problem a week ago,” Ely said.

“A week ago it didn’t feel so urgent,” Sam said. A week ago, Corvin hadn’t almost shot him. A week ago…so many things. “Ancients, I could punch Callum.”

“He sparked it this time,” Ely said, “but he didn’t start the fire to begin with. This has been festering and a long time coming. It was inevitable, eventually.”

Even as she said it he knew that it was objective truth. There had been too many sins between them, too much bloodshed. Some of which he and Corvin had been involved in. Much of which Samael had been involved in.

“Hey,” Ely said, “emotions are running high right now. I might be a little bit detached from mine, but that doesn’t mean I don’t get how they work. You have a lot happening at the moment, and a lot of feelings you’re working through. So you know, if this came up right now that’s only natural.”

Sam ran both hands through his hair.

“So what do you suggest?” he asked.

“Have you told him?” Ely asked.

“Of course not,” Sam said.

“Do that, see how you feel.”

That made sense too. Something inside of Sam railed against it.

“Sam?” Ely asked.

“I just can’t help but shake the feeling that this is going to turn out terribly,” Sam said.

“Of course it is,” Ely said, shrugging slightly. “There is no way out of this that doesn’t involve a lot of dead and a lot of mourning. There was a point when we could have stopped and we have long since passed it. And here you are, with love for people on both sides. When the dam breaks, when this all comes to gunfire and burning, there will be casualties. And the person who will hurt the worst will be you.”

Sam just stared at her for a second.

“If you’re going to be a doctor maybe you should cultivate some bedside manner,” he said.

“That doesn’t mean it isn’t worth it, Sam,” she said. “It’s just that I can’t tell you if it is or not. Only you know.”

“Thanks, Ely,” he said.

“For what it’s worth,” she said. “If it is I think you should give it your best shot.”

“You can’t tell me you would,” Sam said.

“No,” Ely said, shrugging. “But you’ll never forgive yourself if you don’t.”

With that, she got up and rinsed her cup out. Sam took a sip of his coffee. It had gone cold.

 

The wisplight stained the brickwork a warm gold color around him as Martin headed back toward his apartment. He pulled his coat closer around himself and clutched at the opening.

“Marty,” a woman’s voice said behind him. The word was like a rope stopping him in his tracks.

“Lena,” he said. He didn’t look back. He knew the second he did, it was over. Maybe he could take another step. Maybe he could run. Those thoughts died in his head when her hand touched his shoulder.

“It’s been a couple of days since I’ve seen you,” she said. Her voice was poisoned apple sweet. “I was starting to think you didn’t want to talk to me. That’s not true, is it?”

She physically turned him to face her.

Don’t look at her eyes.

Don’t think about Ely.

Lena’s hand caught him by the chin and tilted his face up to meet hers.

“Marty,” she said. “If something’s going on you can tell me. Has the girl you were talking to done something? Is she holding something over your head?”

Don’t think about Ely.

“I’ve been busy with school,” he said, around the dryness in his throat. “We just entered a hard unit to study.”

“Not too hard to go snooping around Gate Street,” she said. “I want to know what you told her.”

“Nothing,” he said. He took a step back, tried to pull away. Her fingers went painfully tight around his chin.

“It almost feels like you’re lying to me,” she said. Her ruby lips were still curved upward, pleasantly plump and glistening. He left his eyes locked on them. In the wisplight, her smile almost looked bloody. “Are you lying to me, Marty?”

“Yes,” he said. The word came out of him before he could stop it. He felt her will wash over him. It had happened before. All he wanted in the world was to please her. Not to do so was unthinkable.

But what this woman might do to the friend he’d made…he broke the rules. He thought of Ely. Ely with her steady hands and keen eyes as she took inventory of the body in front of her. Ely who had saved his life without a second thought.

Ely who knew her brother was alive, and if Lena found out…

“That wasn’t hard, was it?” Lena asked. “Come on now. What’s happened?”

“No,” he whispered.

“Excuse me?” Lena asked. She tilted his face upward again and her eyes caught his. Suddenly he was staring into the face of god and it hurt enough to make his eyes water at the corners.

In that moment, he knew what it meant.

“I said no,” he said. “I’m sorry. But I can’t tell you anything else.”

“That’s really a pity,” Lena said. She sounded miles away. White hot pain pierced his sternum. His knowledge of anatomy kicked in. Her hand pushed his liver aside. It was like too much gas behind his ribs, and then a pressure on his heart.

And then nothing.

“I really did like you,” Lena said. “I can’t have you telling her anything either, though.”

He felt the arrhythmia set in. Air passed his lips and into lungs that weren’t quite working right. As Lena withdrew her hand, he fell to his knees.

His eyes stung.

There was no fighting her. Not for him. There was no walking away from this and living a full life with no regrets.

But even as the brickwork rose to meet him and he saw his blood creep out between the cracks, he knew that he could die without them.

She had no more power over him.

 

The heart made a soft ‘plunk’ sound as she dropped it into the jar of chemicals at her side. It floated there for a moment, soft and starting to rot in places but still held together enough that she was confident the chemistry would keep it. She wanted some good anatomical drawings of the valves, and a better idea of how the muscle worked.

She screwed the lid of the jar back on and had just begun to suture the chest cavity closed again when the door to her little lab banged open. She’d been so absorbed in her work she never heard her father coming.

She stared at him from over the corpse. He stared back at her, and then at the dead man on the table. Ely felt the air go out of her lungs in that moment as Joey turned around and exited the room, shutting the door between them for a moment.

Ely’s heart hammered. Adrenaline. She glanced back at the heart in the jar next to her and tried to imagine the muscle expanding and contracting, the innate response to stress anyone with a modicum of human blood had. It calmed her by inches.

She busied her hands finishing her sutures. There was no reason to leave her work open to the dust. What was done was done, she reasoned to herself. Before she finished the last one, her father came back into the room.

“El,” he said. It sounded like he’d rehearsed this to himself, in his mind, several times before he came back to say it. “I don’t know where you got this stiff, and I’m not sure I wanna know. Actually, I’m pretty sure I don’t. But I know I don’t want him in my house.”

“I can move him somewhere else if you’d prefer,” Ely said.

“I’ll find you space in one of the warehouses,” Joey said. “Near the waterfront so you can dispose of him easily if it comes to that.”

“I’m going to need a freezer,” Ely said. It was amazing how that had been such a source of contention in her mind before. How would she ask? And yet she simply did it now.

“Fine,” Joey said. “Fine. But it’s time we had a talk about all this. Don’t think I haven’t noticed. Found the dead rats, noticed some of the others skulking around with scars.”

“The scars have gotten smaller,” Ely said. He wasn’t yelling. That honestly only made it worse.

“Which only means you’ve been doing this a lot more than I was aware of,” Joey said. “If you’re going to feel the need to cut into things we’re going to have to do something constructive about it. How do you feel about medical school?”

“That was honestly the goal I had in mind when I started in the first place,” Ely said. She hesitated. Hesitance was okay, it was what he would expect to see out of her. For a beat, two, maybe three. Four would be too much, would look calculating. Now comes regret. At the very least she should have the grace to look embarrassed. Now a glance up sidelong. “…are you mad?”

“Concerned,” Joey said. He walked over to her. “Promise me he died fast. I know not all of the rats did.”

Ely pulled back the sheet to reveal the bullet hole through his eye.

“Instantly, or as close to it as I could have given him,” she said. “He was waving a gun at a friend of mine. The other choice was let it escalate until someone wound up dead.”

“Someone did wind up dead, El,” Joey said, quietly.

“Someone winds up dead a lot when you’re involved,” Ely said. “It’s like you taught us. We don’t let people get away with harming our own. The man this one threatened was under my protection so I protected him. It was a kinder death than a burning would have been and leaving the body or throwing it into the water would have been a waste when there’s so much to be learned from his flesh.”

The truth came out of her in a rush.

“You’re more ready than your mother thinks you are for all this,” he said, finally. He perched on one of the crates she had stacked along the side and crossed one leg over the other. It made the fabric of his trousers wrinkle. “I think I have something in mind for you to do, Ely. A job for you.”

“Other than getting the dead body out of the basement?” she asked, smiling a little bit.

“Yes,” he said, chuckling. It sounded genuine and that made her relax. He wasn’t angry, at least not enough to say anything more about it. “I’ve gotten some word that there’s a man in from Charon with something to sell that he thinks is going to change the landscape of the world. The aristocracy won’t have it so he’s gone to the underground, but since he came from inland, Gate Street got there first. I want you to find out what they’re talking about.”

“I will,” Ely said, sitting up a little straighter. “But there’s something else. That friend of mine, the one I killed this man to save, he has something intriguing as well that you might be interested in.”

“What is it, Ely?” Joey asked.

She moved to the rusty sink on the south wall, degloved, and carefully scrubbed her hands clean before stepping over to her father.

“My contact told me where there was a door into the catacombs. We’re reasonably sure that’s where the Gaters are working from. We’re still not sure how they have access, but we know there’s a door down there under the sacristy in the Orthodox cathedral,” she said. 

“Who was this contact and how did he know that?” Joey asked. He perched on a crate, eying her, and Ely climbed up to sit beside him.

“That was Martin,” she said. “He’s in the medical program, works as a mortician and he studies architecture at the Academy. You could say he’s a regular renaissance man.”

“I remember him. He worked on Callum’s case. Someone like that could be useful to have around,” Joey said.

“My sentiments exactly,” Ely said, tucking the goggles back in her bag.

“Find out more about it from him,” Joey said. “See if we can get some people down there and figure out where other entrances are and just how much catacomb there is to explore. As far as I know the guy coming in from Charon is going to be at the Ninth Circle later tonight. If you could go find out what he and the Gaters are going to be talking about, it’d be a big help. It’s neutral territory, Vivi would be stupid to try to hurt you there, but don’t do anything I wouldn’t do.”

“That leaves me a lot of room,” Ely said, lips curling into a smile.

“I’d worry if one of your brothers said that,” Joey said, chuckling again. Swiftly after, his smile faded. “Be careful.”

“I always am,” she said. “I’ll come back and move the body after.”

 

Callum instantly recognized the dagger in the man’s hand, and the sigil emblazoned on the side of it. The girl he had held against the alley wall tried to cry out, but the man’s hand clamped over her mouth. She bit him. Blood ran down his fingers and onto their clothes.

He never saw Callum coming.

He’d learned, by now, not to go for the quick kill. He drove the point of his dagger into the forearm of the man, causing him to let the girl go. She shoved at him and backed away a few paces before looking at Callum with an expression that was a mixture of fear and gratitude. Her hair was the kind of metallic that only came from an angelic bloodline. She was some sort of nephil. Her clothes were definitely upper crust.

That exchanged look cost him. The man with the dagger took off at a dead sprint and Callum had a choice. Make sure the girl was okay or take off running after him. All it took was a second glance at the blood around her mouth from where she’d bitten the man’s hand to convince him she’d be okay; someone else might not be if this man wasn’t caught.

The alleyways were a blur of brick and masonry. Callum threw himself around corners, his feet hitting the pavement in a staccato cadence as he did his best to close the gap. They fell into a maze of turns and at one point ran between two other alleys. A rush of air went past him from the openings and he heard footsteps behind him.

Callum didn’t hesitate to grab a trash can and fling it behind him to trip up the people pursuing him. He never bothered to look back. Not even as the man disappeared around a corner.

The throng of the theater district was overwhelming, but only for a second. Actors and patrons alike conducted themselves like peacocks, with colorful clothing and feather boas, and the deep brown of the man’s jacket actually managed to draw the eye for a moment. Callum took off after him at a run, shoving between a couple of people.

The man with the dagger darted between two ladies who both cried out, and then did so again as Callum shoved them out of his way to follow. A large man with an open vest and a bare chest tried to step in his way and he darted nimbly around him without losing sight of his quarry.

The impact was harsh, and would have driven the wind out of him if he hadn’t braced for it in the first place. He crashed hard into the man with the dagger in a springing tackle. As they fell to the ground, he caught the glint of the steel skittering into the crowd as the man abandoned it and Callum realized too late what was happening.

“Help!” he shouted. “Help me, this mad man is assaulting me!”

“You little fuck,” Callum growled.

He managed to get two heavy hits in, drawing blood, before the man drew down the Hellwatch. A pair of heavy, meaty hands closed on Callum’s shoulders and pulled him away from the bleeding man beneath him.

“That’s enough, son,” a deep voice said.

Oh shit.

He found himself lifted off of his crouch at the ground and spun around to face the captain of the Hellwatch himself. Barghest’s face was a hard mask, his eyes narrow as he reached out and plucked the mask from Callum’s face.

“Trezza,” he said, sighing deeply. “What an unexpected surprise.”

“I can explain this,” Callum said, his throat suddenly dry.

“Save it for your mother,” Barghest said. There was a jangling sound as he drew cuffs from somewhere around his back.

“Wait,” Callum said, voice suddenly high and full of alarm. “There’s a man with a dagger, he just took off—”

“I’ll take care of it,” Barghest said. He gestured at one of the officers down the street. “Come on, we have a call to make.”

“Hold it, we can’t. I haven’t told her yet, she doesn’t know.”

“That sounds an awful lot like your problem,” Barghest said. The metal cuffs went around Callum’s wrist and he ducked his head as Barghest shoved him through the crowd. “That’s enough, disperse, nothing to see here.”

Anyone else might have been ineffectual, but Barghest’s words had the immediate effect of the crowd at least pretending to mind their own damn business. Barghest kept steering him along, keeping one hand on the metal cuffs.

Callum wanted to heat them up but when he attempted to tense his fingers and summon afrite fire, nothing happened. He felt the sigils on the cuffs sear his bare wrists.

“Don’t bother,” Barghest said. “Hellwatch knows how to deal with demons and you don’t have even half the stopping power of a full-blooded afrite. Behave yourself, nothing’s going to happen to you.”

He half grumbled it and Callum took a deep breath and tried to calm himself. This man was going to call his mother. Shit. Shit! It was too soon and he had somewhere to be tomorrow evening, he couldn’t have this.

Okay. Okay. Stay calm, Trezza, you’ll figure this out. This will be easier if you run with it, didn’t your dad say that at one point?

“You got it, tin can,” Callum said, forcing himself to ease down. “Can I at least get you to listen to what I was doing back there?”

“Oh you’re going to have to,” Barghest said.

“I have the evidence,” Callum said. “Send someone back into the crowd to find the dagger with the sigil on it, they’re capturing souls for some kind of summoning ritual.”

Barghest straightened and shouted something over his shoulder to the woman behind him. Callum couldn’t hear exactly what it was over the sounds of the crowd around them, but she nodded and headed off in the direction of the man Callum was sure had gotten away.

“Call my Uncle Danny,” Callum said. “Please, I need to tell my mom myself.”

“If you were going to do that you would have already,” Barghest said. “I take it you were responsible for those bodies in the alley?”

“What bodies?” Callum asked. He lifted his chin in defiance. Barghest beelined them into a tram station.

“We’ll see about it,” Barghest said. He kept a harsh hold on the chain between Callum’s hands the rest of the way through the lines and Callum kept his breathing even and watched the other members of the crowd. Tixi appeared and disappeared along his peripheral vision, sometimes running between the forest of legs here and sometimes coming closer and perching on people’s messenger bags and nearby ashtrays. 

Callum made eye contact with her a couple of times and when he was sure Barghest wasn’t looking, mouthed at her.

‘I need something to pick these locks with.’

She cocked her head at him at certain moments, and disappeared in others. By the time they reached the end of the line, he was uncertain if she’d understood him, but she never completely left his field of vision.

Maybe, he thought. Maybe. He noticed the other officer dragging a struggling hooded figure in behind them and that made him relax a little bit, at least. He’d be questioned. He wouldn’t be killing anyone else.

The rest of the tram ride was spent in silence.

When they reached the station there was an explosion of whispers as Barghest shoved Callum roughly toward his office. For a second, he was sure Barghest was going to let him go as he unlocked one of the cuffs, but that was only until he reattached Callum around the back of the chair.

“I’ll be right back,” he said, “and I’ll have questions.”

“Wait,” Callum said. Barghest paused at the door to his office. “Let me give you my report first and then you can ask the rest of your questions and call my mother. At least give me long enough to explain the situation, please. I’m not going to talk unless I can do it now.”

“Alright,” he said. “Start talking.”

Barghest turned around in the doorway and leaned against the frame. Over his shoulder, Callum could see Tixi digging through a desk whose occupant had gone home for the evening and it took every ounce of his willpower not to look at her.

“You’re aware of the cambion murders, right?” Callum asked. “And there have been a couple nephilim as well?”

“You know about that,” Barghest said. His brow fell over his eyes like a shadow. “Keep talking, this had better be good.”

“I was one of them,” Callum said. “They tried to kill me with a dagger with that sigil on it, your officer should have found it. The man I was after ditched it. It might be too late to catch him but it’s not too late for the evidence. I pretended I was dead because I thought it would be easier to find them if they thought they’d gotten me and I thought…”

“You thought they wouldn’t go after another afrite if they thought you were dead,” Barghest deadpanned. “You still should have told your mother.”

“I’m sure she’ll still agree with you, sir,” Callum said. “Whatever they’re doing they need one of each. That much I’m sure of. I’ve gotten information from several sources and we’re all in the process of figuring out the details but I’m telling you what I can. They have six out of seven cambion and I know they’re going after nephilim now. Do you know how many they have?”

Barghest sighed.

“I don’t see how it can hurt at this point,” he said. “There have been two.”

“There would have been three today,” Callum said. “There was a half daeva under the blade, I stopped him from killing her. You’re welcome.”

“We’ll see how much this helps,” Barghest said. “I’ll still need the names of your informants, but we’ll get your mother on her way here and then I can finish getting the rest of this report from you.”

He turned the bulk of his mass and walked out of the room. A moment later, Tixi poofed into existence behind him, clinging to the back of the chair with her tail and tinkering softly with the locks at his wrist.

“So boss,” she said. “How much candy am I getting out of this one?”

“Five bags,” Callum said.

She leaned around with one tiny clawed hand and gestured upward with a smug little smirk on her face.

“You can do better,” she said. “Consider for a moment that I’m doing you a huge favor and how screwed you’ll be if I don’t come through.”

“Ten,” Callum said.

“Make it thirteen,” Tixi said. “I like that number.”

Extorted by an imp. What would his father say?

“Fine,” Callum said. “Just do it.”

The lock clicked almost instantly and he leaned back to make sure Barghest wasn’t looking before he rose from his seat and crossed to the window.

“You’re a lifesaver,” he breathed, thumbed the lock to the window open and shoved the glass aside. He could hear footsteps coming back toward him from behind and he had no choice but to leave the window open.

Callum expected an angry shout as he left. He expected something, anything. There wasn’t. The cuff still hung off of one wrist, and he didn’t stop until he was sure no one was following.

Tixi clung to his arm as she picked the remaining lock with a pair of paperclips and Callum’s very first stop was to the candy store. She’d earned this.

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWELVE

Trouble, Everywhere

 

“The Voice of the Night here to talk about the Nightingales. How much do they actually know? Word on the street is these ladies are trading more than just songs.

The amount of information I’ve been able to get my hands on is pretty limited. They apparently recognized my voice and wouldn’t talk to me when I tried to flag one down. Consider this an open request for somebody to act as a proxy for me?

Anyway, there are a lot of rumors that they’re prostitutes and plenty more that they’re just entertainers, but I’m reasonably sure that’s a lot of bunk. You know what makes people forget you’re there and puts you in a convenient place to hear a lot of things you wouldn’t otherwise?

Being the entertainment.

Unfortunately, I’d know all about that because some people aren’t taking my hard hitting reporting seriously out there.

You know who you are.”

 

After a morning of trying and failing to get a line to Martin, Elysia turned her attention to her other assignment. It would have to wait, and if he’d skipped town that was disappointing but understandable. Things had gotten tense.

She hoped he’d gone somewhere warm.

The Ninth Circle was a well known club for pleasure-seekers of all sorts. Madame Haywood kept a tight hold on everyone who entered and exited through that front door. The rules were simple; leave your colors at the door. Street bias was not welcome here. It didn’t matter if you were Torchlighter red, Gate Street gold or Hellwatch steel, you behaved yourself in Zenith’s house or you answered to her brother, Uther.

What happened to Callum had happened outside. As much as Zenith had tried to keep Callum’s murder suppressed, people talked.

There was no telling Ely she couldn’t be where she was, and as long as she paid and was careful not to sit where she was seen, she could listen in to a lot here.

They had a magician on stage tonight. His hands were quick enough that even Ely couldn’t catch it when he palmed coins or where he produced his birds from. Several women at nearby tables simply couldn’t keep their eyes off of the man, and she had to imagine it made his misdirection that much easier. He threw her a wink as she walked by. She snorted and made her way over to the bar.

Zenith Haywood was a cambion in her own right. She was slight and lovely with hair the color of the sky after a rainstorm; impossibly blue without some kind of planar interference. She smiled as Ely took a seat at a stool.

“What can I help you with?” Zenith asked.

“Peach wine,” Ely said. “Just a glass if you would.”

Zenith gave a nod and turned around to pour it. The bar was a large round area in the center of the establishment, and unfortunately there wasn’t a defensible seat to be had around the island. It was also the hub of activity and if she was going to catch wind of something interesting it was most likely to happen here.

Ely wasn’t technically old enough for the wine by Daelan City law. She was confident, though, that no one would ask and even if by some miracle a hellhound ended up in here and noticed, it was a fight they weren’t likely to pick. She was Joey Trezza’s daughter. Even if they were brave enough to push past that, her brother had just died.

Zenith had a very different sort of power from Ely’s parents. Perhaps she didn’t have a personal army, but she certainly had dozens of men and women ready to jump at her call at any given moment. She offered the small diversions that made life in the city halfway tolerable, and it was amazing what the people were willing to do to keep her in business.

It was quiet, subtle power. Ely respected that.

“Hard to see the show when you’re not looking at it,” a voice said at her shoulder. Ely glanced up and chuckled, raising a brow. It was the magician, all loose dark curls, carefully groomed goatee and dark blue eyes that would have reminded her of her mother’s if they hadn’t been so human. She was surprised to realize he couldn’t have been much older than she was, two or three years at most.

“I doubt you’ve met a single person in your life that’s ever characterized you as ‘hard to see’,” Ely said.

“And yet you seem to have found a way. Impressive,” he said. There was a smirk on his face and several of the women that had been watching him on stage were craning their necks to get a look at who he was talking to. Wonderful, this was just what she needed. Attention called to her before she found the Asteri boy.

She took a moment to consider the situation, and the options it brought with it. Throwing her drink at him would likely raise the ire of his gaggle of fans on the other side of the room. On the other hand, it seemed she’d already done that simply by being the target of his current interest.

To make matters worse, Vivi Verida had just walked in with her half-imp paramour, Alric. That was the conversation she’d come here to listen in on. They were supposed to be making some kind of arrangement with the young business man.

That did it. She had to get rid of him. In her experience, most men shared a single weak point, so she aimed at it mercilessly.

“Really, are you so insecure that you need every eye in the room on you? Most people outgrow that phase by the time they reach age seven, you know. I’d have to guess that level of immaturity applies to every part of you,” she said, giving him an obvious once over that lingered a shade longer than necessary at the front of his trousers.

“I don’t need it. You’re the one that was missing out,” he said, grinning like a dumb puppy.

Ancients, he really meant that. What in all the hells had ever given a single person the right to that much confidence? 

“How sad for me,” she said, dryly. Out of the corner of her eye, she caught sight if Vivi coming toward the bar and turned her face in a last ditch effort to avoid being seen.

“Asteri,” Vivi said. “I’m glad to see you’re punctual, I was hoping we could get this conversation over with quickly.”

Damn. Asteri? This was Dorian Asteri? She had been expecting a three piece suit, pinstripes, maybe a little bit of the anxiety that comes with the aristocracy and merchant class when they’re dealing with criminals. Not an entertainer. What did he even need that performance job for?

But even Elysia had to admit that on the arm of the man they came to talk to was the best way to ensure Vivi couldn’t send her away.

“Well I never do anything too quickly,” the magician said. He winked at Vivi over Ely’s shoulder, and in  half a beat she’d made her decision and fell into the role like she’d been born to it.

“I can confirm,” Ely said, getting to her feet and slipping an arm through the magician’s. The smile on her face was every bit as bright and bubbly as the women at the tables near the stage had been. “I hope you don’t mind my little intrusion. Mr. Asteri and I were just having the most fascinating conversation about his prestidigitation.”

Vivi’s eyes fell on her. There had been moments before, when Ely had seen her brothers make eye contact with people they hated, and she could have described it as a charge filling the air between them. With Vivi, and particularly with herself, that was not the case. There was a void between them as their eyes met. Vivi was as dead and unfeeling as a shark. Ely dimmed her own to match, in spite of the smile.

The magician didn’t miss a beat. Ely couldn’t deny his grin was objectively dazzling.

“So do you wanna talk here or should the three of us head somewhere more private?” he asked.

“My husband,” Vivi said, putting particular emphasis on the words, “has secured us a booth in the back, Mr. Asteri. I had been hoping this would be a closed conversation, the young lady is a bit of a conflict of interest.”

“I didn’t come here on business,” Ely said, with a chuckle. “All pleasure, I promise.”

She put an emphasis on the word, and a hint of a purr.

“Oh, I assure you,” Dorian said, in a voice as smooth as top shelf whiskey, “my interests are far from conflicted.”

She threw a wink, mimicking the quirk of the lips Dorian had used when he winked at her as she walked by earlier. Vivi’s knuckles were turning white on the clutch of her purse.

“Well it’s rude to keep a woman waiting,” Dorian said. “To the back then.”

Ely decided he was either much dumber than he looked, or not nearly close to it. She leaned the latter. The three of them headed back to one of the tables behind curtains in the back room and Dorian pulled it back for Ely, bending slightly at the waist like a perfect gentleman and letting her sit first.

It would have been insulting to dismiss the gesture like she dearly wanted to. This was going to leave her backed into a corner. If she needed to get out quickly, that was going to be a problem. Vivi smiled genuinely for the first time since she came in and Ely nodded back to Dorian as she slid into the booth.

For the first time, she considered this might be a trap. What if he was just that charismatic? That good at weaving the web he wanted people to see, over the truth? And she had just walked right into it because he looked too dumb and pretty to be a liar. How stupid was she?

She dismissed the thought almost as soon as it crossed her mind. How could he have known who she was? And no amount of smoke and mirrors could have caused him to attract that gaggle of society girls to his side.

The weight of the gun in her coat pocket was a comfort, at least. Even if Zenith would have her head on a pike if she used it.

Vivi slid into the booth beside Alric and straightened. Ely found herself on the same side of the table as the half-imp, the pair of them in stark contrast to one another. Alric was built like a brick with tomato red skin and a big metal stein clenched in his fingers. He took up over half the booth on his own. Ely was small and graceful, her complexion the color of half-dried sand, with a wine flute perched in her hand.

“I’ll get to the point,” Vivi said. “We’re interested in buying.”

“Of course you are, it’s a great product. The real question is, are you interested at the right price?” Dorian asked. His glass was more like Ely’s. Long-stemmed and glittering with something that smelled more like fruit than liquor. He was half-leaning on the bar and the smirk on his face was what most of the laymen would have called devilish.

Ely knew better. No demon ever smirked like that.

“A thousand sigils for a shipment the size of the one you sent to Neith,” Vivi said. “We can have it to you in cash by the end of the week.”

“That’s wasteland robbery,” Ely said, blithely. It was a neutral enough statement to apply to anything. Hopefully, it would draw one of them into saying something more specific, to give her more context or maybe a confirmation as to what he was selling. If not it would at least throw some sand in the gears. If this was about what she thought it was, she was right.

“I wouldn’t go that far, doll. But she’s got a point, Viv. We’re not making friends here with these things. If I’m gonna sign off on a shipment that size, the gears are gonna need a lot more grease,” Dorian said.

Her blood heated at being called ‘doll’, but she kept her face that passive pleasant.

“If you want to wait a few more days I suppose we can do a few hundred more,” Vivi said.

“Only a few hundred?” Ely asked. She glanced sidelong at Dorian, giving him a dubious look. “How much did they pay you in Neith?”

“Well it’s not good practice to disclose that type of information,” Dorian said, “but in the interest of fostering this new relationship, it was double that. I want to help you, Vivian, I really do, but we can’t give them away for nothing. I’m either gonna need to see some sigils, or we’re gonna have to work out something a bit more long term. Make sure the investment’s good, you understand?”

“And if you want me to pay that much I’m going to need to see some proof that they work as promised,” Vivi said. She kept her calm, though Ely could see the veins beginning to pulse in the side of her neck.

“A demonstration?” Ely asked, brightly. Vivi turned her gaze on Ely in a moment. Her look could have curdled milk. Ely was made of tougher stuff than that.

Dorian smirked again.

“Of course. That’s my favorite part,” he said, then chuckled and added, “It’s not, the money is, but this part’s close.”

Vivi’s knuckles were turning white again. They had spoken so carefully to keep Ely from finding out what they were talking about this whole time and now she had managed to maneuver her way into not only hearing about it, but seeing the product in action.

She felt the weight of her gun. This was going to be fine. Even if it was a trap, it was going to be fine.

“When?” Vivi asked. The word was clipped. She was starting to lose her temper.

“Oh, can’t we see it now?” Ely asked. She forced a spark into her eyes when she looked up at the magician, and squeezed his arm just slightly. She’d decided he wasn’t stupid, but she was relatively sure he did want her and leaning into that just a little couldn’t hurt.

“You said you wanted this over with quickly. If muscles there thinks he can handle it, we can head out back right now,” Asteri said.

Some kind of weapon, Ely had to guess. If this wasn’t the quick-summon circles they might be headed into some kind of trouble. Did it apply? If something broke out it might, but if it did, it would be a really dicey product. It was too late to back out now, and Vivi was as cornered as she was.

“Alright,” she said, getting to her feet. “If it works I’ll go as high as two thousand and five hundred. I expect to sign on it before we leave tonight. I won’t have the Trezzas snaking this one out from under me.”

Vivi gave Ely a withering look before starting for the back door.

Dorian stood and looked back at Ely over his shoulder a moment.

“Wouldn’t blame you if you wanted to stay inside,” he said. “What’s about to happen isn’t for the faint of heart.”

She thought back to the dissection earlier that morning. This time, her smile was genuine.

“I think I’ll be alright,” she said. She slid out of the booth, her wine glass still in her hand.

Dorian led them out back into a small, fenced-in side yard and disappeared back into the bar. Ely stood across from Vivi for a moment, Alric with his arms folded across his chest behind her, and for a long moment none of them said anything. Breaking the silence was a demerit, after all, and what was there to say in a moment like this?

Dorian returned with a briefcase clutched in his left hand. He opened it with a key from the chain around his neck and produced a ream of folded paper from the inside. This was it, then. Her interest stirred.

He unfolded it, laying it on the ground and Ely’s breath caught when she saw what was on it. It was most of a functional summoning circle. Dorian drew a small notebook from the interior pocket of his jacket, and an ink pen from the same and scrawled a name between two of the spokes. In this, he was careful, and his penmanship was as good as his sleight of hand.

“A single drop of blood,” he said, pulling the pin out of his stage corsage and driving it into the meaty part of his thumb. A bead of blood welled there and he pressed it into the center of the printed circle. There was a faint glow that grew brighter by the second until finally, a wind djinn stood in the center. “And there you have it. You’ve seen it with your own eyes.”

“Why call me, mortal?” the djinn demanded.

It was to wind as an afrite was to fire. His skin was mottled grey, and his translucent hair flowed around head and shoulders in a constant updraft.

“Oh, right,” Dorian said, scratching the back of his head as he assessed the demon. “Uh. I’ve got big plans tomorrow night. Make sure it doesn’t rain.”

Alric was laughing from his place on the other side of the small yard. Ely shook off her surprise long enough to break in.

“By which of course he means, take the rain clouds elsewhere,” she said. “The wind can do that, after all.”

The djinn’s tumultuous eyes fell on her.

“Nephil,” they spat. 

“I’ll have you know, my father carries the blood of an afrite,” Ely said.

“Then he’s disgraced himself,” the djinn said. “It is no concern of mine. Fine. The rain. Am I dismissed once that is done? Dusk tomorrow?”

“Dusk tomorrow,” Dorian agreed, and the djinn vanished in a cloud that smelled of sulfur.

“Two thousand five hundred sigils,” Vivi said. Ely’s insides twisted. She didn’t even know how big a shipment they were talking about but if the Gaters got their hands on something like this her family was in some really serious trouble. Even if Gate Street decided to sell off most of them in the first place.

And on the other hand they could really use something like this.

Vivi produced a folded paper from the inside of her sleeve and slammed it down onto the picnic table on her side of the yard. She took the pen from Dorian’s hand and signed her name at the bottom of the page in a single fluid gesture.

“Do not disappoint me, Asteri,” Vivi said. She turned to stalk out of the yard, Alric lumbering close behind. Even as they disappeared in to the bar, Ely knew one thing for certain. She could not, under any circumstances, allow them to get their hands on that shipment.

Once Vivi was out of earshot, Ely turned to look at Dorian sidelong, her face melting of the bubbly smile she’d assumed for Vivi’s benefit and resuming its usual schooled blank. She turned to the magician, straightening her shoulders.

“The Torchlighters can do three thousand,” she said. “We can have it to you tomorrow.”

“That is quite a bit of cash,” Dorian said, “but it’s not very good business practice, is it? Why don’t I just put you down for a separate order?”

“Do you know who that woman is?” Ely asked, folding her arms and assessing him. He clearly knew something, and he certainly wasn’t as stupid as he looked at first. Foolish, maybe, but not stupid.

“Honestly no, but I know she has the sigils and my father needs deals to start happening in this city,” he said.

“She’s a shoeshiner,” Ely said. She made it sound almost casual. “So are we, but we’re not like her. The Gate Street Players are racketeers, they aren’t protecting their people from shit, they’re extorting money and if they don’t get it, they cause problems. Burn buildings. Terrorize honest people. The Torchlighters exist because we forced trash like that out of the dock district. Imagine for a second what happens if a woman like that can call hell on a whim. Imagine for a second what happens when her boys get that kind of power.”

Ely glanced back at the now charred ream of paper lying on the brick.

“If that’s not enough to convince you, consider how strict the summoning laws are in this city,” Ely said. “There are penalties for unlicensed summoning. The aristocracy won’t be happy with you and they have ways of making life difficult. I’m not saying that’s right or fair but it’s the truth. And as far as I know your family are the only ones selling these.”

“We know how strict the laws are,” Dorian said. “I knew Viv was a criminal element. That’s why we came to them in the first place. Once these get into the hands of the people, the law will be powerless to stop them and we can take this business legit.”

“It’s cute that you think she’s going to distribute any of those to the people,” Ely said, raising a brow. “Let me tell you what she will do. She will hoard them. She will give them to her people only and use it to leverage power because that is what people like Vivi Verida do. You’re giving them a loaded gun with only a rudimentary understanding of how to use it and people are going to get hurt. This? It should be in the hands of the people. But not like this, not if they don’t know what they’re doing with it. Unless all you’re concerned about is how much money you can get this way.”

She met his eyes again, and she could feel a burning behind her own. For a moment, she felt like she’d opened her mouth and her father had come out. That was a point of pride.

It was also a big risk and a big assumption. If he really didn’t care about doing the right thing, it would be a massive tactical error and she would have to take care of the shipment another way.

“And I’m supposed to just take you at your word that selling to her would be bad and selling to you would be good?” he asked, quirking a brow.

Ely smiled without it touching her eyes.

“No,” she said. “You’re supposed to spend time with me and see for yourself. No one is going to think twice about two attractive young people lingering in the same spaces, and I don’t think it’s in your best interests to pretend that isn’t what you wanted in the first place.”

She lent her voice a seductive undertone; she’d heard people use them before. Callum was a shameless flirt and her parents had never stopped trying to win one another over. It was another facsimile of emotion she had learned to parrot flawlessly. Happiness, shame, hopefulness. Attraction.

“Well, when you put it that way, how can I say no?” he asked, smirking.

“I thought you might say that,” she said, and slid her arm into his. She’d won herself an escort for tonight and the foreseeable future, but this product he was peddling was almost guaranteed to be a brilliant success and he wasn’t a bad looking man. At the very least she enjoyed the envious stares of the women in the Ninth Circle.

She would figure out how to play him better as time went on. Perhaps this wouldn’t be so bad after all.

 

Barghest was sitting in the back of a local diner when Joey Trezza walked in. He was busy. Too busy for this, but he’d thought taking a break to refuel was important. One of the very first things he’d learned doing this job was that if he bottomed out, he wasn’t any good to anyone.

And here Joey was. Because of course he was. And of course he was coming over to Barghest’s table. For a moment, he considered leaving.

But no. This could be important.

“How’s it going?” Joey asked, dropping into the seat across from him. He had that gleam in his eye. The one that said this conversation was going to be anything but casual. “Fancy meeting you here.”

“What do you want, Trezza?” he asked. It came out more tired than angry. “Is this a social call or do you have business? My hands are a little full.”

“I’ll make it quick then,” Joey said. “It’s about whatever this thing is that’s been going on between you and my wife.”

The words were like a suckerpunch. Unexpected. It sent his mind running over the last three conversations he’d had with Ophelia and what he might have said that could have been construed as inappropriate. There was nothing.

“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” Barghest said. As long as he was still sitting here, he took a bite of his tuna sandwich. Even if there was irritation swelling in his chest, 

“See,” Joey said, “you do. I’ve heard the two of you talking and what she had to say about it. There’s something, some bad blood there. So what I’m asking you to do, man to man, is use your words and talk to her like an adult. Be friends again. She misses you.”

There was an obvious moment where Barghest stumbled over the conversation point. He took the opportunity to take another bite of sandwich and used the chewing to consider what Joey had just said.

“Most men wouldn’t make that request,” Barghest said, finally.

“Why?” Joey asked. He cocked a brow, his lean frame forming a subdued ‘s’ shape on the far chair with his arms folded. “If this is about the competition I’m pretty sure I already won.”

Barghest snorted.

“It’s not like that and you know it,” Barghest said. “It would bring me closer to your business.”

“We’re both trying to help this city in our own ways,” Joey said. “And you’d have this solved by now if you weren’t so distracted. Talk to her.”

“We’ll see,” Barghest said.

“Good enough,” Joey said, and got to his feet with a little grin. “Good doing business with you, Tin Can.”

“Let’s not make a habit of it,” Barghest replied.

“No problem,” Joey said. He gave a little wave as he headed for the door.

 

Ophelia was sitting in the parlor treating her sword with a whetstone when she heard the scrying mirror begin to hum. She set the stone aside, and laid the sword carefully across the table with both hands before walking out into the hall and approaching the glass. The moment her fingertips brushed the surface, a pale faced, long-fingered demon peered out at her.

“You have a call from the Hellwatch,” he said. “Will you take it?”

“If I say no, he’s just going to come here,” she said, straightening. “Yes, I’ll accept the call.”

The mirror rippled once again like disturbed water and after a moment she found herself face to face with Barghest. She opened her mouth to greet him, but he was talking before she could even start.

“Ophelia,” he said, “there’s something you should know.”

He stood straight with his shoulders back, his brow furrowed. He was a model of a perfect military man in that moment, but something about the rigidity of his stance told her volumes of how uncomfortable he must have been in that moment.

“What is it?” she asked. She braced herself for anything. Another loss. New information about her son’s murder. The arrest of someone else she cared about. Barghest sighed.

“There’s no easy way to say this, so I’m just gonna be out with it,” he said.

“Then do it, there is nothing you can tell me right now that could possibly be worse than what my mind is tormenting me with,” she said, softly. “Please.”

“Callum is alive,” he said. “And he’s escaped the station.”

She felt like she’d been punched in the sternum hard enough to cave her breastplate in.

“What?” she asked, and in the shadow of the scrying mirror she could see her reflection looked as shocked as she felt. She had gone pale all the way to her fingertips.

“I had him in the station for questions, and he got away,” Barghest said. “I’m…honestly not sure how.”

The heat flared in her chest, sudden and intense.

“You had my son at the station,” Ophelia repeated. “Callum is alive and you brought him in and you didn’t call me immediately? You brought him in and you lost him?”

“He said he wanted to tell you himself, but he kind of forfeited that,” Barghest said.

“Do you have any idea where he’s gone?” Ophelia asked, steel creeping into her tone.

“Hopefully he’s on his way to you, and not off doing something stupid,” Barghest said.

“If he isn’t here in an hour, he is almost certainly off doing something stupid,” Ophelia said. “And I am going to find him and put a stop to it, you have my word on that. Thank you so much, Barghest.”

“I wish I could have done more,” he said.

“My son is alive,” Ophelia said.  There was a soft hitch in her voice that signaled inevitable tears like a dark cloud signaled rain. “How could I ask for more than that?”

“Well he could be a bit safer than he is,” Barghest said.

“You are a magnificent commander and a highly effective guard,” Ophelia said, “but even you would have a difficult time protecting that boy from his own idiocy.”

“I wasn’t gonna be the one to say it,” Barghest said.

“I appreciate it,” Ophelia said, dryly. “Now please, do not mistake my need to step away right now for ungratefulness, but…”

“No, I understand. You’ve got a son to find,” he said.

And a husband to inform, she thought, but she didn’t say it out loud. Not now.

She made a sound that could have been a laugh if there weren’t such bitterness in it.

“I suppose I deserve this,” she said, quietly.

“No one deserves to go through what you’ve gone through,” Barghest said, firmly. And he would know, wouldn’t he? She looked up at him, meeting his eyes once more and nodded.

“I’ll let you know when we’ve found him,” she said. “Please, do call if you see him again.”

This time, his only response was a nod. She lifted her fingers to wipe the mirror clean and the hall fell into silence again. She turned, only to find Joey already standing at the bottom of the stairs, one shoulder leaning against the wall with his arms folded and a hard look in his hazel eyes.

“How much did you hear?” Ophelia asked.

“Every word,” he said.

She stepped closer to him, meaning to close to a conversational distance, but once she started taking steps she found she could not stop until she had walked into his arms and pulled him into a tight embrace.

“We’ll find him,” she breathed.

“I know we will,” Joey said, and in that moment, there was no way she could ever have doubted him.

She held him there for a couple of beats, long enough to force herself to get air into her lungs, before she took off at a brisk walk up the stairs.

“Ancients, I’m going to kill that boy,” she muttered, throwing open the door to their bedroom.

“Not if I find him first,” Joey said, He shut the door behind him and leaned against it, giving her an assessing look.

“What?” she asked, turning to look at him fully.

“Are you alright?” he asked.

“This is karma,” Ophelia said. “It’s karma and karma is a massive bitch.”

“Karma for what?” he asked.

“I seem to recall my own disappearing act,” she said. “It involved a dashing crime lord and a renegade rhakshasa.”

She tried to make light of it, but her heart was hammering. She wanted to be happy. She was happy. Wasn’t she? She couldn’t breathe for the amount of air in her chest. She wanted to smack Callum into next week.

Joey put his arms around her waist and pulled her in again.

“That was different,” he said. “You had good reasons for doing what you did.”

“I bet he thinks he has them too,” she said. “Where has he even been the past few days? Where has he been staying? What has he been doing for food?”

She pushed away from Joey and started to pace. He stayed where he was and let her.

“Every safe house I can think of is full of our own people,” she said.

“Think he might have been supporting himself?” Joey asked.

“Doing what?” Ophelia asked. “I love Callum but he doesn’t have any work skills to speak of.”

Joey’s expression melted for a moment into one of confusion before his brow furrowed. He met Ophelia’s eyes and she stopped pacing.

“What is it, Joey?” she asked.

“Who did we bury?” he asked. “That body looked an awful lot like him.”

Ophelia shook her head.

“We saw him the night before but we never looked in the coffin that night,” she said. “He might have come out.”

It meant he was working with someone. Augury had told her the wound seemed to be healing, but she and Barghest seemed just as convinced that he was dead as Ophelia had been.

“I haven’t been in his room since it happened,” Ophelia said. “I thought it would hurt too much so I never walked in…”

“You think he’s been sneaking in and out of the house?” Joey asked. “And we didn’t notice?”

“I think it’s a possibility,” she said. “Did you ever walk in there?”

“No,” he said. “I know Ely did.”

There was another silence between them, full of implication. Once it entered her mind, it tumbled through everything that had happened so far. Sam talking to himself. The bodies in the alley. Ely’s more erratic behavior.

“Son of a bitch,” Ophelia said. “They knew.”

She looked back up at Joey, at the little smirk on his face. Clearly he had come to the same conclusion.

“You’re a little bit proud of them, aren’t you?” she asked, pursing her lips.

“Aren’t you?” he asked, grinning a little. She couldn’t help but smile when he did, though hers didn’t quite reach her eyes and she could feel that much.

“I suppose it shows that they can keep a secret,” she said. “They grew up when we weren’t looking. When did this happen?”

Joey touched her cheek and he looked to him. He leaned in and kissed her then, gently on the lips, before pressing his forehead to hers. “Same time as everything else.”

“You’re not allowed to tell them you’re proud of any of this,” Ophelia said, but her relief was winning out and she couldn’t seem to force the smile off of her face.

“Of course not,” he said. “We can’t let them think this was okay or risk them doing it again, after all.”

“But,” she said, “at the same time I don’t think we should be too hard on him.”

“Oh?” he asked, raising a brow.

“When he comes back, that’s what we want him to do,” Ophelia said. “We’re going to have words. Of course we are. But I don’t want to make him feel like we’re punishing him for coming home.”

“We’ll talk about it,” Joey said. He wrapped his arms around her and she folded into him, resting her head against his shoulder. “Let’s bring him home first.” 

She nodded. She was still going to have to find him. She was going to have to get out there and look, because whatever was going on here it was more than they knew.

 

The mirror in the staff room went dark and Barghest turned from it, running a hand through his salt and pepper hair. Ophelia in that sort of distress was something he never wanted to get used to. This case was just a line of one thing after another.

First Callum, then the other cambion in the city, then nephilim, and now it turns out they’re missing their afrite after all, which was just a whole other set of people to worry about.

That brought him up short.

“They’re missing their afrite,” he muttered to himself through clenched teeth, and whipped right back around to the mirror.

He drew the sigil that connected it to Augury’s house with his index finger and waited. After a long pause the pale long-fingered demon appeared in the glass.

“The contact point you’re attempting to reach appears to be shattered,” the mirror demon said.

“Like hell it is, try again,” Barghest said.

The demon disappeared again but even as he waited this time, he knew the truth of it. They were missing their afrite. That was why someone had tried to break in. Had broken in from the sound of it. When the demon appeared again, Barghest broke in before it could speak.

“Thank you for trying, go on ahead with whatever it is you do when you’re off duty,” he said, and swiped his hand across the glass to cleanse it. He took off at a brisk walk that drew the stares of most of his staff, and that walk became a jog and then a full tilt run as soon as he got out the door.

He knew where her apartment was. He’d never been inside it but he’d walked her there a couple of times. It wasn’t so excessively far from the station that he thought it was worth taking the tram; he’d spent his entire life working out, running like hell from demons and towards them by turns depending on what the situation called for. The job had aged him beyond his years, but he was fit, and he was there before the hour turned.

The door was broken off its hinges and the entire inside of the apartment had been ransacked. No amount of living mess could have caused this much of a disaster area, but he could see the signs of her general messiness underneath it all.

The little sofa had scorch marks all along one side of it, and a pair of shears stabbed point down into the other arm. There were blackened shapes on the ceiling where flames had licked at it. There was blood on the carpet. Her scrying mirror had been shattered, just like the demon said, and glass littered the floor.

The radio sitting next to the window appeared to be in one piece, the sigils still glowing faintly along the encasement. A shelf had been overturned and books had spilled out into the general mess of the rest of the room as well.

He recognized a few texts on summoning immediately, and along with them several pulp novels, some of which were sitting with their pages splayed and the spines bent at odd angles. Something in his mind stilled and allowed him to think, in that moment. For some reason it was that detail that did it.

This was a good sign. In every other case there had been a body. If she were dead, there would have been a body.

“Augury?” he called out. There was no answer. If he knew her name, he might have been able to get someone to locate her for him. As it was, he couldn’t even be sure that blood on the carpet was hers.

If it belonged to her attacker, however, there was a good chance they would be in the same place. He grabbed the pair of shears from the arm of the sofa and leaned down to trim some of the blood-soaked carpet fibers. There were people he could take these to, people who would be able to track her down.

 

Callum paced in the alley, forcing himself to breathe. He ran both hands through his black-red hair. A few turns and he was sure he’d buried himself so far in the alleys of the labyrinth that there was no chance the Hellwatch would find him here, at least not for a little while.

Tixi curled her tail around the back of his neck.

“Are you going to go find your mother now?” Tixi asked. She had her little clawed fingers curled around one of the bags of caramels they’d stopped to buy on the way here. It felt crazy, in retrospect, but brilliant in other ways; Barghest wouldn’t have thought to look for him in a candy shop.

“Wait a minute,” Callum said, out of breath. “Let me get myself together, he’s going to call her.”

“Most people would consider that better than the alternative,” Tixi said in a singsong voice. The sound of footsteps at the other end of the alley made Callum tense. Tixi sighed and scaled the wall beside him with both feet and one hand as the other clutched her bag of candy, to sit on an outcropping of stone instead as Lena came into view.

“Does trouble follow you everywhere you go?” she asked, a smile touching her lips. Her arms were folded, her cerulean hair falling around her shoulders in loose curls. Her dress barely fell below the knee, beaded fringe clacking softly with every step.

She had a long cigarette holder perched between her fingers and she took a drag from it, stopping three paces from Callum. She turned her head to release the smoke and it curled through the air rising around Tixi. In his peripheral vision he could see the imp’s eyes were narrowed.

“I’d be lying if I said it didn’t,” Callum said, trying not to sound as winded as he was and failing spectacularly. 

“Tell me what happened, little ember,” she said, extending her free hand to touch his cheek. For a moment, Callum started to pull away, but she was faster and the edges of the world became soft. “I’m listening and I am here for you.”

“Barghest picked me up,” Callum said. “The hellhounds. They’re going to call my mother, I can’t keep this a secret for much longer.”

“Oh, darling, there’s no need for that worry,” Lena said. “Your father doesn’t trust the Hellwatch at the best of times and your mother would never forgive him for lying about something like that.”

It sounded wrong. Like on some level this would be crossing a line. But Lena was so sure, and this was so important…

“What if you’re wrong?” he asked.

“Oh, I’m not,” Lena said, chuckling. “Relax and stay hidden. You haven’t revealed yourself to anyone else, have you?”

In the back of his mind, he thought of Ely and Sam. He pushed his thoughts of her way down. Not that. Ely wouldn’t tell. Sam hadn’t told. Lena didn’t need to know.

“No,” Callum said.

“Good boy,” Lena said. She removed her hand and took another drag from her cigarette. “Don’t tell your parents yet.”

A plume of smoke escaped her lips as she said it.

“Is there anything you need from me?”

“Not unless you’ve found anything else out about these daggers,” Callum said. “I learned they’re going after nephilim now.”

“Do not forget,” Lena said, “they are still missing their afrite. Whatever they are trying to do with this they cannot do it so easily as they believe they can. The moment they find out you’re alive, that changes. They will simply go and get another one.”

“I know,” Callum said. “I’m being careful.”

“See to it that you do,” Lena said. “There will be a new mask for you in the dead drop.”

With that, she started to walk. Callum waited until her footsteps faded to look up at Tixi’s perch. She was gone. A moment later she appeared as a weight on his right shoulder and he jumped a little.

“She’s got her fingers in your mind,” Tixi said. “Did you know?”

Her words cut through the fog.

“I…”

He wanted to say he didn’t. But he wasn’t surprised. On some level he had known this. He wanted to think he was stronger than that. He wanted to think he had the kind of will that could not be swept under by the mind games of a witch.

His chest tightened and he took a step back to touch the brick wall behind him. He could hear his heart hammering in his ears. Tixi ran her tiny fingers through his hair in a comforting way.

“There, there,” she said. “Now is no time to fall apart, Trezza. We’ve got company incoming.”

His head snapped up and he saw she was right. Long shadows bent in the wisplight against the end of the alleyway and he could hear them jostling one another and raising a ruckus.

They sure weren’t Hellwatch, but he was far enough into the city that they could easily be worse. Gaters.

“We should go,” Tixi said.

“I don’t think so,” Callum said, straightening. His blood was burning. How dare she. How dare she get inside his head and move things around without his leave. How dare she lead him into lying to his family. How dare she make so much sense, and how dare she lure him into trusting her with that doll face of hers.

As the three men rounded the corner, he caught flashes of Gate Street Gold. Callum grinned.

“You fellas picked the wrong alley,” he said. He slipped the button of his cuff and started to shove both shirtsleeves up to the elbow.

“Who do you think you are?” the one in the middle demanded, stepping forward. Callum extended and curled his fingers as he stepped forward. Flames sprang to life, crackling along his fingers and licking up his forearms.

“Just a man about to burn a few piss jackets,” Callum said. “Go ahead and try to buzz off, I feel like chasing you down right now.”

 From the smell of it, one of them actually pissed themselves.

“Trezza?” the one on the right asked through a throat that sounded dryer than the wastes.

“Baloney, we saw them bury him,” the one on the right said. He didn’t sound convinced.

Callum grinned and threw a ball of fire at their feet. They started running. He chased, as good as his word. The fire inside him came rolling out of his fingertips and, curling up his skin and throwing shadows all around the alley as his leather shoes scraped the brick street and he went careening around the corner.

His second fireball caught one man in the back and he shrieked as he went down, frantically trying to put himself out. Callum threw another ball of fire into him for good measure and kept running.

The heat and ache in his legs felt good, like an outlet for the raw rage he felt on the inside. Lena was gone, and he couldn’t go after her right now, but he could take these shmucks. He reeled back to throw a third fireball, when a hand caught him around the wrist and he was hauled back off his feet.

“So Barghest wasn’t lying,” a voice said. Callum would have known Uncle Danny anywhere. He struggled, tugged at his arm, but a pair of strong hands went around his shoulders and turned him around to hold him at arm’s length and the heat in his uncle’s hazel eyes took the fight right out of him. “Look at you.”

“Let me explain,” Callum said. Now his voice sounded dry.

“Oh, you’re gonna,” Uncle Danny said. “Running around out here burning Gate Street like we’re not already on the verge of war with them over your little stunt.”

There was a beat of silence and Danny narrowed his eyes. His fingers clenched tighter.

“Prove it’s you,” he said.

“What?” Callum asked.

“There are creatures out there that can change their skins like they change their clothes and I saw them bury you. I saw you lying in that coffin. Prove it’s you and not some shifter pretending to be,” Danny said. His voice was low and soft and dangerous. A cold chill ran through Callum’s blood as he realized how serious Danny was right now, and that if he couldn’t make his case, his uncle might actually kill him.

It had always been kind of funny when Uncle Danny made threats, but now that he found himself on the receiving end of one, there was nothing humorous about it at all.

“How do I prove something like that?” Callum asked.

“Tell me what you said the night your sister was born,” Danny said.

“What, that she looked like a bald rat?” Callum asked.

Danny relaxed immediately and pulled Callum into a tight hug.

“If you ever scare me, or my brother, or your poor mother like that again, I’m going to throw you in the river tied to a brick, do you understand me?” Danny asked. There was no bite in it, this time. Callum hugged him back and found the tremble had returned to him.

“I’m sorry,” he breathed.

“Sorry for letting us all think we’d lost you?” Danny asked. “Come on, you need to head home.”

“Wait,” Callum said. He didn’t have anything left in him to fight with. If Uncle Danny wanted to push this, that was going to be the end of it. Callum straightened and pulled his hand free. Danny folded arms the size of young tree trunks and waited. “Can we please go back to your place and talk about this first? Let me explain the situation, I swear I didn’t do this for no reason.”

“There’s no reason good enough,” Danny said. “But fine. Come on, kid.”

They walked, and Callum felt himself calming every step of the way. It was a longer trek than he remembered from this part of town to his Uncle’s loft apartment over the burnt out ruin of what used to be the general store. The building was structurally sound and he’d carved this space out for himself years ago.

There were too many stairs. Callum’s whole body was burning from exhaustion and by the time he dropped onto the green suede divan, he just wanted to curl up and go to sleep for a hundred years. Tixi climbed up onto the back of the divan and swished her tail against the fabric.

“Start talking,” Danny said, dropping into an arm chair. “And while you’re at it introduce me to your friend.”

He drew out a pair of crystal glasses just like the ones they had at home and poured a brandy for himself and one for Callum before sliding it over to him. Callum took the glass in both hands and took a deep breath.

“This is Tixi,” he said. “She’s helping me out for caramel candies. Tixi, this is my Uncle Danny.”

“Enchanted,” Tixi said, dipping into a little bow as her long tail arced through the air behind her.

“I’ve never met an imp with manners so good,” Danny said, nodding to her. “You’re welcome to stay as long as you like.”

“Careful,” Callum said, “she’ll do it and she’ll eat you out of house and home.”

Danny was already pulling out a shot glass for the imp.

“You still have explaining to do,” he said. “Start talking.”

Tixi wrapped her tail around the shot glass Danny poured for her and brought it to her lips with a pleased flourish, and crossed her legs to listen. The amused expression on her face felt like a mild betrayal.

“I got stabbed,” Callum said. “I went down and the next thing I knew there was a woman and she told me that I couldn’t come and tell you or anyone what happened to me because it would cause a lot of problems. She said the people that had done it would go to ground and it was important that they didn’t know I was alive. Tixi thinks she’s messing with my head.”

“I don’t think,” Tixi said. “I saw. She was doing it. I wouldn’t lie about that.”

“I see,” Danny said. “How long have you known?”

“About ten minutes?” Callum asked. “Maybe an hour depending on how long it took to walk this far? It was a long walk, my feet are howling.”

“Stop complaining and finish your story,” Danny said, sipping his brandy. “It must have been some strong magic if she just told you telling us would ‘cause problems’ and left it at that. What aren’t you telling me?”

“It was a sacrificial dagger,” Callum said. “Something that traps the soul for later. They were collecting half-breeds for something big. They think they got mine. If they know I’m alive, they know they don’t have it and they go after another afrite. And if they go after another afrite, they aren’t missing a piece to summon whatever it is they’re trying to call up.”

There was a soft clink of glass on polished wood as Danny set his brandy on the table. He was staring at Callum now, dark hazel eyes shadowed by his furrowed brow in the dimly lit room. Callum sat up.

“What kind of summoning takes seven cambion?” Danny asked.

“And seven nephilim,” Callum said. “They started going after those next. I don’t want to say it, but if anything is going to take that many souls, and souls that potent…”

“Ancients,” Danny muttered.

“Exactly,” Callum said, flinching a little bit. Humans were one thing. Angels and demons, another, more powerful thing. Ancients made angels and demons look like humans in comparison. It was impossible for him to fathom what one might possibly want.

He really doubted it would be as simple as caramels.

“I’ve been investigating the situation from the shadows, masked and trying to figure it all out. I thought…”

“You thought you’d stop this and come home,” Danny said, “and you didn’t think we’d help you?”

Callum ran both hands through his hair.

“She said everyone knew how my dad was going to react,” Callum said, “and that it would be off if he knew the truth.”

Sammy knew. Ely knew. He couldn’t tell Uncle Danny that without dragging them down with him. Maybe Ely deserved it, but Sam? No way.

“If it helps,” Tixi said, unsolicited, “it was very strong magic. I watched her do it.”

“And you didn’t do anything?” Danny asked, lifting a brow.

“Honey, I’m an imp,” Tixi said. “That woman’s blood was a demonic cocktail and she was a trained witch to boot. I wasn’t going to get involved with that.”

“Wait, what?” Callum asked, looking back at her over his shoulder. “Lena’s more than one kind of cambion?”

“Three quarters demon if she’s a drop,” Tixi said, eyes wide and serious. “Two djinn lines, concubus and a drop of human. But don’t feel bad, Rhys is a trained witch, too, and she still managed to get him.”

Callum stared at Tixi. She ran her fingers along her tail.

“What?” she asked.

“She went to Rhys and you didn’t tell me before now?” Callum asked.

“Hey,” she said, “I only just now found out you knew her and then you were throwing fire at shoeshiners and getting hauled away by your very large and very scary uncle. When did I have time to mention it before now, hm?”

Callum looked to Uncle Danny briefly, then back to Tixi.

“Make that six bags of caramel, little friend,” Callum said. “Assuming Uncle Danny is going to let me out of his sight again for a single second.”

“You’re a grown man, Callum,” Danny said, “and I can’t stop you. But don’t expect me to keep your secrets for you. Ophelia already knows you’re alive, or she knows that Barghest said so. You’re going to have to go and see her eventually.”

“I’ve been looking into this with Tess,” Callum said. “She and I have a crime scene to investigate together and I’m not sure Mom is going to let me go so easily after she sees me.”

“Sounds an awful lot like an excuse to me,” Danny said.

Callum reached over, picked up his glass of brandy and took a long sip from it, finally.

“I don’t know what to say to her,” Callum said. “I don’t know what to say to Dad, either. All of this made so much sense an hour ago and now I just feel like I’ve let them all down. They’re never going to trust me again.”

“You were under a spell, Cal,” Tixi said. She extended her shot glass to Danny with her tail and fluttered her eyelashes at him. “Would you mind terribly, big guy? Thanks.”

Danny refilled her glass, but his eyes never left Callum.

“Everybody screws up at one point or another,” he said. “This is going to be hard, but the longer you wait the worse it gets. Shame will drown you if you let it.”

“You sound like you know what you’re talking about,” Callum said.

Uncle Danny laughed.

“Everybody screws up at one point or another,” he repeated. “Ain’t always this big, but it always happens. Me and your old man included. Even your mother.”

“What, straight-laced ex-Hellwatch Ophelia?” Callum said, snorting and dropping his gaze to the green carpet.

“Ask her about it,” Uncle Danny said. “Disappearing without a word and letting everybody think you’re dead runs in the family.”

Callum furrowed his brow and stared at Uncle Danny over the rim of his glass, but it was clear the older cambion wasn’t going to say another word about it. Callum gave a nod, and rolled back over onto his back on the divan.

“If I stay here tonight,” Callum said, “are you going to call and tell on me?”

“If your mother asks me if I’ve seen you I’m going to say you’re here,” Danny said, “but I won’t call her. You can have the night at least. It sounds like you’ve been through an ordeal.”

He had. He was just so incredibly tired after all of it. He might have said more, might have asked questions, but the second Uncle Danny said it was okay and that he was safe—safe in a way he hadn’t been in weeks—his eyes were falling shut on him.

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER THIRTEEN

Enemy Lines

 

“If you’ve been listening to me for any length of time at all you know how much I hate having to indulge celebrity gossip, but it was on my docket for the day and management isn’t going to let it go unless I tell you about it.

Julianne Geist, up and coming factory moogle, has been arrested for insurance fraud. In a turn of events that is appalling only to people that liked her for some reason and surprises exactly no one, she burned down one of her own factories to get money to build new ones.

Her family has declined to comment at this time. Well, no kidding. I wouldn’t want to talk about this either. So let’s move on before we hang any more of these people’s laundry out to dry, shall we?”

 

Dorian was staring at her again.

Ely had found she was good at playing the besotted girlfriend, but there was hardly any need for it when she was at the Ninth Circle on Dorian Asteri’s arm. He kept glancing at her like he was afraid some pickpocket was going to come through and take her away and he wouldn’t see it until it was too late. It was quickly becoming the way of things.

The girls that enjoyed his magic show would glare at the pair of them and Ely would pretend not to notice while Dorian stared at her like she was the treasure here and she hadn’t just stolen him out from under the noses of his little fan club.

Meanwhile, she had the best seat in the house to overhear anything she wanted. The magician’s girlfriend could justify anywhere she wanted to put herself.

He’d been right, his act was very good.

Tonight, though, there was a singer on stage and Ely was interested in a very different sort of diversion.

“…to complete the set,” one of the passers-by was saying as they moved for the stairs. The other ducked his head and gave a quick look around the room that might have passed for casual to an observer that wasn’t her.

They rounded a corner and up the steps to the second floor, where private rooms were held both for more discrete meals and different kinds of interludes. She leaned back into Dorian and looked up at him with large eyes.

“Why don’t we get out of here?” she asked. He smiled at her, the left side of his lips tugging up just a hair farther than the right in a dopey grin that would probably have made one of his fans faint.

“You only had to say the word, doll,” he said.

She’d hated it the first time he called her that. She wasn’t sure how she felt about the fact that she hated it less every time he did it.

She got to her feet and pulled him with her to the stairs after a couple of minutes had passed. She couldn’t go too quickly or it would be suspicious, but too late and she would miss hearing what she needed to.

“Eager, aren’t you?” Dorian asked, chuckling slightly.

Ely kept moving and glancing through cracks in the doors until she found the room the two people had gone into. She tugged Dorian into the one beside it and shut their door, slipping up against the wall. She didn’t quite go as far as to press an ear to it, but she came close.

“…said they had an afrite for us, to replace the one we missed,” the one that had spoken before said. “The Lady is going to be angry if we take much longer.”

Dorian leaned on her, pressing her against the wall, and she let her back fall to it as she closed her eyes to hear better. His lips met hers and she couldn’t say she was surprised. She kissed him back. Why not?

“She knew this was going to be a process, and you know how hard nephilim are to come by.” This other voice was different now. “Bloody hard to kill, too.”

“So are cambion,” said the first. “It doesn’t matter. Once we get this done, when we complete this summoning, we’re going to rule this town.”

“If we don’t turn it into a crater,” the second said. There was the sound of an impact, flesh on flesh.

“Don’t talk like that,” the first said.

She felt Dorian’s hand snaking its way up the front of her skirt and smacked it. The sound he made reminded her of a wounded puppy.

“Did we just come up here to neck?” he asked. She opened one eye to look at him.

“Yes,” she said, flatly.

“Can’t blame a guy for trying,” he said, and gave her that lopsided half-grin. Oh she could blame him for trying, alright. But she didn’t.

“…don’t even know if it’s the real deal. How sure are you that this is the right move?” the second man asked.

“It’s an awful lot of risk if she wasn’t sure,” the first man said. “You really ought to stop doubting so loudly, you don’t want her to hear you. She could be here any minute.”

Ely stopped kissing Dorian for a moment and furrowed her brow. Dorian took a half step back and looked between her and the wall. Out of the corner of her eye, she could see the look of realization cross his face.

“You’re right,” the second man said, sighing. “It’s just, it’s been a lot of people. And now having to go find another afrite…and that meaning the first one is still out there?”

“I know where I cut him,” the first man said. There was a cold edge to his voice and Ely felt something going very still in her. She pushed away from the wall. Dorian caught her by the arm.

“Not here,” he whispered.

She looked up at him. To his credit, he didn’t flinch back from her or look away. She knew the steel she felt had worked its way into her gaze; she wasn’t sure she could have kept it out if she’d tried. When she replied to him, it was in a bare whisper.

“There is a man standing in that room that tried to kill my brother,” she said. “He might have succeeded if things had gone a little bit differently.”

“Think on where you are,” Dorian said. His arm slipped around her waist and he pulled her close to him. She tensed for a moment before she caught the whiskey and mint smell that clung to his coat and relaxed a little under his hands. “This is neutral ground. You need it as much as anyone else does. You can’t afford to have Zenith throw you out over this. Think.”

The first thing that came to Ely’s mind was that Zenith need never know it was her. There had to be a dozen people on the second floor. She could do it quickly, quietly, silence both of the men in the next room. If she only left bodies, if she didn’t burn them…

But Dorian was right. One of them would call out. They had someone that was going to meet them here.

Why here?

She leaned up on point and kissed him, then, her hand snaking into his hair. When she broke it, there was a hint of a smile on her face and his expression melted. 

“Well now,” he said.

“Thank you,” she replied. She settled against the wall again and shut her eyes to listen. This time, Dorian kept his hands out of her skirt. He was a quick learner, she had to admit that much. Of course, he was still Dorian and one of them slithered around to squeeze her back side, but she didn’t mind that quite so much. If someone opened the door, it would give some legitimacy to what she was doing in here. A plausible cover story.

The voices on the other side of the wall had dissolved into local gossip. That was fine, it gave her a minute to think.

If these men were working with the lady they were talking about, trying to summon something big and dangerous, but still felt the need to meet in a place like this and risk being overheard, it meant they weren’t a part of the same group. These fellows were like the fish nibbling on the detritus that clung to the bottom of a shark’s fins, a symptom of the bigger catch.

If she waited, she might be able to follow the line all the way back to the shark.

The telltale hum of a scrying mirror resounded in the room next to theirs. Whatever was said next, it was said in hushed tones. The next thing she could make out was, “We need to go.”

The door opened and shut. She made herself wait a full fifteen seconds before she disengaged with Dorian.

“I need to follow,” she said.

“Yeah,” he said, “I understand.”

He offered her an arm and she slipped hers through it. They moved down the stairs into the main room of the Ninth Circle. She caught sight of the pair of men slipping out the front door. She started to follow, when Vivi Verida stepped out in front of her.

“I really don’t have time for you right now,” Ely said.

“Which is good, because I’m here to speak with Mr. Asteri,” she said, her eyes moving to Dorian with cold seriousness. Ely stopped in her tracks, glancing around the room. At least eight of the people she recognized in the crowd were Gaters, and probably several that she didn’t.

No one was willing to pick a fight in Zenith Haywood’s bar, but she wouldn’t do anything about it if one happened to break out just outside. If Ely walked out those doors, odds were good someone was going to follow her. She felt the weight of Callum’s gun in her pocket.

She liked her odds in a fight. But if she walked out there and let that happen, she’d be leaving Dorian at Vivi’s mercy. With a resigned exhale, she met Vivi’s eyes.

“Whatever you have to say to him you can say in front of me,” she said, and slid her arm through Dorian’s again.

“We had a deal, Asteri,” Vivi said. Her voice was honey sweet. “I don’t have to tell you what a bad idea it is to go back on Gate Street.”

“You know how business is,” he said. “I take care of the people that take care of me.”

“Oh, we’ll take care of you alright,” Vivi said, eyes darkening.

“Not here and not now you won’t,” Dorian said. He looked around the bar, at some of the people that were starting to look over at them. He made it a point to nod to Uther, who was leaning against the wall by the door and nodded back to him with a solemn expression. Then, he returned his gaze to Vivi. The entirety of the gesture spoke of control. It would have been impressive if Ely didn’t know how much of it was bravado.

“You have to leave sometime,” Vivi said.

“Look, there’s no reason for all of this,” Dorian said. “Once these things start getting into the hands of people they’ll be easier to get a hold of. You’ll end up saving money in the long run.”

Vivi smiled, a cruel curve of her lips.

“You and I both know how hollow that is,” she said. “And everyone here knows what kind of care young miss Trezza is taking of you. Word gets around. And apparently so do you.”

“Apparently? And here I thought my reputation had preceded me,” he said. Ely couldn’t help her little snicker.

“Watch yourself, Asteri,” Vivi said. She turned and walked for the door. For a moment, Ely considered following, but she knew if she did she’d be swarmed. She didn’t have enough bullets and as much fire as it would take… No. This wasn’t the time. She wasn’t about to pick a losing fight.

“Well,” Ely said. “Seems we’re not going anywhere for a while. Want to go back upstairs?”

There was a beat of silence and Dorian raised an eyebrow at her.

“You know I do,” he said, as if the sheer idea that he might not have was unthinkable. She chuckled, slid her hand into his and headed back that way.

 

Corvin could hear his mother crying in the kitchen. In a lot of ways that was even scarier than when she would shout. He sat on the first stairway landing and willed himself to move. It didn’t work.

He’d been worrying himself sick for a little over a day, waiting for shouting. They should have realized their prisoner was gone by now. His chest had been tight with the worry that they were going to realize he was the reason why.

Lissel shut the kitchen door behind her. When Corvin realized how red and puffy her eyes were, he knew something had gone very wrong.

She started up the steps. His first instinct was to clear out, but she stopped next to him and took a seat.

“Has anyone told you?” she asked.

“Told me what?”

Lissel took a breath and reached out to take Corvin’s right hand in her left one. She wasn’t looking at him, instead keeping her gaze trained on the criss-cross of the carpet.

“Dad is dead,” she said. “Ophelia Trezza got him.”

The words didn’t feel real at first. Corvin and his father had never been particularly close. Alric would come home in a storm more often than not, grab a beer and slam the icebox door. Corvin spent most of his time avoiding the man.

There had been moments, though. Alric had taught him how to shoot. He’d have never  let anyone hurt Corvin while he was around to do something about it. Everything shook on the inside and he couldn’t just land on an emotional response.

Lissel reached around and hugged him. He hugged her back. She felt like she was made of wood.

Corvin thought of his father’s gruff humor, and then how he was never going to hear him again, and finally the tears came.

They had a few hours. He and Lissel sat on the stairs for a long time just holding each other and crying it out. She went the rest of the way up and he made himself walk down and join his mother in the kitchen. Rorik was sitting with her, holding her hand across the table, but when she saw Corvin coming she stood and crossed to him, and pulled him in.

Vivi’s tall lithe body folded around him and he hugged her back. Her ribs were too thin. He felt like he might break something if he held on too tightly. He didn’t cry this time.

Instead, he made eye contact with Rorik from around her and Rorik shook his head. His hand was still on the table, knuckles bruised and bloody. Everyone handled grief in their own way. Rorik handled it by hitting things.

Things seemed to calm a little at a time. They gathered around the living room and slowly the mood turned from grief. It was like someone had spread sand across their interactions.

By the time the sun started setting the tears had all dried up and Vivi was starting to sound rough.

“They’ll have to answer for this,” she said.

“Let me do it,” Lissel said. “Please. I have good informants. I’ll be able to find their other boy. Succeed where Corvin failed.”

It took him a moment to realize she was talking about Sam. His ears were ringing.

“Do it,” Vivi said.

“Don’t you think a kneejerk reaction is a bad idea right now?” Corvin asked, before he realized he had started speaking. Eyes started to fall on him. He got to his feet. “Nevermind, I need to take a walk and clear my head.”

He put bitterness into his stride. Let them think he was angry because of the comment Lissel passed.

The shoes he put on weren’t made for winter. That was fine. He could find Sam and get him somewhere safe. That would be easier than talking his family down, right now. 

 

Joey was on his way out the front door that morning when Elysia came in. There hadn’t even been time to properly enjoy the headline in the paper that day about Julianne Geist being arrested for insurance fraud.

“Dad,” she said, “I need to talk to you.”

“There isn’t time,” he said. “Your mother just left to find Callum and I got a scrycall from Darven Baker that Alric Verida is causing trouble. She didn’t take her gun.”

Ely didn’t bother to feign surprise at Callum’s name.

“Give it to me,” she said. “I’ll catch up with her much faster than you could if I fly. But Dad, this is important, can you wait for just a minute? I heard something while I was out with Dorian.”

“He’s Dorian now, is he?” Joey asked, raising a brow.

“Dad,” Ely said. “Focus.”

She smiled, and he smiled back.

“What did you hear?” he asked.

“We were at the Ninth Circle. There were cultists there, ones that work for Vivi Verida. I overheard the man who stabbed Callum talking,” Ely said. “They mentioned some Lady and I was going to follow but Gate Street had the place swarmed and Dorian and I had to wait it out before we left. Her guys finally started leaving and I’m starting to think this attack might have been why.”

“Did you get a name?” Joey asked.

“I didn’t,” she said. “They just called her a lady. We have confirmation that they’re orchestrating some kind of sacrifice and one of them said it might turn the city into a crater if they don’t pull it off. They said they might have a replacement afrite. We don’t have time to wait, we need to find out what they’re doing in the catacombs.”

“Orthodox Cathedral, right?” he asked.

“That’s where the door is,” Ely said, nodding. Joey pushed his jacket back and drew his gun out of its holster, offering it to her butt first.

“Go take this to your mother,” he said. “Back her up if she needs it. I’m headed to the catacombs.”

“I thought you didn’t want me getting involved in the fighting,” Ely said. There was a hesitance in her voice, and barely restrained excitement.

“You’re ready,” Joey said. “You’ve been ready for a long time. If your mother has a problem with it she can take it up with me later, but for now, go.”

Ely nodded, and, not needing to be told twice, walked right back out the door.

“Danny!” Joey called up the stairs. There were a couple of heavy foot falls and his brother leaned around the banister to look down at him. “Come on, we’re going out. Bring a gun.”

“Got it,” Danny said, disappearing into the hallway above.

It felt like it took too long for Danny to come back down the stairs. It took effort not to pace.

“You alright, Joey?” Danny asked. He folded his arms and stopped just short.

“Ophelia’s about to get into a fight and I just sent my daughter to back her up,” Joey said.

“Ely is the last person you need to worry about,” Danny said. “Where are we going, though? And why not follow her?”

“She came back with information and we need to act  while the blood is still warm,” he said. “We’ll be heading to the orthodox church of the veil. I have it on good authority there’s a door to the catacombs down there.”

Danny nodded.

“Alright,” he said. “Whatever we need to do. I’ve got your back.”

Joey reached out and clasped his forearm. The two of them headed out together. Joey shoved his hands in his pockets.

“You’re still thinking about it,” Danny said.

“I’m thinking about a lot of things,” Joey said.

“I’m about to make it worse,” Danny said. “I saw Callum last night.”

Joey looked up at him sidelong.

“And you didn’t tell me this when you got to the house because?” he asked.

“I was trying to wait for Ophelia to get home,” Danny said. “He was at my place last night and he would have run if I’d called you.”

Joey furrowed his brow.

“Why is he doing that?” he asked. “Did he tell you?”

“As far as I can figure he’s afraid of what you’re going to say,” Danny said.

“He should be,” Joey said, then sighed. “He worried his mother half into her grave.”

“Do you remember when Mama flew into a rage and told you if you went out that night you shouldn’t bother coming home?” Danny asked.

“Yeah,” Joey said. “That was the night Rico Verida was going to set all those fires.”

“You went out anyway.”

“You came with me.”

Danny spread his hands as if that were the point.

“Going home that night was harder than the fight itself,” he said. “We didn’t want to disappoint our Mama.”

Joey sighed.

“I kind of get it,” he said, “but at the same time, the docks might have burned to the ground if we hadn’t gotten the boys together to do something about it. We didn’t go alone.”

“We don’t know for sure he did,” Danny said.

In fact, Joey knew for sure he hadn’t. Joey had brought Danny with him that night. Callum…Callum had gone to Sam and Ely.

He slowed as the cathedral came into view and tapped Danny on the upper arm.

“Doesn’t matter now,” Joey said. “I’ll talk to him about it when he comes home. All I can do is trust him to have himself together until then, and right now we’ve got work to do.”

“What’s the plan for getting in there?” Danny asked. “Orthos aren’t really too keen on outsiders in their church.”

“They can try and stop me,” he said, walking. Danny chuckled and followed. His shadow stretched along the lawn, cutting off at a hard angle when it reached the door.

The sanctum was quiet as the pair of them entered. The only person inside was the old reverend, Blackwater, and he started toward them as soon as the door clicked shut.

“There’s no service here tonight,” he started, and his eyes widened for a fraction of a beat as he seemed to register who he was looking at. Joey kept walking. “You aren’t welcome here.”

“Noted,” Joey said, brushing past him.

“I’m not going to stand for this,” he said, and there was a scuffle behind him. Joey looked back over his shoulder to see Danny catching the old reverend by the shoulder and steering him into a pew.

“Then you can sit for it,” Danny said. “We’ll be out of your hair in a minute. This isn’t negotiable.”

Joey started to turn back around. A moment later there was a sizzling sound, followed by Danny swearing. Joey turned bodily to find his brother’s hand around the reverend’s throat, his forearm blistered and smoking from the vial of what Joey could only assume had been holy water that the reverend had thrown on him.

Joey sighed.

“I really wish you hadn’t done that,” he said.

“What now?” Danny asked through clenched teeth.

“Knock him out,” Joey said.  Blackwater jerked and lashed out for a moment, and Danny’s hand clenched around his throat. Joey counted him off in his head, thirty seconds, then sixty, and Danny let him go to slump into the pew.

Danny turned his forearm over in the wisplight and looked to Joey.

“I’ve had worse,” he said. He curled the hem of his jacket around his forearm to wipe what was left of the water away and made a face as he did so. Joey nodded.

“Hang in there, this shouldn’t take long,” he said.

They headed back into the sacristy and Joey studied the statue of Iaric Kernaghan for a moment before moving around the side to where the door was meant to be. Just like Ely said, there it was.

“Any idea how to open that?” Danny asked.

Fire lit up Joey’s left hand and he pressed his palm to the surface without a word. The glow pushed out from the center and to the edges of the ward, letting the door swing open for them.

“I’ve seen a glyph pattern like this one before,” Joey said. “There’s one under the Ninth Circle.”

Even to him, his voice sounded a long way off. He pushed through, heading down the spiral staircase and into the open room below. Just like Ely suggested, it led into the catacombs.

“What now?” Danny asked. Even as he whispered, his voice echoed over the damp walls.

“Now, we go find another exit,” Joey said. “You got anything to mark the walls with?”

Danny flexed the fingers of his right arm and a plume of flame appeared over them. He smudged his fingertip along the wall and left a mark there.

“Good enough,” Joey said. “Let’s go.”

There was plenty of catacomb to explore. He wasn’t sure how long he and Danny were down there. He remembered the layout of the city and imagined it as they walked, and even as he did, they got lost a dozen times before he finally found what he was looking for.

He did find another door. When he slipped out, he found himself in the basement of the Ninth Circle.

 

It had been over an hour and the Gate Street Players picked the wrong moment to make a grab for more territory. Ophelia Trezza passed over the alley like a shadow, landing on the apartment complex roof over the narrow square where it was happening. There was a civilian man sprawled out on the ground in a semi-circle of men in Gate Street’s colors. Alric Kessel had a sub-machine gun propped against his massive, meaty shoulder with a 50 round drum attached. There was a sigil burned into the side and even from up here, she could recognize the sequence of interlocked characters that spelled ‘accuracy’ in old enochian.

Or, more literally, ‘may my arrow find its mark’.

“Listen up folks,” Alric said. “This guy here doesn’t think he has to do what we say. Has it in his head that Trezza’s going to come and save him.”

He kicked the man in the back of the head hard. The man stopped trying to get back up.

“I have news for you,” Alric said. “Trezza’s busy and he ain’t gonna come for you now. So you’re all gonna play nice. Get your shit together, comply with our demands, and we don’t put multiple bullets in each of your witless heads.”

“Well,” Ophelia said, pitching her voice so everyone in the square below could hear her, “You’re right about one thing. Joey isn’t coming. You really fucked up, Alric. If Joey were here, he might show some restraint. You got me instead.”

She let her four ashen wings spread out behind her, and by the light of the trams passing overhead, her shadow fell upon them. The golden glow of the sigils on her armor reflected off of the tops of the wisplight lanterns. Several faces were caught between shock and amazement. For an instant, she felt like the hero of one of those radio dramas.

Then Alric scowled at her and leveled his gun. He let loose with a bloody roar, the sound of his fire echoing over the stone walls and brick road. Ophelia’s quartet of wings beat once, sent a peppering of bullets off course and spiraling into the bricks below, and pulled her into a dive with a speed no bird could have matched.

Her son was still out there.

Her son was out there and alive, and this creature was in her domain, threatening and harming her people, because he didn’t think she was going to be here to stop him.

She loved Callum with all of her heart, of course she did, and there was nothing she wanted in the world more than to find him and take him into her arms like she thought she would never get to do again. She had to prioritize her people. They were more important than what she wanted.

As far as she was concerned this man was standing in her way.

The ratta-tatta-tat of the gun was deafening. She could feel the rain of plaster and stone on her wings and back as she descended on him, arms igniting to the shoulders in silver seraph’s fire. Her arms were not as quick as her wings. There was no time to draw her sword in this instant.

She caught him first in the arm holding the gun, disrupting his fire. The four men he’d brought with him converged on her, bringing the gunfire to a crescendo as they planted their feet. The steam-and-sulfur scent of gun smoke bit the air.

Ophelia’s hand closed around the front of Alric’s thick neck and squeezed. The fire flashes of their sub-automatics were swallowed by the divine glow of Ophelia’s breastplate as the hail of bullets pinged back and onto the road around her. This plate had been designed to withstand hellfire and the jaws of purebred demons. Her right two wings fanned out as she turned, pushing another volley off course in a gust.

How long had it been since she’d had to take an angry rakshasa in hand to hand combat, she wondered? Her blood sang to her, punctuated by the cadence of the battle. She felt like herself for the first time in years.

As good as it was for her soul, her body wasn’t conditioned like it used to be. Her instinct was to bring Alric in front of her, to put him between herself—and more importantly her people—and the gunfire of the men he’d brought here with him.

Alric didn’t budge.

She turned her head back to him just in time to see the wicked grin crossing his wide frog-like mouth. That mouth only grew wider for a moment as he opened his entire head and a bluish, perfectly articulate imp’s tongue lashed out to wrap around her still flaming right arm. He should have burned. It should have done something. The slime on the thick appendage sizzled, but if Alric was hurting at all he made no sign of it.

Before she could get her left hand up to grasp the tongue and try to pry it away, he’d used it to throw her across the alley and into her frightened line of civilians. In the arc of her fall, it whipped out a second time and when she landed, she made a grab for a claymore that was no longer in its scabbard but lying several feet behind Alric Kessel. She wanted to shout, to tell the people not to be stupid and to get out of there, but the cacophony had deafened her and the odds that anyone would hear over that racket were negligible. She beat her wings, planting her feet, and silently prayed that the wind from them would be enough to keep all of them safe.

It bounced along the four walls of the square and began to kick up like a maelstrom, bringing with it dirt from the road and only seeming to make the steam-and-sulfur scent of gun smoke stronger.

Figures were still moving in the smoke. It was clogged and impossible to breath. Visibility was low and she couldn’t hear. She couldn’t even catch scent to help orient herself, but it was impossible for Alric Kessel to hide his behemoth figure.

He was coming right for her. She realized, then, that she must have been like a beacon in all this smoke between her seraph’s fire and the enochian glyphs shielding her breastplate. She took a step forward and saw him weave to the side.

By the time she reached him, by the time she got close enough to make out any details, he had that awful tongue around the throat of a frightened woman. Her fingers grasped frantically around the spit soaked muscle, trying to free herself. She might as well have been clawing at a tram cable for all the good it did.

Ophelia slowed. He could still see her from the angle his head was tilted, but only just. And that mouth was hellishly wide. Her fire wouldn’t do a thing against that tongue and she knew it.

But he wasn’t going to close his teeth on it.

Ophelia balled a fist and rushed forward suddenly. Alric took a startled step back and she shoved her right fist down into his throat, her arm sinking into his too-large mouth nearly to the elbow. His eyes widened, bugging out as he realized he couldn’t breathe.

There was an awful sucking sound as he unwound his tongue from the civilian woman’s neck. It was a concession. Ophelia did not intend to give one back. Her left hand gripped his tongue, pulling hard to keep it extended.

There was a wheezing clicking sound from deep down in his throat, one that couldn’t quite escape around her fist. She could feel it bumping wetly against her knuckles. For a beat, she thought he was trying to speak, to beg for mercy.

Then she realized he was laughing.

Even as his face started to purple from her choke, she found herself staring down the barrel of his rifle, aimed at her unarmored, unprotected face.

The ear-shattering bang of a gun broke the beat of tension. She hadn’t even realized the gunfire had stopped, or that she was starting to be able to hear again, but there it was. One single shot.

Ophelia was still standing and Alric’s sub-automatic was lying on the bricks. Her right hand clenched and she shoved it harder into his throat. He thrashed, and she kept her feet planted. His arms wailed at her from either side, but she stood with her arms out to guard and what blows landed, she took well. She had been trained to the Hellwatch and she would not be beaten by an imp. Not even an eight foot tall one.

Ophelia barely heard the thud as his massive body hit the ground, but she felt it rattling through the bricks. Second nature kicked back in as she remembered they were not alone here. She turned her face to the four Gaters, but left her fist where it was. It was seven minutes to suffocate. She would take no chances.

The scene was a strange display of mimery, to her, around her ringing ears. One of them was trying to replace his drum with shaking hands. Two of the others were staring at her with wide fearful eyes. The fourth had dropped to the bricks, his mouth open in a silent shriek as he clutched at his leg. The others hadn’t noticed.

The two that stared at her noticed her eyes on them, and turned to break and run. Moments after the third managed to get his drum into place, he took a step back and then another bullet caught him in the thigh and he went down. She could hear his screaming now, this one and the first.

The smoke was starting to settle. A small shadow passed overhead and Ely landed between her and the crippled Gaters. She cocked her head at them, as if she wasn’t sure what they were, before kicking their rifles out of reach, then turned to face Ophelia.

“Ely, what are you—” 

Her voice sounded like it was coming from a long way off in her ringing ears. Ely furrowed her brow and walked up to her on too-quiet footsteps and offered her pistol hilt first, nodding to Alric. Ophelia still hadn’t taken her fist out of his throat.

Ophelia shook her head and glanced at the gun. Fortunately, Ely seemed to understand. When she spoke, she raised her voice so Ophelia could hear it.

“Take your hand out first,” Ely said. “When I pull this trigger he might have a reflex and imp jaws are steel strong.”

Ely was right, and Ophelia found herself surprised at her width of knowledge. Ely pressed the barrel of her gun against Alric’s forehead, and waited until Ophelia had removed her hands to pull the trigger. Even with her ears ringing as they were it was blisteringly loud.

“Come on,” Ely half said and half shouted. “We need to leave before the Hellwatch comes.”

And they would come. Ophelia was sure about that. Instead of answering, she gave her daughter a nod and manifested her own wings. Without asking, Ely walked over and picked up one of the injured men. Ophelia slid her claymore back into its sheathe, took the other and the two of them left the square. She couldn’t stay, regardless. She still needed to find Callum.

As they flew, Ely took point. It was a long way before they finally landed, perching on the roof of one of their own warehouses in the dock district, and by then, Ophelia’s ears were starting to clear. She watched Ely with concern.

“Why did you follow me?” she asked.

“You went alone,” Ely said, her voice crackling just a little bit from the strain of yelling earlier. “And you didn’t take a gun. And you followed me when I went to the Academy to do research so I thought it was only fair.”

“You knew about that, did you?” Ophelia asked.

“Now I do,” Ely said. 

Ophelia couldn’t help but smile.

“You’re really growing up, aren’t you?” she asked, sighing.

“Enough that you need to worry about me less,” Ely said. “Certainly you need to worry about me less than you need to worry about Callum.”

“I’m always going to worry about you Ely,” Ophelia said. Ely glanced up at her and raised a red-black brow. Ophelia chuckled, reaching out to put an arm around her and pull her in for a hug. “No matter how old and powerful you get you’ll always be my baby.”

Ely relaxed a little bit, her forehead on Ophelia’s shoulder.

“I love you too, Mom,” she said.

 

There was a moment that Barghest knew well upon entering a room, when the people inside took note of someone entering and visibly didn’t approve. That was the case when he entered the Nightingale’s Nest.

The singer on the stage kept crooning in a distinctly male voice framed by a feminine body and the kind of eyes that could stop a man dead in the street. The show went on. The rest of the conversation stopped dead and eyes shaded by every color of the rainbow fixed on him as he entered.

“Is there something I can do for you, tin can?” a woman’s voice asked. He turned to face her and found the eyes staring up at him, impossibly blue, were looking up from his elbow. Her hair was black and bobbed at her chin, and the smile on her lips seemed natural. The patrons of the club continued to stare, some curious and some seeming ready to lunge at him at a moment’s notice.

Barghest got the impression that this woman could tell them to lie down and die for her and they would do it.

“I need to speak to a nightingale,” he said, meeting her eyes. “I have cash.”

“Not a common occurrence that we get Hellwatch in here,” she said, walking around his back and giving him an appraising look. “You would think you’d come more often. This case have you stumped?”

“Witchcraft works,” he said, “but it’s too unreliable to prove a case. They won’t accept it at court. I need information for personal reasons and I’m willing to pay.”

“Not everything we know is garnered through magic you know,” the woman said. She started to walk and crooked a finger for him to follow. He did.

The bag in his pocket with the bloody carpet fibers felt heavy to him. Slowly, the conversation in the room began to pick back up as people seemed to lose interest. He followed the woman down a hall and up a spiral staircase into a featureless white room with two chairs and a bistro table between them.

“What does the Hellwatch captain need to ask of the nightingales for personal reasons, then?” the woman asked. She took her seat and kept those blue eyes pinned on him.

“I was working with someone on a case and she’s gone missing,” Barghest said. “I need to find her. I need to find her fast before something worse happens.”

“Three hundred sigils,” Rune said, “and I give you three answers. Do you know her name?”

“I know her nom de guerre,” he said. “I’m sorry, people who hunt demons tend not to want to let their true names out. I have her blood.”

He pulled the bag from his pocket and held it out to her. He wasn’t any different than Augury in that regard. He’d been born Damon Black, but he hadn’t called himself that in his mind in a very long time.

“A good focus,” the woman mused, taking it. “You’ll want it back when I’ve finished, I assume?”

“Yes,” he said. He couldn’t do any of it himself but he knew enough about how Witchcraft worked to know not to leave Augury’s blood in the hands of one. His throat felt dry. He drew out a roll of glyphed notes and set it on the table. 

“Three questions,” she said. She took the fibers from the bag and her eyes began to glow. “Begin.”

“Where is the mercenary Augury?” he asked.

“The Fallen Ones have her,” she said. “They are planning to sell her off as a sacrifice. There is a high price right now for those of cambion blood and they plan to take no chances on acquiring another afrite.”

Barghest got to his feet. They had nests all throughout the northern part of the city and he knew where every one of them were.

“Which holdfast?” he asked.

“By the bridge,” she said.

“Thank you,” he said. He held his hand out for the fibers.

“You have one more question,” the woman said.

“Mark it down, I’ll come for it another time,” he said. “Right now I have to go.”

She dropped the fibers into his hand and gave a nod. That was all the dismissal Barghest needed.

If the crowd in the club stared on his way out, he neither noticed nor cared.

 

Sam was three drinks deep in a bar in the dock district when the fuss started. The bell above the door dinged, heralding someone’s entrance. He lifted his head just in time to catch a glimpse of a man stepping out in front of Corvin. Sam’s heart dropped.

“Samael,” Corvin said. He was leaning around, speaking under the arm of the man that was trying to force him out. “You need to leave. Lissel’s coming.”

There was a little tug when Corvin said his name. More of his father’s men were starting to stand and he could hear the telltale click of guns being removed from holsters. They weren’t going to stop and listen. Word hadn’t gotten around to everyone, yet, that Callum wasn’t dead, and they intended to make Corvin bleed for him.

Sam pulled for fire and got a handful of curtain, igniting his corner of the room. Someone yelled. The bar erupted into chaos and while the boys were trying to figure out what was going on, Samael darted for Corvin. Sam caught him in the chest.

They went spilling out into the street, sprawling on the bricks for a moment before Corvin righted himself and pulled Sam to his feet.

“What happened?” Sam asked. The look on Corvin’s face said it all. Someone was dead, and along with them any hope of a peaceful resolution. Sam felt his stomach drop.

There wasn’t time to ask who it had been, yet. He took Corvin’s hand and took off at a sprint towards the mouth of the alley.

Lissel Verida stepped out into his path. Corvin’s hand squeezed Sam’s.

Lissel was two years older than Corvin and half a foot taller. Her tongue danced an articulate pattern over her teeth as she grinned.

“Caught him for me, have you?” she asked.

“Lissel,” Corvin said, “we don’t have to do this. Sam didn’t kill Dad.”

“No,” she said, “but his mother did and we don’t have a prayer against Ophelia. This is how we punish her for that.”

Sam was starting to understand. It hadn’t been one of his people that died and Corvin’s grief wasn’t for the peace they could have had. Corvin took a step back and pulled Sam with him.

“We,” Corvin said, a bitter chuckle in his voice. “The imp traits didn’t pass to me, if I take this fight I’ll die and we both know it.”

Lissel had a triumphant smirk on her face, but Samael had realized something she hadn’t. Corvin had been talking to him. There was a bar full of Sam’s father’s men behind them, all of which were armed and that he knew would be coming after them as soon as they got the fire put out. He didn’t expect that would take long.

They wouldn’t be particular about who they were shooting at. Corvin would die, too.

“Fine,” Sam said, “If this is how it has to be, so be it.”

He charged her.

Lissel opened her mouth wide and her tongue came snaking out to lash at him. Sam never got close enough. As he narrowed the gap between them, he manifested his wings and kicked off into the air.

“Twetha!”

The word was garbled with her tongue sticking out of her mouth.

Lissel turned to follow him with her gaze and Sam looped in the air, diving for Corvin. He snatched him up like a falcon with a fish, and Corvin’s arms went tight around Sam’s shoulders. They had crested over the alley when the sound of gunfire opened below. Sam didn’t look back.

They touched down on the roof of one of the factories in the middle of town, the no man’s land where causing trouble between shiners wasn’t worth drawing down the wrath of the summoners that ran this place. His breath was ragged, his heart hammering, as he gulped down air and tried to bring himself back to a measure of calm.

For a long time, the pair of them were quiet. Corvin stared down over the lip of the roof and Sam let his back rest against a smoke stack that would have burned him if he hadn’t been a quarter seraph. Then, Corvin dragged himself over to Samael, and pried his way in against his chest. Sam wound his arms around Corvin’s back and held him. After a moment, they were both crying. He couldn’t have said which of them had broken down first.

“I’m sorry,” Sam whispered.

Corvin shook his head hard against Sam’s chest.

“You tried. We tried. I…”

Corvin sucked down a breath, tried to speak again and it just came out in a harsh ugly sob. His entire body was shaking. Sam held him tighter.

“Hush,” Sam said. “Give yourself a moment. Let yourself breathe. There’s nothing we can do for any of them right now.”

His brother had come back to him. The odds were good that Lissel would die in that fire fight. She’d take dozens of Torchlighters with her while she did. Sam had left them there. He could have turned the tide in that fight. If he had, he would have lost Corvin. It wasn’t an even trade. It wasn’t a fair one.

Sam couldn’t bring himself to regret it.

He rested his forehead against Corvin’s dark hair and inhaled the gunsmoke and leather scent of him. Everything he had been worried about before seemed so stupid, now. They had wasted so much time coming to this point, and now it was all going to burn and there was nothing they could do.

Lissel was a bitch and a thug and had meant to kill Sam to get to Ophelia. But she was also Corvin’s sister. Sam remembered how it felt when it had been Callum, and Callum had come back to him.

When the dam breaks, when this all comes to gunfire and burning, there will be casualties. And the person who will hurt the worst will be you.

He wanted to laugh. The best he could manage was a soft sound between his tears. 

Ely, you were so wrong. 

This had left Corvin in agony.

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER FOURTEEN

Reckoning

 

“Heads up and a solid warning to anybody in the dock district, as the Gate Street Players lather up to make a more solid move and a grab for power. If you’re going to check your locks and stay indoors, folks, now would be a good time.

Remember what I said about wearing red, and stay vigilant for the time being. More information as it becomes apparent. Just be careful out there, I know you’re already used to an overbearing Torchligher regime, but Gaters aren’t gentle either.”

 

It was nearly midnight in the observatory. Callum felt like he was pacing a hole in the floor. Tess was late. She’d never been late to one of these meetings before. They had plans tonight that as far as he knew were kind of time sensitive.

He took a deep breath and glanced at the clock one more time. Alright, that did it. It was time to check on her.

“Cal?” Tixi asked as he swept around to move for the door. She was perched on the edge of the telescope and leaned forward with one little clawed hand on the bottom of the lens to balance herself as her tail swished behind her. “Where are you going?”

“Tess should be here,” he said, throwing the door open.

Tixi vanished in a rush of air and reappeared on his shoulder, wrapping her long tail around the back of his neck to keep her balance.

“I could go and get her for you,” Tixi said.

“I need to handle this,” he said, heading down the stairs. His boots dinged off of the metal steps every step of the way and he brought Tixi with him into the cold night air. His left calf was all white hot pain. She curled up around his neck, her claws gripping her tail and her head tucked down like a tight living scarf.

His first thought was that Lena might have found her, might have realized that she knew who he was and that Callum cared about her and gone to remove her from the situation. As hard as he tried to push it aside, it kept echoing through his mind.

The observatory wasn’t far from the academy. He found an unsecured bicycle halfway there and took off on it, making a mental note of the location to come back and return it later with some sigils tucked into the wheel for the owner’s trouble. This was an emergency.

The Cassander Estate was a large sprawling complex including the manor and at least three smaller houses. One belonged to the grounds keeper, he knew, but he wasn’t sure about the others. His own family had a smaller house on the grounds of their estate as well, but generally his father offered it up as a place to stay when people in the docks district found themselves misplaced.

At least one of the sub-houses on the Cassander grounds appeared to be empty, if the windows were any indicator. It was a massive waste of space; most of the apartments in the city were one or two rooms at best and a home that size could easily have kept six people comfortable, and yet here it was, collecting dust.

It was also the quickest and quietest way to the wall of the house. The architecture in Daelan City was easy enough to climb throughout most places. Alleys were narrow enough that he could get a hand on the wall on either side and shimmy up. That wasn’t the case in the wealthier districts.

The Cassander House was made similarly to his own home. There were little ledges along the exterior wall that allowed him to get a grip and hoist himself up to the windows on the upper stories. The trick was avoiding the wards along the stonework and staying out of sight of the demons patrolling the grounds.

There were no less than ten afrite, and at one point he thought he saw a rhakshasa coming around a corner and pressed himself tight to the wall. Even demons seldom looked up.

Another problem was finding Tess’s window. He’d been here twice when he was younger and the pair of them had been in school together, but all he remembered was vaguely which side of the house her room was on and what floor. He peered through windows, two guest rooms and a study, before he finally found it.

Everything was immaculately neat. All surfaces had been dusted. The bed had been made. None of those things meant anything. The Cassander family had an extensive house staff.

Callum shoved against the window frame and it caught on something, jamming. He pushed again, clenching his teeth.

“I can do it,” Tixi whispered. “Say, two caramel bags?”

His arms were starting to shake. Callum couldn’t help but smile.

“Two caramel bags it is. Unlock the window for me,” he said. Tixi disappeared from his shoulder. She reappeared on the other side of the window and scampered up the wall to perch on top of the window frame.

“Those wards are sensitive enough that squirrels set them off,” a rumbling voice complained. Callum could see firelight coming around the corner and leaned back to get a look.

 He heard the click. It was a stone djinn that rounded the side this time, all chiseled muscle and strong jaw. His skin was like gravel. Callum tore his eyes away to slip through the open window and forced himself to close it quietly on shaking tired arms.

He ducked below the frame and waited, ears straining to listen. For a moment, he was sure he caught something about being sure there was a squirrel, but he didn’t allow himself to rest until he heard the heavy steps of the stone djinn fade.

Tixi was perched on the foot of the bed now, watching him with her lamplight eyes and letting her tail swish behind her.

“In the clear, boss?” she asked.

“For now,” he said, and slipped over to Tess’s desk.

“Check the bottom drawer,” Tixi asked, and he did without stopping to think why she might be making a request like that. It was full of caramels.

Callum looked over and raised a brow at her. Tixi rubbed her hands together and grinned, shark like.

Callum tossed her one of the bags and shut the door back. She tore into it like she’d been starving for weeks.

“Summoner’s school gives a lot of homework,” Callum noted, rifling through some of the pages. There was a propaganda flyer under one of Tess’s books about the dangers of unlicensed summoning and some of the consequences.

 

90% of failed unlicensed summoning attempts are fatal to the conjurer.

 

Unlicensed summoners are twice as likely to use impure materials in their attempts.

 

The names of summoned beings that circulate among the uneducated masses belong to demons that have been called up repeatedly, and would prefer not to have it happen again. Many of these entities are willing to kill a summoner if possible to ensure one less person knows their name.

 

The list went on, bullet points all the way down in a dark authoritative typeface. There were hand written notes intermingled with Tess’s personal code; that was another thing about summoning schools. Encryptions were encouraged, which set the bar even higher for entry. Not all aristocrats could keep up.

There was a calendar tacked up on the wall behind the desk but none of the dates had been circled. He rifled through the desk drawers as Tixi shed caramel wrappers on either side of herself.

Writing supplies. Boxes of gold and crystals and other metal dusts. One drawer was dedicated to nothing but tallow candles and an ornate knife for carving them.

It seemed like there was nothing personal on this desk at all. Which was how he would have handled the situation if he were sure his parents would go through his things. His never had, but Ely was nosy and keeping her out had gotten progressively more difficult as she’d gotten older.

Now, he stopped and shut his eyes, considering. When he was trying to hide something personal, he’d put it in a loose floorboard in his bedroom, or tape it to the bottom of the desk. He reached underneath and felt along the bottom. Nothing.

There was a creaking sound and Callum looked back over his shoulder to see Tixi bouncing up and down on the bed.

“There’s something off over here,” she said. Callum walked over.

“How can you tell?” he asked.

“It feels a little different under the springs,” she said, dropping and bouncing one more time from the force of her momentum. She let out a little giggle and he was stricken for a moment by how cute it was.

“Alright, move so you don’t end up getting flung,” he said, and shouldered the mattress up to get underneath it. He reached out, fingers grasping, and caught something that felt like leather.

Tixi disappeared in a rush of air and appeared on the backs of Callum’s shoulders, leaning over to look into the dark space. Her eyes actually cast a little light and he realized what he was holding was a book before he got it all the way out.

Tucked between the page were dozens of notes. He held the book out by both covers and dumped them into the floor. Some of them were letters, and he set those to the side without reading them. Others were notes, reminders of meetings, and one of them was dated from today.

It was a receipt. He’d seen ones like it before, listing some kind of innocuous object, a time and place, and an amount of money. He recognized the icon drawn in the corner.

“Black Cats,” he said, looking up at Tixi. “She was going to buy some drugs today. Looks like Whisperweed, that stuff that lets you talk to ghosts? But that was hours ago. If she disappeared somewhere between here and there I have to assume they had something to do with it or at the very least know something about it.”

He started slipping her papers back into the book.

“I’d be more worried if she were cambion,” Callum said. “She’s not. But she might still be having some trouble.”

He kept the receipt and returned her book to its place under the mattress before straightening and looking to Tixi.

“Alright,” he said. “We’ve got places to be.”

“Do you?” a drawling voice said from the doorway. Callum lifted his head and locked eyes with Henri Cassander. He was a lean man with a carefully groomed moustache and hard eyes.

“Callum Trezza,” he said. “Didn’t we bury you?”

“We is a strong term,” Callum said. “You weren’t at the funeral.”

“We sent our representation,” he said. “There was no need to make a personal appearance, you understand. And it seems the event was a sham, anyway. What are you doing in my daughter’s bedroom?”

The smile on his face told Callum he knew exactly what he was doing in Tess’s bedroom.

“What did you have to do with this?” Callum asked, straightening.

“Oh, you come into my house and level accusations?” Henri asked. “I should have known better than to expect more out of you than I can from your father. What is that saying about being bred in the bone…”

“I was just leaving,” Callum said, flatly. “There’s no need for this.”

“You think I’m going to let you leave after you broke into my home?” he asked. His lips tugged into a cruel smile.

Callum’s fist tightened. He’d done this on purpose. He knew, deep down, that getting in had been too easy. This place was crawling with demons, how had he been this stupid?

“You think you’re going to stop me?” he asked.

“I think you against the cadre of demons outside that window are long odds,” Henri said, glancing the the window frame. Callum looked back over his shoulder at the assembled afrite below. The back line were all stone djinn and there was a rhakshasa in the mix.

Damn.

“What happens now?” Callum asked, turning back to face Henri.

“Now, you come with me and we have a little chat about what my daughter has been doing at night,” he said. “You mentioned something about a drug deal? That isn’t going to look good on her. Alban has his work cut out for him.”

“It isn’t going to look good on you either,” Callum muttered. He did his best to ignore the last part.

“Neither does an ambitious daughter,” Henri said. “One scandal replaces another. It matters very little in the grand scheme of things. Come now, you are going to tell me everything.”

“Where is she?” Callum asked.

“Come and see,” Henri said. He smiled again and Callum’s chest burned. The next thing he knew the carpet was rising up to meet him as he blacked out.

 

“Couldn’t have picked a better time to betray us,” the voice said as Elysia came closer and it came into focus. No one was around at the Ninth Circle. it was after hours. No one but Dorian and whoever’s voice that was.

There was a sharp snapping sound and a man’s scream that was barely muffled a moment later. Elysia felt something still and cold click into place inside of her and she straightened.

A couple of Dorian’s fingers were swollen and one was sticking out at an odd angle. The woman knelt before him had to have been Lissel Verida, all pink skin, dark hair and furious eyes.

Those eyes were all for Dorian. He looked over her shoulder at Ely, eyelids flaring. She was starting to crouch, to go for Callum’s gun, but the recognition in Dorian’s face was too immediate and Lissel started to turn around. As she moved, several wounds became apparent that Ely seriously doubted had come from Dorian. Nothing to be done for it then.

Ely pulled a knife from her wrist sheath and grabbed Lissel by the hair, driving it into her eye socket. She made it shallow, a wound to blind rather than to kill, and dragged Lissel back off of Dorian.

Lissel screamed and twisted, her cabled tongue whipping out and slapping Ely hard in the shoulder. Her entire arm felt numb. She kept her fingers clenched around the blade.

Lissel was in bad shape. She had bandages all along her arms and torso, all blood soaked. Ely’s mind began filling in blanks. Lissel had lost a fight, or won but barely escaped with her life. She’d decided to come take it out on someone who wouldn’t be as likely to fight back.

Ely could drag this out. Get some answers.

The look Dorian was giving her over Lissel’s shoulder was pure distress. The moment it took her to notice, Lissel threw her into the bar. She barely had a beat to duck her head against the shower of broken glass, the harsh treble scent dripping cold down her back with the liquor itself.

She was lying face down behind the bar, surrounded by broken bottles. 

She tried to stand carefully. A shard of glass scraped her calf, and one jammed into her palm anyway. Where had her dagger gone? The rhythmic drip of rum pat pat patting from the ruined display behind her hit the floor behind the bar.

Where was Zenith?

Lissel Verida had been breaking Dorian’s fingers. If Lissel Verida wanted him dead he would be already. There’s no use breaking bones when you plan to kill the man anyway. Lissel Verida would not have left him alive if she didn’t think she had a use for him.

Facts rolled through Ely’s head like a mantra as she got to her feet and turned to look at Lissel. She’d already turned around and it was the widening of Dorian’s eyes that made her start to turn back.

It took her two seconds to notice and a fraction of one to turn around. By then Ely was right behind her again. The eye was a ruined pit, that side of her face coated with blood and ocular fluids. Her tongue lashed out again and this time, Ely caught it on her forearm and gripped it with her right hand. The shard of glass pressed deeper into the meaty part of her palm.

It bit muscle but missed tendon. Acceptable. She would heal from this. Perhaps a scar. She could live with that.

She took a step towards Lissel, closed the distance between them. Nothing her father had ever taught her could have prepared her for this moment, but she remembered her mother, fighting for her life in an alley.

Looking into that purple maw, Elysia wasn’t sure she wanted to stick a fist in there. There was a major blood vessel in the tongue. If Lissel bit down this fight, and her life, were both over. If Lissel bit down with Ely’s fist in her throat Ely would lose the hand and Lissel would lose nothing. She was a dead woman anyway.

One of Lissel’s hands clamped around Ely’s forehead to hold her back and the other flailed wildly. She was holding her face to shield her remaining eye. Primal fear.

“Of course,” Ely whispered. “Silly me.”

She reached up with her empty hand and got a grip full of Lissel’s inky hair. She pulled both left and down as hard as she could. Lissel only bothered to pull right.

Ely’s knee crunched into Lissel’s jaw, and the jaws clenched in return. There was a soft ‘thud crack’ like a human biting through a carrot before the tongue went slack in Ely’s hand and Lissel began to shriek tonelessly. There was blood gushing between her teeth.

Ely dropped the tongue and inspected the shard of glass in her palm. There was enough left sticking out of it that it was easy enough to pull out. Lissel had curled up on herself, hacking and screaming, shielding her head. Blood reached out like grasping fingers from her collar.

“Dorian,” she said, softly. He could not tear his eyes away from the screaming Verida. Ely sighed and looked back at the bar. She’d lost her knife on this side of it.

It was eight steps back to the bar, about fifteen seconds to grab her knife and a handful of mixing straws, and eight steps back. Lissel’s shrieks had become half-sobs, her entire body wracking. She protected her face. She left her back exposed.

There was a moment when Lissel’s human nerves had become more animal than man. She was more afraid of the darkness than she was of dying.

Ely slipped her knife between two of Lissel’s ribs, twisted ever so slightly, and drew it back out. Ely would have knicked the heart, and one of Lissel’s lungs was likely filling with blood. The screaming stopped, replaced by bubbling gasps.

Exsanguinating hemmhorage. Her last two to three minutes would be a formality. The blood she choked on would make screaming impossible. Ely looked to Dorian again, and all he did was whimper.

“Dorian Asteri,” she said, stepping over to him. She would have liked to have watched Lissel die. She would have liked to have confirmed it to be sure no one would come at her back. This would have to do. “Look at me.”

He tore his eyes from the corpse-in-progress to look at her.

“Is s-she?” he managed.

“Dying. I give her two minutes if I’m being generous. Deep breath in through your mouth,” she said. She still reeked of spilled liquor and the copper scent of blood was filling the air. “You have to give me your hand, Dorian.”

He didn’t look like he understood, but he didn’t stop her when she went to take his broken hand in hers. They were swollen and purple, not the dexterous fingers of a prestidigitator. It would take him months to heal if he ever did, completely.

“I’m not going to be able to perform like this,” he said.

“Dorian,” she said softly. “Look at me. I’m going to set your fingers, but it’s going to hurt. Can you put on a brave face for me for just a minute and not pull away? I might hurt you worse if you pull away.”

“Y-yeah,” he said. His voice shook. His face was pale.

“Alright,” Ely said. She started to run her fingers along the break, feeling out where it was. The face Dorian was making made it look like he was going to start crying all over again. “I know you aren’t used to this. This was a lot, you’re allowed to be upset.”

At the second syllable of the word ‘allowed’, she slid his pinky finger back into place. She bound it carefully with a ribbon from her pocket and moved on to the next one.

Dorian made a half-sobbing sound, but he didn’t scream again.

“Dorian,” she said, drawing his eyes back to hers again as she felt for the break. “You’re going to be alright. We can get you home, if you want. I’ll deal with anyone that comes looking for you.”

On ‘looking’, she set another bone. The pang in her chest was almost regret. Her clothes were sticking to her skin, wet with blood and alcohol, and she was tying her love’s broken fingers together.

When had she stopped pretending to that mask? When had that become a part of her? She didn’t speak at all before she set the third one; he didn’t anticipate it, either, though his chest wracked with his inhalation.

We’re not monsters, we just speak their language.

No, father, she thought, eying Dorian’s hands. This monster has terrible teeth and claws. This monster has the seventy-seven eyes of an angel. This monster has the memory of the great magi and will never forget a slight. They will pay for harming what is mine.

She looked at his beautiful, broken face.

What was mine.

“We’ll get you home,” she repeated.

When he got enough air down, he spoke through gritted teeth, defiant even with the tears still on his cheeks. “I am home.”

“Dorian,” she said a third time. This time it was soft and uncertain. An unspoken question. “That’s enough, let’s get you back to your place for now. We…we can maybe talk about this later?”

He took one last look at the body on the floor, and then back at her. His voice was surprisingly steady when he said, “That’s probably for the best.”

 

When Callum came to, he was in some kind of basement. There was a certain scent that came with the underground, with dripping walls and mildew and places they put you to forget about you. The light was very dim down here. He could easily fix that.

“Callum?”

Tess’s voice came, soft, as a plume of fire danced above his fingers. He looked at her through the shadows of the bars and straightened himself; the right side of him was damp from where he’d been lying on it.

“I’m alive,” he said. After it came out of his mouth he wasn’t sure how much of that was for explaining ‘right now in this moment’ and how much would carry over to ‘at all’ later. 

“No kidding?” she asked. The scorn in her voice was a soft undertone laced with amusement. “Were you ever planning on telling me?”

“You already knew,” he said, groaning as he sat up.

There was a silence between them and he could feel her eyes on him. She didn’t speak to break the silence, so he did.

“How did this happen?”

“Well,” she said, voice on the edge of something between humor and panic, “my father found out I was investigating the murders. I guess that was probably inevitable considering he’s been involved in them.”

“You’re going to have to run that by me again,” Callum said. “I spoke to a Nightingale and she said it was a Gate Street Player holding the knife.”

“Since when have you ever known aristocrats to hold the knife themselves?” Tess asked. “Anyway, I don’t know much. I know that I came home one night and he was waiting up for me, sitting in that high backed chair of his. He fixed me with a serious expression and asked what I’d been getting my fingers into. He told me to stop. I told him our people were dying and that it was horrible of him not to care, and I guess that was too much because he flung his tumbler at me. He was drunk and I wasn’t, so naturally he missed. He told me I didn’t understand. I asked him to explain it and all I got out of him was some vague babble about when the dead one comes. How long can you hold that fire?”

Callum furrowed his brow and leaned around to look at her. She was as filthy as he was, in damp clothes with tattered hair. She had a sharp rock in her hand.

“As long as you need me to,” he said. “I take it you have a plan?”

Even as he asked, he started patting himself down. His knife was missing. His pistol had been missing since Ely took it but when his fingers poked at the empty spot in his belt where it normally would have been he felt a cold chill anyway. At least he still had his pants.

“I could have a better one,” Tess said. She lowered herself to a crouch, holding her skirt out of the way with her left hand as her right began to make some markings on the stone with the stone in her hand. “I’m not the most comfortable doing this without the right materials, but I hear it can be done.”

“What are you trying to call down?” Callum asked.

“I know three or four names off the top of my head,” Tess said. “Entities I’ve called in practice under supervision. I’m not sure if that will make them more or less likely to do me harm, but I don’t have a key and I saw them take your lock picks so it might be the only shot we’ve got. He knows what you are. And if Callum Trezza isn’t dead they are still missing an afrite.”

“They?” Callum asked.

“He’s in on it,” Tess said. “He’s the one that’s been feeding them the names of all those nephilim.”

“You’re kidding,” Callum said. “He’s the mayor. He already has everything. What could he possibly have to gain from this?”

“He thinks he’s going to take over other city-states,” Tess said. The stone scraped the floor. “He thinks he’ll still have control once this thing gets summoned. I’m sure they’ll find another afrite, but we can’t let them have you and remove all doubt.”

“That’s an implication I hadn’t wanted to think about,” Callum said. “Do you know who he’s working with?”

“Well,” she said, “now I know the Gate Street Players were involved in this somewhere.”

He sighed and rubbed his face with his free hand. Just how deep did all of this go? “My parents will kill me if I die again without seeing them first.”

“That won’t happen,” Tess said. She used her hands to block out measurements and the circle she scratched into the floor was nearly perfect. Callum swallowed around the dryness in his throat. Nearly perfect could be a death knell in a complicated summoning.

“Tess,” he said. “Think about this. Whatever’s coming out of that circle you’re drawing can probably kill us just as easily as your father can. And your father isn’t going to kill you.”

“No,” she said, “he’s just going to expect me to step back and leave the city in the hands of whatever man he deems worthy of it and me and the big nasty thing he’s calling down. He won’t kill me, he’ll sell me and expect me to watch my city in chains. There’s a point where you have to ask yourself if that’s any better.”

“I don’t know,” Tixi’s voice said from somewhere out in the shadows. “If you’re still here you can still change it.”

“Tixi?” Tess asked. “Can you get in here?”

“Afraid not, Ms. Tess,” Tixi said. “He’s had silver worked into the bars.”

“Damn,” Tess muttered. “Can you try and find the key for me?”

“I can try,” Tixi said, “but there’s probably silver in that, too. I wouldn’t be able to carry it.”

“Not you,” Callum said, “but you could get help.”

“Who do you want me to look for?” Tixi asked.

Callum considered his mother for a moment, but Tixi hadn’t seen her so that was no good. She had been in the room with him and Sam, however, and in the room with him and Ely.

“My brother,” he said. “Do you remember the one with the silver hair? Go and get him.”

There was a stretch of silence, and Tixi’s coy little voice said, “And?”

“And tell him I said to get you caramels,” Callum said. There was no time to fight her on it. Candy wasn’t that expensive. “If he doesn’t do it I will once you’ve brought him here. I promise.”

“I’ll be back soon,” Tixi said. There  was a soft rush of air and he knew she was gone. Callum leaned against the bar separating his cell from Tess’s.

“So you knew,” he said.

“From the first moment. I know your voice,” Tess said. “If you thought a mask was going to fool me you’re stupider than I thought you were. Ashes.”

The teasing tone in her voice caught him off guard and he laughed. She made a contented sound and for a moment, they just sat.

“I’m sorry,” he said.

“You should be,” Tess said. “Why didn’t you tell me?”

“I didn’t even tell my parents,” he said. “And besides, it seems like I didn’t need to, doesn’t it?”

“That’s not the point. I thought we were closer than this,” Tess said.

“I told Sam,” Callum said. “That was it. Ely ended up finding out on accident. There were some people involved, told me to keep things quiet.”

He didn’t want her to know Lena, he realized. Somehow, if Tess knew it was the woman that had coaxed her father into this, if she knew all the details…no. That part he could keep to himself. That part was over, anyway.

“You’re not the kind of person that falls for something like that,” Tess said. “Come on.”

“I think there was magic involved,” Callum said, shrugging. The more he said the more he was sure she’d figure it out. His shirt moved against his skin and the wet fabric felt cold all over again. He immediately regretted having done it. “It was dumb. I know it was. But it can’t be changed now.”

The scratching sound on her side of the bars continued.

“When I thought you were dead,” she said. “I cried all night. I remember thinking it couldn’t have been possible, but I saw your body. How did you survive that stab wound? How did you survive and your mother not know when she was cradling you like that?”

“I don’t know,” Callum said. “I don’t know most of what happened after. I went down and I woke up in the morgue.”

“They had a visitation and everything,” she said. “It was incredibly convincing. Was it you in the coffin?”

“I don’t know,” he repeated.

“There were a lot of reasons I didn’t want to believe you were the man in the mask,” she said. “I didn’t want to be wrong. I didn’t want to think so and then have you turn out to be someone else entirely. I didn’t want to think this was the kind of thing you would lie about. Grief isn’t the kind of thing you cause the people you love lightly.”

“I guess, I was just thinking…if I was dead the people who killed me had no reason to keep looking and they might get comfortable. Start making mistakes,” Callum said.

“Did they?” Tess asked.

“Yeah,” he said, He turned his head to look at her, the little flickering flame between his fingers illuminating her face just enough to see but not enough to measure her expression. “They took you.”

“We’re going to figure out how to deal with my father,” Tess said. “He’s involved in this. Apparently so are the Players. Whatever it is they’re planning…if my father thought this was definitely going to work he would be going public with it. As long as no one knows he was involved, it isn’t his fault if it goes poorly. I don’t think he’s considering exactly how poorly this can go.”

“Funny,” a woman’s voice said from the top of the stairs. Callum’s blood ran cold. “I don’t think you are.”

Tess kept scratching her stone on the floor and didn’t look up. Callum didn’t have to. He knew instantly from her voice, and then the soft clicking of her heels confirmed it. Lena.

“I’ve got your little imp,” she said. “She won’t be biting anyone else.”

A pool of light surrounded her from a lantern in her hand, shedding illumination across the entire dungeon room. She held Tixi by the tail. There was a scarf in her mouth, serving as a gag, and the rest of her body was entirely cocooned in it. Lena’s arm was bleeding.

The light spilled up across the bottom of Lena’s face, illuminating her eyes. It was the least attractive Callum had ever seen her look.

“Callum?” Tess whispered.

“Hang in there, this won’t take long,” he mumbled back.

“No,” Tess said. “It won’t. I’m sorry.”

He started to turn, to ask Tess what was going on, but when he finally managed to look at her she was slamming her palm down onto the circle she’d scratched into the floor. His heart dropped. The blood touched the scratched in circle and glowing red flooded the cell around Tess.

There was a furious roar as the rakshasi—because she was female and very clearly so--appeared in the circle. She did a slow turn, eying the boundaries of the circle, looking for imperfections.

“That won’t help you,” Lena said.

The rhakshasi sniffed the air and turned to look at her.

“Afrite and concubus,” the rhakshasi said. “Witch.”

She looked back over her shoulder at Tess, who stood with perfect posture. To show weakness in front of this creature would be her death knell.

“She is who I called you to deal with,” Tess said. “A fitting challenge for one such as yourself, I believe.”

“I accept your offering,” the rhakshasi said. Tess visibly exhaled, her shoulders slackening only just. For just one moment, it seemed like everything was going to be fine, and then, “I do not accept your control.”

The silver in the bars had been enough to stop an imp but a full-blooded rhakshasi…she reached forward and practically blew the door to Tess’s cell off of its hinges as she rushed at Lena.

Lena threw the imp aside and side-stepped the rushing rhakshasi. She flexed her fingers and they cracked as the tips of them sharpened into claws. A cut opened along the rhakshasi’s flank.

A roar rattled the room. Lena took the creature by the back of the neck and her claws dug into it as she rammed the rhakshasi’s head face first into a rough stone wall.

Behind her, Tess stumbled out of the broken cell and stopped at Callum’s.

“Go,” he said.

“I’m not leaving you,” she said. She looked around, shoved forward by the force of one of the combatants for a moment against the bars. Callum closed the gap between them.

“Tess, I got myself into this mess,” he said. He wrapped his fingers around hers, the fire going out long before their touch. He could no longer make out her features, backlit as she was by Lena’s lantern and the angry glow of the rhakshasi. It didn’t matter. “I could have turned back at any point and I never did. I could have been more careful and I wasn’t. If you stay, you are going to get hurt. I’m fireproof. I’ll be fine.”

“Callum,” she said. He could feel the argument building on her tongue. He closed the small distance between them and kissed her through a gap in the bars.

“Go and get my father,” he said. “You aren’t leaving me. You’re getting help.”

She stared at him for a moment, before she turned her hand palm up and squeezed his.

“I’ll be back,” she said. Then she was gone. Her silhouette moved beyond Lena and the rhakshasi and up the staircase.

Good.

Whatever happened from here, he could be at peace with that. Tess would be fine. She would live. She would go to his father and maybe there would be help to be had.

If there wasn’t…well. He could handle that. He couldn’t have lived with Tess hanging back and getting killed on his account.

 

“We’ve got something to take care of Sammy,” Joey had said before they left the house. “Grab your coat, bring your gun. Let’s go.”

That had been an hour ago.

Joey threw open the double doors of the Falling Star pub, the only one that could be said to be in the dock district proper, and strode directly to the middle of the room. Sam followed Uncle Danny’s lead and took up a position on the left side of the door. Several patrons looked up from their drinks and watched Joey with mistrust.

“Alright, you know who you are. You’ve had your fun. Now get out,” Joey said.

“So Trezza shows up in person,” a voice said from the far end of the room. Rorik was a lean youth with dark eyes, a Verida by blood though he didn’t carry the name. “I’d be honored if it wasn’t such a mark of desperation. Get out, he says.”

Rorik moved up to him with casual loping steps until he was chest to chest with Joey, almost touching. Rorik was a couple of inches taller.

“How do you intend to make me?” Rorik asked.

Danny’s eyes skimmed the crowd and Sam followed his example, watching. Joey would have to keep his focus on Rorik. It wouldn’t do to have an opportunist in a moment like this think it was a good time to bring knives out.

“I’m not quite sure, but call it a gut feeling,” Joey said. He didn’t so much as bat an eyelid.

“You came here with two men,” Rorik said. “You’re surrounded and outgunned. Heh. That your son over there? The girly one?”

Sam felt his fist clench at his side, but said nothing.

“I have a girl. You should be glad I didn’t bring her,” Joey said. “If I did we wouldn’t still be having this conversation.”

“No? I bet we’d have had a lot more fun with her,” Rorik said. A cruel grin split his face and several men around them laughed. Danny touched Sam’s arm and extinguished a fire Sam hadn’t realized he’d lit around his hand.

“Hold fast,” Danny said. “Not yet.”

“Not so fast, Danny. If these boys want some fun, let’s give it to ‘em,” Joey said. He turned back to Rorik with catlike speed. Sam barely caught the glint of the switchblade in his hand before he buried it to the hilt in Rorik’s stomach. Eight times.

The patrons started to get up from their seats and there was a shattering sound as one of them broke his beer bottle on the table. Sam moved for the bar.

The pub went from strained silence to absolute chaos in the span of a moment. Sam reached around the bar and grabbed a bottle of liquor. The bartender made a grab for him but Sam stepped back out of his reach and into it again just as swiftly. His fist crunched into the man’s nose and while he was reeling, Sam took the rag he’d been polishing the bar with from his belt.

A sudden weight impacted at his back as someone jumped on him from behind and Samael manifested his wings with violent urgency, flinging his assailant back off. He poured half the contents of the bottle onto the rag to a chorus of harsh screaming before haphazardly stuffing it into the neck.

The floor was a mess of bodies. He didn’t know where his father or Danny were, but he knew one thing. They were fireproof.

Silver seraph’s flame erupted from his fingertips and the rag flared bright. With the flick of a wrist, he threw his makeshift explosive into the throng and used his wings to fan the flames.

Danny emerged from under a pile of eight men, throwing them in all directions. A couple of them stumbled into the fire and ran screaming. The fray was over as quickly as it had begun, some of the Gaters here just hadn’t realized that yet.

A screaming woman cloaked in silver flame passed between Samael and the chaos in front of him, out into the street, hitting herself all over and trying to put the fire out. Behind her, Danny hauled a man by his jacket and trousers out the window by the door.

In the midst of all of this madness, Samael found serenity. He turned to look at the bartender, who was staring with wide terrified eyes now as he fumbled for a gun. With one flap of his wings, he cleared the bar and closed the distance between them.

Sam’s steady hands took the gun with ease and turned it on the bartender.

“Please don’t shoot,” the bartender begged, his voice cracking.

“Not yet,” Sam said. “We wait. You’ll face my father’s justice.”

He bent one wing as something came sailing at him out of his peripheral vision and a bottle shattered against it. With a twitch, he shed both broken glass and water from between his thick feathers.

Over time, more people ran. The flames went out. They were left standing in the calm after the fire storm, all battered and bruised and surrounded by bodies.

Joey straightened his suit. He stepped over a couple of bodies, walking over to the bar where he squatted down next to the bartender to look him in the eyes.

“If I ever see you hanging out with that lot again I’ll lock all of you in here and burn the place to the fucking ground,” he said.

The bartender nodded to him in mute terror.

“Take the gun, Sam, the night’s young,” Joey said, and moved for the door.

 

The Cassander girl was running up to the house as Ophelia opened the door. She hesitated and as the girl began to slow, she stepped aside. Tess. Helena’s daughter. She looked just like her mother, but Ophelia could not recall ever having seen her old friend so alarmed.

“Breathe,” Ophelia said. “Come inside, tell me what happened.”

“It’s Callum,” Tess said. She gripped Ophelia’s forearms. “My father has him locked in the basement and there’s a rhakshasi—”

As if on cue, there was a loud creaking sound. Ophelia looked back out the door and down the hill just in time to see one of the tram cables snap and come whipping down into a nearby building cracking the stone. The car dipped dangerously on its remaining cable. With her sharp seraph’s eyes, she could tell there were people inside even from here.

“I can see that,” Ophelia said. She looked to Tess. “Go inside. Find Elysia and tell her to get my armor ready. Find my husband and tell him what you told me about Callum.”

“But,” Tess started. The urgency must have showed on Ophelia’s face because instead of continuing, she simply nodded. Ophelia nodded back and stepped away from her, manifesting her quartet of wings and kicking off into the air as fast as she could for the tram car.

There was a man and a little girl inside. He was holding her tightly, his back to the door beneath him and looked like he was whispering something to her. It was clear he intended to break her fall, should anything happen. That more than anything made Ophelia’s heart clench.

The rhakshasi was standing on top of the tram station. One of her backwards hands clutched the throat of a conductor and she held him over the alley. Ophelia already had her target. The Hellwatch was starting to assemble below.

She caught the door of the tram car just as it began to fall. It took all of her strength to hold it there and clutch the other cable as the man looked up at her in terror.

“Come out,” she said, through clenched teeth. “I won’t let you fall but you’re going to have to trust me. I can’t hold this car for long.”

“Take her,” he said, holding the girl up. Ophelia didn’t have enough hands for this. She looked at the man, then the door to the cable car, and he seemed to understand because he did his best to climb after that.

He stood, precariously on the seat, fear written on his face. She let go of the door, and as the car began to fall, gripped his arm. Her wings beat, and she held onto him by the other shoulder, the girl nestled between them as she spiraled to the ground. She set them beside the twisted wreck of the tram car.

“Get to shelter,” she said, and didn’t wait to see if he would argue. She was off like a shot back to the estate again. Sure enough, Ely had brought her sword and armor to the front yard.

“What’s going on?” Ely asked. She had the sharp concern of someone who planned to get involved.

“Rhakshasi on the loose,” Ophelia said. “Help me into my armor, I have to go get this under control. You go with your father and get your brother out of whatever mess he’s gotten himself into now.”

“Okay,” Elysia said. Ophelia had expected her to argue. She was glad Ely hadn’t. Slipping on the breastplate and gauntlets were easier with a second pair of hands. “Except Dad isn’t here, he took Sam out to try and clear some of the Gaters out of the dock district. I’ve got this, though.”

Ophelia watched her for a moment. Her urge to tell Ely to wait died in her throat as she remembered her coming out of the smoke in the alley before. Ophelia nodded.

“Go, then,” she said. “Bring him home.”

It seemed like no time at all before Ophelia was back outside, strafing the field where some of the Hellwatch had assembled around the rhakshasi. 

Seeing her next to Barghest drove the sheer size of her home to Ophelia. This was a big one. She was a full head taller than he was.

Ophelia arrived in the nick of time. The rhakshasi had just thrown his sword back and was going in to claw at him with her other talon. She aimed for the throat. There was no way he would get in to block. Ophelia interposed her sword between the rhakshasi and Barghest, planting her feet.

For a moment, she thought she had succeeded. Then, she was thrown into him and back into the building behind. The impact was harsh and as the air was driven from her lungs, she heard the collapsing of stone and mortared dust filled the air.

She and Barghest were both coughing as the dust settled. It was dark in here, only a shaft of light from above illuminating the alcove, and the sounds of the fight outside were muffled against the rocks.

“You shouldn’t still have that armor,” he said, his voice rough and scratchy from dust and coughing.

They locked eyes for a long moment, dust falling from the ceiling of the alcove between them. Outside, on the other side of the wall of rubble, the fight continued. They were trapped. They were safe. They weren’t going anywhere.

So she took a deep breath, and spoke.

“Aren’t you glad I do?” she asked.

“In this case?” he asked, sitting up. His massive frame seemed even bigger in the limited space of the alcove. “You should probably still turn it in, but I’ll admit I’m glad you had my back.”

“You’re never going to find another half-seraph to wear it,” Ophelia said. “What would be the point?”

“Never is a strong word,” he said.

“I’m the only one I know of in the city,” Ophelia said. “Maybe a daeva could handle it, but the Hellwatch isn’t exactly a priority for most summoner’s kids, is it?”

“Do you think that’s a good enough reason for me to make an exception for you?” he asked. She frowned.

“I think you’d be hard pressed to take it from me if you wanted to push the issue,” Ophelia said. “It’s been years, it’s hardly your decision at this point.”

“Maybe I just thought with your sense of honor you’d want to return it anyway,” he said. There was a mild bite in the statement.

“With my sense of honor,” she echoed. “So what, you would want me to turn it back over to you to collect dust when I can still use it and help this city? My sense of honor doesn’t involve dying in an alley, Barghest, especially when it isn’t costing anyone anything otherwise. A human couldn’t wear this plate and you know it.”

“Help this city when it’s convenient for you, you mean,” he said.

“Help the parts of this city the Hellwatch takes hours to get to,” she spat. “Help the parts of this city that fall through the cracks. Help where the Hellwatch’s hands are tied.”

“And only occasionally take advantage?” he asked.

“If stepping in to help terrorized civilians is taking advantage, yes,” she said. “I’ve taken on cambion in this plate. I’ve stood in the way of Gate Street Players armed with guns and sorcery. I have been there to handle the problems the Hellwatch won’t. If taking advantage is what you want to call that, I won’t even bother to deny it.”

The words came out in a flood. She felt hot under the collar. One deep breath, then another; it wouldn’t do to lose control right now. It wouldn’t help anything.

“And that’s all you’ve been doing? It’s all been out of the kindness of your heart?” he asked. The edge of his voice took on a keener sharpness. There was a beat of silence.

“You know as well as I do that kindness isn’t the only thing a heart can feel,” she said. Her voice had turned cold. “Why is it so hard for you to believe that he’s a good man or that sometimes the law gets in the way of doing the right thing?”

“Because when you’re on the other side of the law as often as he is, I have to feel like most of the time he’s not doing the right thing,” Barghest said.

“We live in a city where everything is powered by summoning,” Ophelia said. “It’s regulated and licensed and the only people that can afford to be educated to do it are already obscenely wealthy. Half of the incidents the hellwatch has to clean up could have been resolved before they started if people had a basic idea of what they were doing, but if that information got out the aristocracy wouldn’t have as much of a choke hold on the market. But because they do, there are always demons, and because there are always demons, the Hellwatch doesn’t have the time or manpower to stop people like Vivi Verida from walking all over everyone. Do you have any idea, at all, what was going on in the Docks district before Joey started in there?”

“Less immolations, I can tell you that much,” Barghest said.

“Rapists,” she said. “Murderers. People who prey on innocent civilians. Those things happen less often because a few evil men burned for their crimes. I make no apologies for it.”

“I just don’t understand if you’re doing all this for the greater good, why you turned to a crime lord,” he said. His arms were folded. He spoke slowly but his eyes never left her.

“He turned to me,” she said, softly.

“What do you mean?” he asked. His brow was furrowed.

“That night we went out to hunt a rhakshasa. I found him already engaged with a group of men in suits, and in his weakened state I managed to bring him down. Joey wanted to speak with me, and I obliged him. I was too exhausted to put up much of a fight that night. So I went. And he told me there was someone in his ranks that had called the creature down in the first place. He wanted help finding who it was. That was my job anyway, so I did. I helped.

“That trail? It led us to the Watchers. The things they had been doing down in the catacombs before we supposedly bricked them off were bad enough that I don’t even want to repeat them, Barghest. And the Hellwatch had no idea. It was happening right beneath our feet and we never knew.”

“And instead of bringing this information back and reporting it so that we would know,” he said, “you decided to just switch teams like that. And not tell anyone what you were doing.”

“They had a child bound to their alter,” she said. “They carved her eyes out and left her there to bleed. They left her eyes sitting above her on a mantle as an offering for their watching god. She died there, alone in the dark. You don’t see something like that and come out unscathed. Making a report wasn’t exactly at the forefront of my mind.

“Meanwhile, Joey did right by them. The people that got hurt. He took the time to go behind and make sure all of them got what they needed, that they were taken care of. The Hellwatch has never done that. With everything he did, and every move he made, he showed me he was a good man. One action at a time, I fell in love with him. And if I’d come back to tell you everything I’d seen…can you tell me you wouldn’t have arrested him anyway?”

“If he didn’t want to be arrested,” Barghest said, “maybe he shouldn’t be doing things that were illegal. You cared about that once.”

“I care about what’s right more than I care about an arbitrary list of rules a bunch of rich people wrote down to make sure they would always remain the ones in charge,” Ophelia said. “Everything about this system has stacked the odds against these people and they have had to go against the grain to protect themselves and those who don’t have it in them to break the rules. Nothing about this has been right or fair. And you know, it’s funny, but I never saw you as being on a leash until now.”

“Rules are what make a society run. If you don’t like them, you try to change them. You don’t break them,” he said.

“Even if people will die if you don’t?” she asked. “Who was ever going to listen to him?”

Barghest exhaled, tight and slow.

“And no one’s ever died because of him, I’m sure,” he said.

“Once in a while, people come in and think everything will be fine if they help themselves to our people,” Ophelia said. “They set fires. They point guns at shopkeepers. They create victims in ways they know will never come back to haunt them in any official capacity. Showing mercy to those people or not bothering to catch them is the biggest injustice I can think of for the ones they harm. When they burn, it makes the rest think twice. It’s cruel, but it keeps our people safe. Not just the ones on the north end of town.”

“So he only breaks the law to protect people? Never for his own gain?” Barghest asked.

“Ultimately,” Ophelia said. “I’m not going to pretend he doesn’t have his fingers in a lot of pies, but everything he brings in goes right back into the community. If he’s going to protect them, he has to maintain power.”

“Had you ever considered that if he and his gang joined the Hellwatch we would have enough manpower to deal with these situations?” he asked.

“They’re all men that have been burned and worse by the law,” Ophelia said. “Our legislation doesn’t particularly care for poor people. I can’t blame them for wanting no part in that. I think you know how much of a fool’s errand that would be, anyway, not everyone takes to the structure so easily as you and I did.”

“So what do you suggest I do, then? Just turn a blind eye to it all?” he asked.

“There are some things that I know you can’t let go,” Ophelia said. “I think I’d lose respect for you if you did. Not that it matters, because you’ve made it abundantly clear that we’re not friends anymore.”

“Ophelia,” he said. “You know I only get this upset whenever I care. I just…feel like maybe this is a waste of your talents.”

“Stay in my life long enough to find out,” she said. “These past two weeks have been the most you’ve bothered to speak to me in years. It took thinking my son was dead. I know I should have told you what was happening when it started going on, but it has been over two decades. That’s a steep price for a couple weeks of silence.”

“A couple of weeks of silence where I thought you were dead,” he said.

There it was.

On the other side of the fallen rocks, the rhakshasi screamed in fury. There was another impact somewhere in the distance. It all felt thousands of miles away in that moment. When she spoke next, her voice was very small.

“I’m sorry.”

“Well I guess it all worked out fine in the end,” he said.

“Obviously it didn’t,” she said, softly. “You’re not obligated to talk to me, Barghest. It just hurts a lot. I did what I felt like I had to do. I did what I felt was the right thing. And you just won’t hear it. Do you hate him that much, or is it me at this point?”

The silence stretched, punctuated by impacts and gunfire.

“I feel like I failed,” he said. “Like, had I been a better mentor, this wouldn’t…wouldn’t have been the path you’d chosen.”

“…you’re an old fool,” she said. “You couldn’t have been a better mentor. Any idiot holding a law book can tell you what is permitted, but it takes a real moral compass to know what is right. You gave me that. You just don’t want to look at it. I picked the path that would help the most people.”

“You know, you could have tried to talk to me, too,” he said. He wasn’t looking at her now.

“I did,” she said. “There was always a reason, wasn’t there? Always something pressing. Like you’d rather have been looking at anything but my face. I stopped, because every time, it hurt. Seraph can’t be harmed by fire, but I know what it is to burn, now.”

“Well it’s like you said,” he said. “Hellwatch is always busy.”

“Was that it?” she asked. She kept her eyes on him, even though she was sure she already knew the answer.

“Not entirely,” he admitted.

“What, then?” she asked.

“I cared about you, Ophelia,” he said. His hand was clenched beside his knee, the knuckles whitened. “More than I should have.”

“You never said,” she said.

“I thought I’d have more time,” he said.

“Can…can you just…” she started, but her voice broke. She held up a hand as she composed herself, but the damage was done. She already sounded like the lost young woman she’d been when she came to the Hellwatch in the first place. She pressed on. “I always thought you were so committed to the rules…and those rules never would have allowed it… I guess it doesn’t matter now, but I miss you. I miss my friend. I don’t want to do this anymore. I don’t want to fight you.”

He sighed.

“Well,” he said. “Maybe this is something we could move on from.”

There was another crash on the other side of the rubble and the foundation of the hovel they’d been trapped in shook.

“Provided we get out of this alive,” he said.

“Come,” she said, doing her best to stand and offering him a hand up. “It’s only a pile of rocks. We have bested worse, together.”

“A pile of rocks with a raging rhakshasi on the other side,” he said, taking her hand. She hauled him to his feet.

“One fight at a time,” she said. “Just like you taught me. Do you think we can trust each other long enough?”

“Right, then,” he said. The conviction had crept back into his voice. He looked at the rocks and Ophelia followed his gaze, straightening.

She wasn’t sure what would be waiting for them on the other side when they finished. There was no guarantee of a victory. No guarantee of survival. That was nothing new.

But right now, for the first time in a very long time, she felt like things might be alright between them. They could never go back to what they had been in the past, but they could forge something new in the future.

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER FIFTEEN

The Lovely Carnage

 

“It’s not really a secret that there aren’t a lot of nephilim in Daelan City at the moment. Or ever, in the grand scheme of things, considering how difficult it is to make one.

Sure, a demon will burn a city block to the ground, but angels have been known to meticulously wipe out entire families if you offend them and no amount of distance will save you from it.

And people call them up for what? Prestige? Well, no, and I’m sure you’re wondering, dear listeners, what angels are even useful for in that case.

Well, if you have someone mortally wounded and in need of healing, you want an angel. Some of them are even rumored to be able to raise the dead, though there’s no evidence that a single instance of this has ever ended well for anyone involved including the dead person.

But the most common reason? Information.

Angels know a lot of things. You want to hear the whispers of the darkest corners of the world, you want to call on an angel and not a demon—

…excuse me I have something to follow up on regarding the Nightingales.”

 

“I heard my mother tell you to go and find my father,” Ely said, “but unfortunately, he isn’t here. Lucky for you, I am.”

Tess gave her a dubious look. Ely glanced up at her, drawing the gun from her coat pocket and popping the cylinder out to press a bullet into each slot.

“I don’t have time to fight with you about my qualifications,” Ely said. “Suffice it to say I probably knew Callum was alive before you did and he never actually told me. I am keenly invested in getting him back in one piece.”

“He never told me either. Your mother said to find Joey,” Tess said. There was a hesitance in her voice.

“That will take hours,” Ely said. “Do you have hours?”

The desired hesitance was there. Ely struck the low blow true.

“Does Callum have hours?” she asked.

“No,” Tess said finally.

“Then we go,” Ely said. She started to walk and Tess scrambled to follow her. The sky was alight with fights in two separate parts of the city. Ely thought of Dorian.

She’d left him, safe and sound, in his own apartment. He would be smart enough not to leave. She nodded to herself and continued to walk.

“Did you notice the trams are down?” Ely asked. “How comfortable are you with a bicycle?”

“I learned to ride like any other child,” Tess said.

“Like any other child that can afford it,” Ely said. She pulled her bike out of the shed, and her mother’s, and offered the latter to Tess. She was taller than Ely, the bike would fit.

“You say that like you couldn’t,” Tess said. She didn’t exactly sound annoyed, but there was an undercurrent of sting in her voice that made Ely like her. She was not one to simply lie down and accept undue criticism from someone who didn’t have room to talk. A rare trait in a woman.

“Lead the way,” Ely said. Tess took off, rising slightly in her seat to peddle faster. Ely followed a moment later. Tess had a good instinct for the roads of the city, Ely noticed. Whenever it appeared a main thoroughfare was going to be clogged by some kind of fight, be it shoeshiner or hellwatch, she took another route that seemed to get them there just as fast.

That kind of skill could be useful.

The Cassander Estate was a smoking wreck. Even from behind her, Ely could hear the distressed ‘no’ from Tess’s lips as the wheels of her bicycle screeched to a halt in front of the garden. She let the bike drop and Ely didn’t say a word.

The intricately shaped topiaries were bedecked with human limbs and entrails. Someone had strewn intestines around one of the regularly shaped trees in a macabre facsimile of a solstice tree. A severed head floated face down in the fountain, the water stained coppery brown from too much blood. The woman’s hair was done elegantly, Ely could tell, before the head had been removed. Parts of it were matted to her skull with blood, floating tendrils in the water, but the dark hair was forgiving.

Tess started for the fountain but Ely put a hand on her arm.

“You don’t want to see this,” Ely said. “Let me take care of her. Go and find my brother, I will meet you in a moment.”

Tess looked at her with a mixture of horror and gratitude before she started inside. Ely turned to the fountain and leaned over to fish the head out of the water, turning it to face her.

The look on Helena Cassander’s face was serene. She had never seen the blow coming. That was good. Her peace was almost enviable, or it would have been if she hadn’t been dead.

Ely cradled the head in her arms and followed Tess into the house. She placed it on the entryway table and folded the cloth over to cover it.

“Tess?” she asked.

“This way,” Tess called back. “He was in the dungeon when I last saw him, we both—ancients, no.”

Ely stepped around the corner. Tess was trembling. Another body, this one a man’s, had been strung up in the kitchen doorway by a length of his own intestine, his arms held wide. For a moment, her own heart skipped, frightened that it was Callum, but after a moment she recognized the mayor’s face.

There were two deep antemortem lacerations on the right side of his face, as if he had been kissed by something with tusks before his disembowelment. The skin below his chest was singed and cracked.

Ely put a hand on Tess’s arm.

“Breathe through your mouth,” she instructed. “He’s gone. It’s over for him, nothing can hurt him now. But my brother is still alive and we have to get him back. There will be time to mourn Henri Cassander. I will personally ensure there is time. But now, we have to move. Nod if you understand me.”

Tess nodded, shakily, but didn’t step any closer to the kitchen. Ely put her fingers on Tess’s shoulders and turned her away. There was no judgment there. Ely couldn’t imagine what she would have felt like if it had been her father.

The fresh organs were firmer than what had been in the body of the corpse she’d stolen. Rot had had no time to set in here. Henri’s intestines were more like rat intestines. They weren’t viable. They were perforated, cut into in several places as a clawed creature had haphazardly used them to make an example of the man.

She lowered him gently and pulled him to the side, laying his body on the table. There was nothing to cover him with. Behind her, she could hear Tess’s breathing begin to quicken.

“Slowly,” Ely said. “Breathe slowly and only through your mouth. We have to stay calm right now. Now come, and keep your eyes cast to the right.”

Ely took her arm and started to walk. Tess only resisted for a moment as the pair of them moved for the dungeon. Tess walked on shaking feet and Ely took every force of her own will to keep pace with her and not to rush ahead.

There were too many steps into the dungeon. Halfway down them, Ely could hear voices.

“…are you listening? You mustn’t associate with that woman anymore,” a lilting voice said. Ely put out an arm for Tess to stop, and she did. The pair of them crouched, and Ely leaned around the wall.

The woman with a hand around Callum’s throat was lovely, in her own way. That was the first thing Ely noticed. She noticed that before she noticed the missing arm, and the blood caked all the way down the left side of the woman’s body.

‘Concubus,’ her mind thought, somewhere under a layer of haze.

“I’m doing my best, Lena,” he said. “I couldn’t just let her die, and I thought it might have been one of those situations.”

Lena chuckled. There was a dash of pain in her smile, a little bit of anger, but if Callum noticed either he made no sign. He didn’t seem to notice Lena’s injury.

“You have a hero’s heart,” she said, gently. “Like your father. I should like to know more about him.”

Ely got to her feet and started down the stairs, keeping her center of gravity low. Lena had more or less shrugged off a missing arm. There were not many things in this world that Elysia deemed to be ‘more messed up than she was’, but this was one of them.

But she was her mother’s daughter. She was fireproof. With the seventy-seven eyes of an angel. She had nothing to fear from a demon.

It was Tess who spoke.

“Give him back, Lena,” she said. Her voice sounded dry. Ely ducked behind a singed metal crate and looked at the long silhouettes on the wall behind them. Tess’s shadow crept over the wall as she descended the stairs. Lena was looking at her over her shoulder, her one hand still touching Callum’s chin.

“You came back,” Lena said. “You really shouldn’t have.”

Ely moved around the back side of the crate, keeping low and watching their shadows as she did.

“You have no claim on him,” Tess said. “I don’t know why you didn’t kill him, but you don’t need his soul. Give him back to me.”

Lena chuckled, then, and her shadow didn’t so much as move. Ely was on the other side of the crates, now. Closer to Lena and Callum than she was to Tess. She could see the rended severed arm lying on the floor with its fingers curled around a severed imp’s head. It took her a moment to recognize Tixi.

Ely felt that familiar stillness in her chest.

“I have a claim on my own flesh and blood, girl,” Lena said. “I have as much right to him as anyone. He is my brother, after all.”

Elysia rose to her feet slowly. Lena’s eyes were firmly fixed on Tess, but Callum seemed to see her. She had to step around a crate, and Lena started to turn to look at her, but Ely caught her in the face with a hard left hook that sent her staggering back.

“He’s my brother,” Ely said, pulling Callum away from the wall and from Lena. “Callum, come on.”

He didn’t seem to want to move. Ely gave him a shove in Tess’s direction and she caught him around the waist. Ely nodded to her and whirled to face Lena, who was only just starting to recover.

Even disarmed and bleeding as she was, Ely wasn’t fooling herself. Lena was powerful. This was not a fight Ely could win, but she didn’t have to. She only had to hold the woman off until Tess and Callum were clear. She could remember the layout of the house. If she could give them two minutes…

The flickering lantern stood out in her peripheral vision. Ely manifested her wings.

Lena cracked her neck to the side, the look on her face very somber. As she lunged forward, Ely gave a great flap of both wings, one geared downward. The candle hissed out and plunged the room into darkness.

 

The world was a blur as Tess pulled him into the light. The smell of blood was thick on the air and he felt nauseated for a dozen other reasons. He clung to her arm, because he knew if he let Tess go right now he was going to fall.

“Come on,” she said. “A little farther.”

“Did,” he started and his chest heaved. He took a moment to catch his breath. “Did we leave Ely back there?”

“Ely is more than capable of taking care of herself,” Tess said. “Come on.”

“Tess,” he said. She looked at him. The concern on her face was sharp and immediate. Callum touched her cheek with his fingertips. “I think your demon got out…”

Her response was half a laugh and half a sob.

“I know,” she said. “Come on, we can wait for Ely at the gate. Have you ever ridden on the back of a bike before?”

“Hell no,” Callum said, softly. “I always drive.”

“You’d crash right now,” she said.

He gave her his best frown. She smiled softly and pinched him.

“Come on,” she said. “I’m not sure you could hold on let alone steer.”

There was something very deep and wounded in her eyes. For just right now, he decided not to press the issue and got on the back of the bike.

 

“Joey,” Zenith said. She was leaning on the wall on the inside of the wine cellar and watching him. “I didn’t hear you come in.”

Her voice told him she knew the reason why. When Danny emerged into the cellar behind him her eyes shifted to him.

“What have you been doing in the catacombs, Zen?” Joey asked.

“They’re convenient for moving my wares,” she said. “I could be asking you the same thing.”

“That concubus,” Joey said. “You do know her, don’t you?”

Zenith drew a pack of cigarettes out of her cleavage, worked one out and offered him one. He shook his head. Danny did the same. For once, Joey didn’t offer her a light.

“My daughter,” she said. “I had sincerely hoped it wasn’t her.”

He searched her face, but she wasn’t meeting his eyes. There were always people you didn’t want your kids getting mixed up in hurting. His family was one of those for her. He understood that.

“My son is alive,” Joey said. “Your daughter knew. Do you know what she’s been doing in the catacombs?”

“It wasn’t supposed to go this far,” Zenith said. “The idea was that she could take out a large portion of Gate Street and some of the aristocracy all at once. They were never supposed to go after Callum.”

“So why did she?” Joey asked.

“She didn’t,” Zenith said, softly. “She was the reason he lived. They’re trying to call down something big and nasty, one that takes a lot of sacrifices. She thought the Gate Street players would be numerous enough, expendable enough. She gave them the daggers. It was one of them that made the call, but he was never the afrite they were supposed to be going after.”

“So what are we gonna do about all this?” Joey asked. He kept his face schooled to a careful blank, showing her nothing. He’d always thought he’d had ears to the ground. The fact that this could all happen under his nose…

“It’s too late to stop her,” Zenith said.

“Well, then, clearly you don’t know me well enough,” Joey said. He started for the door behind her, the one that led out into the bar area of the Ninth Gate. Above them, he could hear the sounds of revelry.

“Joey,” she said, turning her head. She didn’t turn her body. He hesitated almost shoulder to shoulder. “Please don’t hurt her.”

“I suppose that’s up to her,” he said, and cleared the door. He could hear Danny’s voice behind him as he left, low and comforting, but he was too far by then to know what his brother said.

It didn’t matter. It mattered that he was doing it in the first place. He was glad Danny had it in him, still, to think of others.

Right now, Joey just needed to get home and rally the family.

 

Ely darted to the side as a plume of hellfire erupted, bathing the room in scarlet for just a moment. Ely shot back with a tendril of silver seraph’s flame. Their blows were solid impacts, arm against arm against flank against cheek, and the fight was illuminated in brief flashes between.

Lena was fighting one armed. It took both of Ely’s just to block her blows.

“Are you sure you’re even really his daughter, nephil?” Lena asked. Ely didn’t respond. She was her father’s daughter. She was an aberration and a disappointment to both of her parents, but she belonged to both of them.

She cut through the blow in her mind.

“Yes,” Ely said. “Joey Trezza raised me. If I went to him now he would know my face and welcome me into his arms. Can you say the same?”

The next blow came hard with a plume of hellfire and Ely could see the fury on Lena’s face until it flicked back out. There it was. The exposed nerve.

“No,” Ely said, taking a step back. “I didn’t think you could. You’re an unknown bastard and now that you’ve hurt his son that’s all you’ll ever be to him.”

“I kept him alive!” Lena roared. Ely darted back and the next blow made a rough clanging sound against the metal of the crate she’d been hiding behind previously. Ely’s steps were soft as she started to move around Lena. The sounds of blows being thrown were clear on the air. “They nearly killed him and I was the one with the magic to heal him! I was the one with the potion to make him look as if he’d died! I kept him safe! You didn’t even know he was hurt!”

There was another plume of fire, but by then Ely had crept around to the back of Lena. She started to whip around. Ely drove the heel of her foot into the back of Lena’s knee.

There was no point in stealth, now. She ran like her life depended on it, emerging from the Cassander’s cellar like a bat out of hell. Through the kitchen, to the right, out the front doors.

The midday sunlight was too bright. She could see Tess and Callum at the end of the little brick road that led out to the gate. She could hear Lena scrambling behind her.

Ely didn’t stop.

“Go,” she called. “Go I’ll catch up.”

Tess didn’t need to be told twice. Good woman.

There was a moment Ely considered leaving the bike and continuing to run, but that was an animal’s instinct and not a solid plan. It cost her a moment. It took everything she had to stop, pick the bicycle up and mount it. Behind her, Lena was gaining.

Ely started peddling. A clawed hand grabbed her hair and Ely did not stop peddling as a chunk of it was ripped out by the roots.

She veered left where Tess had gone right. Lena would have to choose which of them to follow and Ely would have to trust that Tess was fast and clever enough to lose her. She would have to hope the same for herself.

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER SIXTEEN

Homecoming

 

“On the off chance you haven’t already heard about this, a runaway rhakshasi turned the mayoral manor into a blood bath today as, presumably, someone in the Cassander family lost control of her.

It’s…honestly massively breaking news, folks. A very big deal. And I’m sorry but…I think I’m going to have to fail you as a reporter tonight and go back over that caramel recipe my assistant left in my desk again…

You…you all know how much I hate reporting on celebrity gossip after all…and…

Nevermind. You’re all just going to have to get on without me tonight. I’m sorry.”

 

Callum’s head was starting to clear as Tess pulled into the gate and helped him off of the bicycle. She left it leaning on the interior wall and he only had to lean on her a little as they moved for the house.

Joey Trezza stood on the front porch, his arms folded. Callum couldn’t look away from the severity of that frown. He disentangled himself from Tess, giving her arm an appreciative squeeze before he moved to climb the steps and face his father.

For a moment they stood, a foot of air and tension hanging between them as Callum did his best to straighten.

Joey reached out and pulled Callum into a tight hug. Callum folded around him, and tried to convince himself that he was shaking from exhaustion and not tears.

“Why would you do that, knucklehead?” Joey asked, softly.

“It seemed like there were reasons at the time,” Callum breathed, face buried in his father’s shoulder.

“I assume there’s a lot to this story,” Joey said. Callum pulled back to look him in the eye, swiping tears with the back of his hand, unable to keep how unsettled he was off of his face. In this instance, he didn’t even want to.

“There was a witch involved,” Callum said. “She claimed she was your daughter.”

“Well that’s…news to me,” Joey said, brow furrowing.

“I’m not sure if I should believe her, but…” He paused. “Can we go inside? Sit down and talk about this? And…can Tess come? Her house is kind of on fire right now.”

“What—” Joey sighed. “Yeah. Yeah, come in.”

He ushered the pair of them through the door. Tess said nothing. They swung a left into the sitting room and she curled up in the window sill and looked outside while Callum dropped into one of the arm chairs by the hearth. The sound of pounding paws raced across the floor and a moment later Ashes was in his lap and licking his face. He didn’t have the energy to razzle her, but he wrapped his arms around her soot-colored body and scratched behind her ears.

“I did get stabbed,” Callum said. “I’m not sure how she kept me from dying.”

“Okay, before we get into all that,” Joey said. “Are there any pressing issues that we should probably handle before story time?”

“The rhakshasi got loose,” Tess said from the window. She sounded far away. “It looks like the Hellwatch is handling it.”

“And this…witch?” Joey asked.

“Ely picked a fight with her to give us time to get out of the house,” Callum said. “She got out too, took a different route away. I’m not sure where she went but I know it wasn’t here. The witch followed us and Tess lost her somewhere in the side streets.”

“So there is potentially still a witch after you right now,” Joey said, a hard note creeping into his voice.

“…yes.”

“Danny!” Joey bellowed. Heavy steps came down the stairs and Danny ducked as he came into the sitting room with his arms folded. He glanced at Callum, and a moment of eye contact said more than words could have. Danny was glad he was home.

“Someone hurt?” he asked.

“Well, probably, but not the most pressing issue right now,” Joey said. “There could be a witch coming here. I’m not entirely sure what she’s capable of but…get some guys on it.”

Danny gave him a mock salute and ducked back out of the doorway.

“She’s part concubus,” Callum called after him. “A quarter, I think? Send women.”

After a beat, he added.

“Straight women.”

“Is there anything else I should know before we go on?” Joey asked.

“Not unless you want to send someone after Ely, but if I know her—and I do—they aren’t going to find her until she wants found,” Callum said.

“Unfortunately you’re probably right,” Joey said.

“She’s safe,” Callum said. He wasn’t sure if he was trying to convince his father or himself.

“Well. I guess all that’s left is to start from the beginning,” Joey said. So Callum did.

The silence stretched as he finished his recounting. There was nothing to do but wait for Joey to say something, or ask something. Tess’s knuckles had turned white as she clutched her knee and pointedly did not look at either of them.

Callum could see, in her reflection in the glass, that she was crying. He had the good grace not to say anything about it.

“Well,” Joey said, finally. “I think the smartest thing to do right now is wait, then. What do you think?”

“I think you’re probably right,” Callum said, softly. “Mom’s out there fighting that thing, isn’t she?”

“Yeah,” Joey said. He ran a hand through his hair.

“I’ll need to fill her in on all this too when she gets back,” he said, putting an unintentional emphasis on ‘when’. “Dad?”

“Yeah?” Joey asked.

“Is she…? Lena I mean? Could she actually be yours? She had the afrite blood,” Callum said. The words came out awkwardly slow, like he almost didn’t want to ask them. There was a small stretch of silence before Joey answered.

“She could be,” he said.

“What…do we do about that?” Callum asked.

“Cross that bridge when we come to it,” Joey said, sighing.

Callum nodded. If that was all he was willing to say about the matter, he was not about to push the issue.

Ophelia got home just as the sun was starting to dip and paint the sky bloody. There were claw marks along her side, scoring the metal of her breast plate, but it had done its job and she didn’t appear to be injured.

She dropped into an empty chair and leaned her massive claymore against the side of it before her eyes fell on Callum. He didn’t make her stand again. He went to her, arms going around her shoulders.

When she pulled him into her lap like a child, Callum didn’t stop her. He owed her this. She held him tightly, stroked his hair and this time he was not the only one who cried.

Joey called Samael down and Callum went over the story again. This time, Sam broke in in places to add things, and when he started, so did Tess.

“We never had time to talk about this, before,” Tess said, “but I was researching. I…actually think I know what they’re trying to call down.”

“Well, you have the floor,” Joey said.

Tess took it literally and stood, coming into the center of the room. She paced as she spoke, not looking anyone in the eye.

“It was that door Ely has the drawing of that made me realize,” she said. “The names of greater entities are never invoked save partially. It’s okay to draw power from them, but never to summon them outright. Doing so requires great sacrifice and great risk. The lettering in the glyphs was like that. The one on the dagger, too. But there was something off about it.”

Tess dipped to the carpet and drew a shape with her finger.

“This is the glyph for siphoning. But if you turn it upside down it sends power the other way. A sacrificial knife. That’s how those are meant to work. It’s a long term summoning. But a greater demon or even a greater angel wouldn’t require so many and none of the other letters were attuned to either plane.”

She looked up. Ophelia seemed to have started to realize what Tess was about to say before she actually said it, and the look of realization on her face was not a good one.

“I think they’re trying to call an ancient.”

“That sounds like bad news,” Joey said. “That’s bad news, right?”

“Potentially apocalyptic news,” Ophelia said. Her throat sounded dry.

“You hear the Church of the Veil preaching a lot about Iaric Kernaghan, but an ancient is the closest entity to a god that we have concrete evidence exists,” Tess said. She sounded a long way off, like she was repeating something she’d studied for long hours. “They are to angels what angels are to us.”

“So what do we do about that?” Joey asked.

“We find out where they’re planning the final pull and stop them,” Callum said. “We all have pieces, people who were involved. We need to put them together. Trace it back to the top. There are shiners and aristocracy alike involved in this. There’s one thing I’m really sure of, and that’s that Lena knows.”

 

There was a box waiting on Barghest’s desk when he got back to the office. His chest rose and fell, belabored from the fight. His body and bones stung and ached in equal measure from being thrown around and cut and burned.

He’d gotten his protege back today. They’d defeated a rhakshasi. The streets of Daelan City had become a blood bath and he had already been through the worst the day could have offered, and yet one unmarked package sitting on his desk instead of in his mailbox made his stomach drop.

He eased into his chair and picked up a letter opener from his desk. The tape along the seam of the box split easily. The first thing he noticed inside was the color orange. Soft fire. Spun dawn.

The lock of hair was tied around a severed, freckled finger.

It took him a moment to reconcile what was in front of him with what it meant. There was a moment where his mind simply couldn’t grasp it, and then it began to set in in the form of a mounting rage.

There was a folded note beneath the digit, stained slightly in her blood. He didn’t want to reach into the box. Even as he thought it, his hand slipped inside to retrieve the note. The lock of Augury’s hair brushed it and something inside him shuddered.

 

‘Hellhound,

She lives. Afriteborn cambion are a dime a dozen. We will leave her alive if you stop intervening. Continue to act against us and bigger pieces will follow.’

 

There was no signature, only the drawing of a familiar glyph at the bottom of the page. The same one Augury had revealed to him in hellfire.

Cultists. Ancients-be-damned cultists.

He left the note lying on his desk, took the finger gently in his hand, and walked down the hall to the scrying mirror. Ophelia picked up almost immediately.

“What is it?” she asked. She sounded concerned, but there was no tension in her. He didn’t even have it in him to take comfort in that right now.

“Augury,” he said. He held up the finger so Ophelia could see. “They…they left this on my desk.”

“Barghest,” Ophelia said, softly.

“I told her no one deserves to die,” he said. The words were coming out of his mouth before he even realized what he was trying to say. “I told her no one deserves to die, and then they did this to her.”

“We’ll find her,” Ophelia said.

“I damned right know we will,” he growled. “People are going to die Ophelia. People are going to die and I’m going to be the one to do it.”

 

“Ophelia, I have to tell you something before you find out some other way,” Joey said. He had his hat in his hands, threading the brim between his fingers. She was in her breastplate looking at her reflection in their bedroom mirror. She turned her head over her shoulder to look at him.

“Go on,” she said.

She extended a hand to him and he took it, stepping up beside her.

“The concubus that’s been causing all this trouble,” he said. “She might be blood of mine. Before we met, Zenith Haywood and I were involved. She…”

Ophelia slipped an arm around his waist and pulled him closer. They were within an inch of each other’s heights and he didn’t have to tilt his head to meet her eyes.

“You don’t have to tell me about this if you don’t want to,” she said. “It was before we met and I’m more interested in why you didn’t tell me before.”

“I didn’t know,” he said. That was all there was to it. “Zenith and I had a whirlwind affair that lasted a couple of months and then she skipped town. I thought some of her shady dealings had caught up with her, but apparently…”

“Apparently it was just you?” Ophelia asked, a hint of amusement on her lips. It didn’t reach her eyes. “Everyone has a past, Joey. You wouldn’t be who you are without it, and I love who you are. If you were expecting me to be angry, you were expecting wrong. But…it looks like you need to talk about this.”

“It’s such a bad time for it,” he said, dropping to sit on the foot of the bed. She sat behind him in an uncomfortable perch in her breastplate, leaving a hand on his knee.

“It’s the only time,” Ophelia said. “The only calm we have before the coming storm. If we wait until it passes there may be nothing we can do.”

“I keep thinking if I’d been there she wouldn’t be doing this,” Joey said.

“You aren’t a mind reader, love,” Ophelia said. “You were never given that chance.”

“What if she’s like Ely?” he asked. “What if that was my fault?”

“What if she is?” Ophelia asked. “I think Ely handles herself very well.”

“She had good examples,” Joey said.

“She had parents who burn their enemies at the stake and throw their bodies in the sea,” Ophelia said. “Lena is an adult. She can be held accountable for herself. And there is room to hear her out, if that’s what Callum wants to do.”

He nodded.

“I know,” Joey said. “She marked herself as his demon when she got him wrapped up in this. I just can’t help but feel responsible even if I’m not.”

“I think that’s normal,” Ophelia said. “You’re used to being in control of most situations. At least having an influence. We might still have the chance with her.”

That ‘we’ wasn’t lost on him. He laid his hand over hers and squeezed it tightly.

“I love you,” he said.

Ophelia smiled. This time, it did meet her eyes.

“I love you too.”

 

The compound was a glorified hole in the wall. A pair of broken wings had been painted onto the brick beside the entrance. The door was a bare pretext of surface screwed into place and hanging from its hinges and it came loose when Barghest’s boot collided with the wood. The time for subtlety had long since passed.

Several pairs of eyes raised to look at him. There was a small room, a table that was barely raised above the floor where five men sat. One of them dropped the cigarette out of his mouth and it went out in the drink in front of him. The others were laying down their cards and one went for the hold out pistol under the table.

Behind them, Barghest could see the doorway and nothing beyond. Every ounce of his training said to restrain himself. He had been through the drills a hundred times, had instilled these values in his students over and over again. Bad things happen but no one deserves to die for it. None of that mattered anymore.

He never stopped moving. In a single stride he’d closed the distance from the battered down door to the man with the pistol and brought his claymore down hard, severing the hand holding the gun at the wrist. With an agile turn of his blade he drove it into the man’s torso.

Gunfire. The flare of a sigil at his right side. Dark arterial blood sprayed against a hand of cards lying face up on the table. Death blood.

No turning back.

His arms burned as he brought the blade through the ribs, the crack he felt drowned out by gunfire at his right. He might have been shouting as he whipped the blade around; he couldn’t hear it over the roaring in his ears. There was a head on the floor. The thick tang of metal bit the air.

He had dropped three of them before the flames rose in the room beyond. He could smell the sulfur clawing at the air, the kind of scent that only came from a recent summoning.  The other two men from the table were scrambling back and he let them.

He shoved the table aside with his free hand and with it two corpses. The gunfire continued at his back with glyphs lighting and pushing back, protecting his chest from the oncoming fire. Hot pain erupted at his ear and he felt something hot and wet drip down his neck. There was no time to worry about that now.

He was at the doorway when he got his first glimpse of the afrite, glowing in the dark like an ember. The demon had a tiger’s growl, a sound that would have driven fear like a spike into the heart of a man that had never heard it before. Barghest welcomed him.

His eyes were wide and gold, glowing with heat. His tusks curled outward from under his upper lip and claw-like fingers sent curls of wood falling to the floor as he propelled himself forward on all fours. A mane of fire streamed behind him, all around his furious face. Barghest had taken on afrite before, but never alone.

The claws came at him, a slash through the air. Barghest brought his claymore up to block and was driven back a few feet from the force of it. In an instant, he had lost sight of the beast. Losing sight of an afrite was a good way to die and they were too wickedly fast at the best of times.

A scream died in a coppery gurgle and Barghest whipped around to see the creature holding a man up by his lapel, tearing out his throat with a bite. Those fire-gold eyes met Barghest’s. He could hear the beast swallow, see the blood stains around his mouth as he grinned.

The floor was bloody slick as Barghest charged forward, his boots finding little purchase against the stone slab now that it was covered. He swung his sword anyway, aiming for the torso, aiming to bisect the beast where it stood. It planted its feet shoulder width apart and opened its maw wide, expelling a gout of flame at Barghest.

He had to stop in an instant, planting his own feet and letting his claymore dip point down on the stone floor. The flames licked around the blade, bisected and curling around either side of him as he ducked his head and the glyphs on his armor flared again. They worked hard, trying to protect him from the worst of it. He could feel burning blisters forming around the cracks of his armor. He weathered it. 

Afrite were powerful, yes, but they had limits like anything else.

When the gout of flame ended, he swung his sword upward and caught it in the chest, drawing a line of blood as it passed. The beast reeled back and looked down at itself before cocking its head at Barghest and grinning that horrible grin again. His visage began to swirl and shift, as if distorted by the excess heat of a flame.

The catch with illusions was that if you believed in them, they became real. Knowing that, it was hard not to believe that whatever the afrite was manifesting for itself could hurt him.

It seemed to grow before his eyes, dominating the half of the room where it stood. Barghest brought his claymore up again, this time aiming for the root of the beast. His claymore caught it between the legs and ripped upward, rending.

Clawed fingers whipped out for Barghest’s throat. He raised his right arm to block and the claws peeled curls of metal away from his gauntlet. He felt the moment when the magic broke, reducing the gauntlet to ordinary steel.

He felt the moment when his claymore struck spine. His right hand clutched the hilt, and it was his right hand that felt the magic swell and break. The afrite snapped, biting at him, and unraveled an inch away from his face, leaving the rest of the room visible.

The sudden silence revealed the shadows left behind. Bodies and blood. A floor littered with battered and bent playing cards and broken glass.

He didn’t remember the decision to begin moving, only realized he was standing in the doorway when he arrived. The man in the back of the room had a younger boy by the hair and a gun pressed against his temple. He recognized the summoner in an instant.

There was a mad undertone to his eyes, a tremor in the hand that held the gun. His chest inflated with the intent to speak.

Whatever he thought was about to happen here, Barghest cut it off when he charged him. The gun didn’t fire. By the time the summoner realized he needed to pull the trigger none of the nerves or tendons required were attached anymore. One stroke of the sword to sever the arm, and then the plunge. The air he had taken in escaped in a bubbling hiss as Barghest pulled his sword free from the man’s ribcage.

The boy scrambled away in frantic tears.

“Are there others?” Barghest asked. He didn’t look at the boy. He’d gotten his look, it was burned into his mind now. Short brown hair. Deep red eyes that glowed like embers. Skinny. Terrified. He couldn’t have been any older than fourteen. Barghest was guessing there was rhakshasa in his bloodline.

“No,” the boy said. “There were the ones in the front, and Hector. There…are two others…like me…”

He spoke carefully. His voice trembled with the words, but he spoke them with measured calm. Some part of Barghest took note of that somewhere deep down. Not yet.

“Where?” he asked.

The boy scrambled ahead and lifted a door in the floor. Barghest brushed past him. There were eight steps that led down into a small square basement with a dirt floor, and a pair of women clinging to one another in the corner. They were cambion, both of them, but neither of them were Augury.

“Come with me,” he said. “I’m going to get you out of here.”

He walked up the stairs without looking back. Only when he reached the top did he spare another look for the boy. There were still tears on his face, but he had regained his composure and he met Barghest’s eyes without flinching.

“What’s your name?” Barghest asked.

The boy eyed him with measured mistrust.

“It doesn’t have to be your real name, just give me something to call you,” he said. He didn’t have it in him to soften the words.

There was a moment of quiet as the pair of cambion women came out of the square basement room. They gripped each other’s hands and surveyed the carnage with cool detachment.

“Shadow,” the boy said, finally.

“Where am I taking you back to, Shadow?” Barghest asked.

The next pause was strained. Almost painful. He glanced over and saw the look on the boy’s face, knew what it meant. Augury was still out there somewhere and he had more places to go and look into. More Fallen Angel haunts.

The boy had been taken by the same people. For the same reasons.

“You’ll come back with me to the station then, for now,” he said. “We’ll figure it out from there. You look like you could use a hot meal and a safe sleep.”

The boy nodded. Barghest looked to the pair of women.

“And you?”

“We can find our own way home,” the woman on the right said. She had pale hair and dark skin, the only real visible trace of her demonic heritage in the claws of her fingertips. She dipped into a shallow bow and the pair of them started for the door. One woman clutched the other’s hand tightly. He couldn’t blame them for not wanting to be here any longer.

Barghest looked at Shadow. Rhakshasa were some of the more temperamental demons of the world. They had a reputation. If this child didn’t belong anywhere he was going to have a hard time finding a place to go because of that.

He also had potential. And Barghest knew a cambion that might be able to nourish that if the boy didn’t like the idea of hanging around the Hellwatch. If he found her. If he was right.

If so many things.

“Come on,” he said. “We need to get moving, there’s a lot to be done tonight, yet.”

 

Ely came in through the window and was sitting at Dorian’s kitchen table when he got home that night. She should have gone home, she knew. She hadn’t been invited to Dorian’s tonight and Callum was home and this was a moment she uncomfortably realized she should have been present for, but did not want to be.

There would be a lot of love in that room. There would be a lot of grief and a lot of anger. She would be expected to express those things, and once again come up wanting.

They were probably better off without her there tonight.

The door opened and shut softly on the other end of the apartment, and she waited. Wisplight bathed the kitchen and Dorian made a startled little sound when he saw her.

Ely tried a smile.

“I happened to be in the neighborhood,” she said. The joke fell flat even to her.

“You know you can just ask, right? You don’t have to sneak in? How long have you been here?” he asked.

“Hours,” she said. “It was somewhere around noon. You weren’t home. I didn’t want to go home. I need to follow up with you anyway and…”

She sighed.

“This isn’t going to mean anything to you, but my brother’s home and I just don’t think I can handle the drama tonight.”

“Why would your brother being home cause drama?” Dorian asked.

“Callum,” Ely said. “Callum is home.”

“Wasn’t he dead?” Dorian asked.

“He was faking,” Ely said.

“I thought I was good,” he said.

“Yeah, well,” Ely said. “People are going to cry and they’ll be hugging each other and I’m emotionally dead inside and don’t need to remind them of that.”

“Sounds reasonable,” Dorian said. He sat across from her at his little table.

“Does it?” Ely asked, looking up at him.

“Yeah, no, I get family things,” he said. “Sometimes you just want to get black out drunk and do things you might regret instead.”

Her answering smile was genuine.

“Are you trying to seduce me, Asteri?” she asked.

“Wouldn’t it be suspicious if I weren’t?” he asked.

“It’s both exasperating and a relief at once, to see you so much yourself again after what happened. How are your fingers?” she asked.

“Well I’m still switch-hitting,” he said.

“Do they still ache?” she asked. She reached across the table to take his hand.

“I mean, they were pretty broken,” he said.

“The ache is good, it means they’re healing,” she said.

“I think it means they’re hurting, but sure,” he said.

“We should talk about that,” Ely said. “I know what you said at the time, but you were under duress. And now you’ve had time to process.”

“So what’s there to talk about?” he asked.

“Are you sure you want me in your life?” she asked. “This is the kind of thing that happens to people who get involved with shoeshiners.”

“If I didn’t bail in the heat of the moment, why would I bail now?” he asked.

“Coming to your senses?” she asked.

“You act like this isn’t the kind of thing that happens to people with gambling and drinking problems,” he said.

“For what it’s worth, you hold up very well in public,” Ely said. “Very personable. My family will like you. Unfortunately it’s not a good time to introduce you just yet. What with the recently risen from the dead brother, the gang war, and half the city being on fire and all.”

“Yeah, I was wondering what happened with that,” Dorian said. “The fire. I can’t say I was entirely aware of the other parts.”

“Callum’s girlfriend lost control of a rhakshasi,” Ely said. “To be fair there was a good reason for it, but it’s a long story.”

“And I assume you don’t want to talk about it, so…what do you want to do?” Dorian asked.

“Why did your father send you here?” she asked. “I know you’re trying to sell your print circles, but a city like this is precarious. Either he trusts you a lot or he set you up to fail. Which was it?”

There was a beat of silence. She caught him off guard.

“Maybe he felt like I was uniquely qualified to handle the situation,” Dorian said.

“You don’t believe that,” Ely said. It wasn’t a question.

“Maybe it was the farthest away he could reasonably send me,” Dorian said.

“Your father certainly sounds like a winner,” she said, dryly.

“It’s an interesting family dynamic,” he said.

“I think my family wrote the book on that,” Ely said, sighing. “Between you and me, sometimes I think my parents are afraid of me.”

“I’ve seen what you’re capable of. It’s understandable,” he said.

“I know it is,” she said. “That doesn’t make it hurt less. Callum is an almighty screw up, but he’s Dad’s favorite and sometimes they look at me and I’m almost sure they wonder where I came from. Like I couldn’t possibly be theirs and they’re wondering what happened to their real daughter.”

The image of Lena illuminated by a gout of firelight rolled through Ely’s mind. She wondered if Lena was emotionally dead inside. She wondered if her father would be afraid of her.

“Ely,” Dorian said, “I’m sure that’s not true. I know that I’m a disappointment to my father but I don’t think he loves me any less because of it.”

She withdrew her fingers from his broken hand and went for the other to give it a squeeze.

“I don’t see how he could,” she said, looking up at him now. Meeting his eyes. “If you can make someone like me love you, you can win over anyone.”

“Really?” he asked, quirking a brow. “What was it that finally won you over?”

“It was a death by a thousand cuts,” she said. “A little at a time so that I never realized it was happening. But when Lissel hurt you my chest burned. I have never been that angry. There was a moment that I thought you might break and I realized I didn’t want to lose you.”

“So you’re saying I have to put myself in mortal peril,” he said. There was a trace of a smile on his face. Ely laughed.

“That isn’t why,” she said. “It’s just what made me see it. It was already there in that stupid grin, and the way your eyes stray when you think I’m not paying attention. How you get so into your performances.”

“Well then I suppose that was my greatest trick of all,” he said.

“Will you disappear now? You do have a reputation for that,” she said. She managed to make it sound casual.

“Well if I didn’t reappear what sort of trick would it be,” he said.

She brought his uninjured hand to her lips and kissed it.

“Do you mind if I stay tonight?” she asked. “I’m interested in some of those bad decisions you mentioned.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

Hell and Bulletfire

 

“Daelan City, this is the Voice of the Night speaking. I am back, and I am committed to seeing this through to the end. Some of you have taken my short-lived advice and left. That’s good. The rest of you…well, you’re in this with me, aren’t you? I have it on good authority that all trains in and out of Daelan City have been shut down until further notice.

Some of you, if you are of able body and keen enough mind, might want to risk the wastes, anyway.

As for the rest of you, know that I am here with you and I will not abandon you to the darkness. Stay tuned. My dayshift counterparts may have abandoned you for other city-states, but I’m down with the sun and down with this city if it comes to that.

I can promise you that some very willful people are doing their best for you even as we speak. Now, I can’t name names, but I can tell you things are about to get very weird.

But…this is the Labyrinth. When are they not?”

 

Ophelia had put tea on to brew as the family assembled around the big oak kitchen table. Joey sat at the head with Danny at his right hand. Her seat was at his left, and left empty for her for the time being. Callum and Samael sat across from one another, with Tess beside Callum and Ely beside Sam.

She’d come home that morning in the same clothes she’d been wearing when she left the day before. Ophelia didn’t ask any questions and Ely offered no answers. When she was ready, she’d talk, and that was alright. It was hardly the most egregious trouble any of her children had caused that month.

She returned to the table and wrapped her arms around Joey’s shoulders. He seemed to relax into her.

“Alright,” she said. “We know the Gate Street players were involved in this. We know House Cassander was as well.”

“One member of House Cassander still lives and she sits with us now,” Ely said. “Tess doesn’t know any more than we do.”

“That doesn’t mean there weren’t other aristocrats involved,” Tess said. “My father’s records are always atrocious and I doubt going through them will help us.”

“I know where Lena has been staying,” Callum said. “But she knows I know that and I doubt she’d still be there.”

“You don’t need to be anywhere near that woman again, anyway,” Tess muttered. “Someone else can deal with her.”

Ophelia decided she liked Tess Cassander. Callum could have chosen worse.

“Finding her in the first place is going to be the hard part,” Ophelia said.

“And mean while we still have Gate Street to contend with,” Joey said. “I think leaving them as a loose end would be a mistake. We have a cast iron excuse to take care of them once and for all right now.”

The tea kettle whistled and as Ophelia straightened she was almost sure she caught sight of Sam frowning. By the time she’d retrieved the kettle and started pouring cups, he had stopped.

“I don’t know if I mentioned,” Ely said, “but I do have a good idea where the tunnels are. If you still want to do that, we can easily put it into practice. Ms. Cassander is a licensed summoner and there’s an angel that owes me a favor.”

Ophelia raised an eyebrow at her daughter. Ely smiled.

“That’s all the explanation we’re getting, isn’t it?” she asked.

“I’ve been taking a lot of social cues from a magician lately as it turns out,” Ely said. “This is one secret I won’t be revealing.”

“The boys have been ready for this for days,” Danny said. “That push back the other night only got them more riled up. If we’re going to strike we should do it soon.”

“That night was a disaster,” Sam said.

“You did good,” Danny said, firmly.

“He’s right,” Joey said, looking to Sam. “You did what you had to do, fought smart, and we came out alright. So I’m thinking our first step is this assault. We prepare for tonight, as the wisp lights come on.”

“That should give us enough time to consult the Nightingales,” Sam said.

“Alright, consider that your job,” Joey said. “Take money, we can’t afford to be giving away secrets right now. What are the most pressing things we need to know?”

“Where Lena is,” Callum said. Tess started to open her mouth and he quickly added, “because she’s dangerous and I’m convinced she has all the information. And also, if it turns out she is family, that’s going to make this awkward.”

“I don’t see why it should,” Ely said. “Blood or not, she’s never acted like family.”

Ophelia stayed quiet and considered the situation as they talked. Her tea was sweet and just the right amount of hot. She’d meant what she’d said. Whatever Callum decided, she would support. The girl was a child of Joey’s, even if she wasn’t Ophelia’s.

She was probably supposed to feel something about that. Uncomfortable, maybe, when faced with the evidence that Joey had a past? Except she’d already known that. Angry that this girl who had taken her son from her once already might be allowed to walk because she was blood? Somehow Ophelia didn’t feel like that would matter in the end.

Maybe she should feel some need to protect the girl. After all, that made her a part of Joey, and she loved him.

There was nothing. It was just another fact. Like she knew enough for it to make her think about it, but not enough to bring an emotional response to the surface. All Ophelia knew was that, in harming Callum, this girl had made it impossible for her to ever see this as gaining another daughter.

She already had that, anyway, an intrusive thought whispered. She could see how Callum and Tess were with one another. Callum looked at the girl the way Joey always looked at Ophelia. It was an inevitability.

“Everyone here should know that blood doesn’t make family,” Joey said, finally, breaking her out of her thoughts. She wondered if it had cost him anything to say that. There was enough conviction on his face.

She took his hand and gave it a small squeeze.

“Then it seems to me the plan is for Sam to go to the Nightingales, Ely to get in contact with this angel that she mentioned and this evening we free Gate Street,” Ophelia said.

Joey chuckled.

“Say it like it’s easy,” he said, and leaned over to kiss her.

“I say it like that because I know it won’t be,” she said. “But we’re all together right now. I wouldn’t tarnish that moment with this kind of negativity.”

Callum, on her other side, reached over and took her hand. Joey smiled, and gripped Danny’s and all around the table they made a circle from their interlocked fingers. There was something empowering about that, and the silence that followed.

It was broken with a spray of glass and an impact. Out of the corner of her eye Ophelia could see Danny’s head dip. Her Hellwatch training kicked in and she upended the table. Tea went everywhere, dishes shattering on the floor as Samael and Elysia came around to duck behind it.

Ely. Callum. Sam. Joey. Tess was here, too. Danny…Danny was lying face down on the floor with a pool of blood creeping out around him. The moment felt surreal. Joey reached out and pulled at Danny’s jacket, dragging him back behind the table.

When he turned him over the extent of the damage was obvious. The entry wound had been small enough that Ophelia couldn’t see it through his hair but the exit wound was right between the eyes.

“Danny,” Joey said, one hand on each side of Danny’s face. “Come on. Move, say something.”

He wasn’t moving. Ophelia had seen enough dead that she knew he wasn’t going to. Another gunshot broke the air.

“Joey,” she said.

Joey swore under his breath. “What the hell is going on?”

“We’re under fire,” Ely said. Her voice was deadly calm.

“Everyone get out of the kitchen and stay low. Keep away from the windows,” Ophelia said.

“No windows in the cellar,” Joey said. He was already moving before anyone could respond, struggling with Danny’s body. Callum took up the other side to help. Ophelia manifested her wings and held her ground.

“Go,” she said. “I’ll be right after.”

She began to beat her wings and kick up air. She waited until all of the children had cleared the door to move herself, and once she reached it, shut and barred the thing behind her.

Sam was in the process of lighting some candles and Joey had laid Danny out on his back. Callum was watching with concern written plainly on his face as Ely stood behind him with her eyes down. She had already caught on. Callum hadn’t.

Tess was up the far steps similarly barring the exterior door, as if from a storm. Ophelia felt herself give a shallow nod.

“Did anyone see anything?” Joey asked. His voice was slow and measured, dangerous. She could see a glistening sheen of unshed tears in his eyes.

“There was a woman outside,” Tess said, returning. There was a tremor in her voice. “I caught a glimpse of her after the gunshot but before the table went over.”

“Was she the one with the gun?” Joey asked.

“I think so, it was very fast,” Tess said.

Wordlessly, Joey stepped over to the left side of the room. He stepped along the straw covering the floor until his boot impacted on a hollow space. He opened the trap door and soon vanished into the crawlspace, passing up weapons.

A few feet away, Danny’s body stared sightlessly up into the ceiling.

“Samael,” he said, holding up a semi-automatic. Sam tore his eyes away from the body and reached out and took the gun. The next one went to Callum and Joey’s head peeped above the crawlspace to look at Tess.

“You know how to shoot?” he asked. He was already handing her a pistol.

“Safety, hammer, trigger,” she recited. “I’ve never had to fire in a situation like this, sir.”

“Well, if there’s only one, you probably won’t,” he said.

“How likely is that?” Tess asked.

Callum started laughing. It was the strained kind of laugh that came with stress and no real outlet for it.

“Not as likely as it’ll be after we’re done,” Joey said.

“Do we head out through the house or out the cellar door?” Ophelia asked. “I have to go back in for my claymore either way.”

Joey took a moment. He knelt beside his brother’s body and closed his eyes with his index and ring knuckles. Ophelia waited, one beat then two, as Joey got two one-sigil coins to place in his brother’s eyes before he got back to his feet. There would be time for proper last rights later, but some things were important.

“If you’ve got to go that way, then we’re going that way,” Joey said. There was no room for negotiation in his tone. Unspoken was a clear and resounding, ‘we will not lose anyone else’.

“Sam and I could go ahead outside and do a flyby,” Ely suggested.

“You’ll do nothing of the sort,” Ophelia said.

“She’s right. Stick together until we figure the situation out,” Joey said.

“Okay,” Ophelia said. “I’ll take point and cover from the kitchen door. Go right through and to the steps, stay low and don’t stop no matter what you hear. We can meet on the second floor landing, there are no windows there, but be careful.”

“Ophelia’s covering you from the front. Kids go first. I’ll take up the rear,” Joey said. She nodded to him and started up the steps. Her wings were already beating as she opened the door and stood to the side. Her wingspan was impressive; she could nearly shield the entire walk from the cellar door to the entryway with them.

She could see figures moving around outside, and under the sound of her wings beating hear them calling to one another. At least five voices, maybe more.

Callum was the first one through, and his steps weren’t alone. Her back was to him and she had to assume he had Tess along. Ely was nearly silent as she went, but Ophelia knew her stride as well. Sam didn’t wait for her to make it all the way to the other side before he started. There was a heart stopping beat or two after Sam had gotten to the stairs before Joey appeared, and touched her  on the hip.

“Come on,” he said.

She knew at once what had happened. He’d needed a moment. He was allowed to have one.

Life goes on whether you like it or not.

Callum was watching down the stairs as she and Joey approached. It took Ophelia a moment to realize why Ely’s back was to them. She had a pistol in her hand that Joey hadn’t given her and was looking down the other end of the hall.

“You’re clear,” Ely said, without looking back.

“Come with me,” Ophelia said, nodding to her and starting past. Her wings were folded against her back and Ely manifested her own once Ophelia had passed her. “Sam, watch our backs. Joey, there’s at least five outside, assume more, try and make a plan while we’re gone?”

“We’ve got a plan,” he said. “We’re gonna shine some shoes.”

Ophelia gave him a nod over her shoulder and slipped into their bedroom. Ely kept the pistol in her hands and trained it on the window, wedging herself just beside the door.

“I’m going to need your hands in a moment,” Ophelia said. She was prying her breastplate off of the mannequin she kept it on. “I wanted you to know you’re handling yourself well and I’m proud of you.”

“It wouldn’t do to panic right now,” Ely said. “No one is.”

“This is different,” Ophelia said. “They came at us in our own home.”

“I promise you I’m okay,” Ely said. “I’m upset, but I have a direction to point that right now. I know you understand what I mean.”

Ophelia did. She rolled a shoulder, making sure everything was secure where it was supposed to be, before taking her claymore off the back of the mannequin and shifting it between her own shoulder blades.

“If you need a couple of seconds, now is the time to take them,” Ophelia said. “It’s not going to stop for a while once we walk out that door.”

Ely nodded.

“Do you ever have to take time?” she asked.

“All the time,” Ophelia said. “There’s no shame in it. Your father just did.”

“I think I’m alright,” Ely said. The pistol was in her hand again. “Let’s not leave the others unguarded any longer.”

Ophelia couldn’t help but smile before she shouldered the door open. They emerged into the hall just in time to hear Joey’s gun go off.

“Fall back,” Ophelia said. “We can get out through the bedroom window and bottleneck them in the hallway.”

“This is why I married you,” Joey said.

Her claymore came free with a long ‘shing’ of metal and she beat her wings once to meet him at the end of the hall. The bottom of the stairs was clogged with bodies, and the rest of the assailing folk had cleared out of the entryway. All of the windows around the front door had been busted out and the walls were riddled with holes.

Somewhere behind her, she heard a window open. She got a vice grip on her anger and exhaled. She could see where Ely was going with this. It wasn’t a bad plan.

“Have you got the choke point?” Ophelia asked.

“Yes,” he said, giving a nod. Callum stepped in as Ophelia stepped back.

“Be careful,” she said, leaning in to kiss Joey on the cheek before she fell back for the bedroom window. Ely leaned around the open window just slightly, using the mirror to see and nodded to Ophelia as she approached.

“I can see their sniper,” she said, softly. “She’s in the watchtower and she isn’t looking this way. Movement will catch her attention and my pistol doesn’t shoot that far.”

“I’ve got her,” Ophelia said. “You and Sam go around the front. Remember to keep your wings beating to disrupt their fire. Do you have blades?”

Sam wordlessly produced a knife. Ely nodded, slid her tiny pistol back into her coat pocket and drew a knife from her arm sheath.

“Alright,” Ophelia said. “Be careful. I love you both.”

“Love you too, Mom,” Sam said.

“You be safe, too,” Ely said, breaking her stare on the mirror to look at her now.

“I always am,” Ophelia said. “Wait five seconds after I go, then you go.”

With that, she dove out of the window, beating her wings to get a higher vantage point. She saw the moment the sniper realized she was there and turned to fire and gave a hard flap. Wind kicked up in the yard and Ophelia closed the gap between them, tucking all eight limbs in and diving through the window. She and the sniper went down in a heap.

Ophelia’s claymore clattered to the stone ground of the watchtower room, and she got a grip on the rifle. The next few moments were a pattern of push and pull as they grappled with it.

The woman was not weak, but Ophelia’s arms had gained strength from years of fighting demons and wielding a sword that was just a little over four feet in length. The sniper never stood a chance.

Ophelia beat the butt of the gun against her face once and heard a satisfying crunch. When she pulled it back the woman’s nose had been broken, but she was still awake and groping helplessly. Ophelia thought of Danny and crunched her with the gun one more time. This time she lost consciousness.

Ophelia threw the woman over her shoulder, took up her claymore in her free hand and left the rifle where it lie. Joey would want to deal with her personally, she knew. The bitch who pulled the trigger was going to answer for it. The thought made her chest ache in a way that she knew would break her if she let herself think on this for too long.

The interior of the house was in chaos by the time Ophelia reached the front door. She dumped the unconscious woman just inside and kicked what was left of the door closed before stepping into the kitchen.

Sam had been disarmed and pulled a long bread knife from the wooden block.  His left hand was bleeding and he held the knife in his right, beating his one pair of wings hard as his target’s bullets littered the kitchen tile. He didn’t stop until he heard the click of dry fire and drove the bread knife up and under the gater’s ribs. She nodded approvingly at his patience.

“Where’s your sister?” she asked.

“The sitting room,” Sam said. “She was blocking the door and a few of them ran that way. Back door’s in the kitchen, though.”

There was a somber look on his face, like he understood the weight of all these bodies in a way his father and brother didn’t. She reached out and squeezed his shoulder before turning to the sitting room.

Ely was sitting in one of the armchairs, her wings arced out behind her on either side of the back, with three bodies lying on their backs making the wounds that had killed them obvious. Ely had come in through the eye. From what Ophelia could see, it didn’t look like there was a drop of blood on the carpet.

There was a man on his knees in front of her with his head bowed as he blubbered.

Ely looked up as her mother entered then glanced back to the man.

“Now tell her what you told me,” she said.

The man lifted his head. He had to have been younger than Ely was. The boy, Ophelia corrected with a sour feeling in the pit of her stomach.

“Vivi said to come and keep you busy,” he said. “She said you wouldn’t be expecting it, that it would be an easy job. She said…she said if we lived we could go.”

“Keep us busy to stop us from what?” Ophelia asked.

“The summoning,” he said. “She’s been working with this mad woman. It just keeps getting worse and anyone trying to desert gets a bullet between the eyes and I just wanted to go home. Please.”

Ely looked up at Ophelia.

“Did you get the shooter?” she asked.

“She’s in the hall,” Ophelia said. “Still alive.”

Ely stood and looked at the boy.

“On your feet,” she said. He looked up at her with clear terror on his face and Ely walked into the hall without stopping. He followed her with clear numbness and Ophelia watched as Ely opened the front door and looked at him expectantly.

“I don’t…” he said.

“She said if you lived, you could go,” Ely said. “So go. I’m not responsible for what happens to you if you go back to Gater territory, though. We have safe houses on the waterfront. Give me your hand.”

He hesitated, but only for a moment before she took his hand in hers and pulled him closer. She shoved his sleeve up and silver seraph’s fire licked at her index finger as she drew an elegant “E” on the meaty part of his forearm, burning him.

“You’re free to do what you want from here,” she said, “but if you tell them you are mine, they will let you in. You can stay until this blows over and after that. We’ll talk about it. Now go.”

Ophelia didn’t have to look to know that Joey and Callum were coming down the steps. Tess’s feet were lighter and slower as she joined them.

“Lock her in the basement,” Joey said. Ophelia glanced up to see Callum gathering the unconscious sniper in his arms. “Is there anything else anyone needs?”

After a silence, he continued.

“Good. Tess?”

“Sir?” she asked.

“Do you want to see this through to the end?” he asked.

She took a breath, then paused. Ophelia could see her really thinking over her answer. Good.

“Yes,” she said, finally.

“Then take your time to call up whatever you need,” Joey said. “Ely, give her the name of your angel. When you’re finished, we’ll go.”

 

Gate Street was unusually silent as they approached. There would ordinarily be someone waiting outside, people standing on the corner, at least some that weren’t affiliated with the Gate Street Players. Instead there was one man, sans his usual breastplate, that Callum hadn’t seen since he escaped Hellwatch custody earlier that week.

“Tin Can,” Joey said, by way of greeting. There was steel in his voice and Callum came up behind him at his right hand to back him up. It’s where Danny would have stood if…he pushed that thought away. There would be time and now was not it. “I hope you’re not planning on trying to stop me.”

“Stop you?” Barghest asked. “No. I want in.”

They stood a small distance from one another, Barghest towering over Joey with a firm expression on his face. Joey extended a hand without a word and Barghest gripped his forearm.

“Truce,” Joey said. “This once.”

“This once,” Barghest repeated, and turned his gaze to Ophelia. “One more fight for old time’s sake.”

“What happened?” Ophelia asked. She came up at Joey’s left.

Barghest exhaled and turned to look at her.

“They’ve got Augury,” he said. “Started sending me pieces of her. I’m not going to handle this one like a law man.”

“I’ll have your back,” Ophelia said. “They killed Danny. We have things to make them answer for too. How did you know to come here?”

“A nightingale owed me an answer,” Barghest said, and that seemed to be enough for Ophelia.

“You should have worn your breastplate,” she said.

“This isn’t Hellwatch business,” he said.

“That sense of honor might get you killed someday,” Ophelia said. There was no bite in it.

“If you have my back, that day won’t be today,” he said. His eyes fell on Callum for a moment, and he could see the assessment on the older man’s face. He straightened. Whatever Barghest might have said, he apparently thought better of it.

Behind him, Tess cleared her throat.

“Ely’s back,” she said. She was right. Ely was moving between two rows of buildings with a cylinder tucked under her arm. Tess frowned. “You said you were getting summoning supplies.”

“I did,” Ely said. She popped the lid off of the cylinder and drew out a ream of paper with a circle already printed onto it.

“Contraband,” Barghest remarked.

“It won’t be for long,” Ely said. “The Mayor herself is about to test it and prove it isn’t dangerous.”

“I haven’t been elected,” Tess said.

“Doesn’t matter, we all know where this is headed,” Ely said. “Go on.”

Tess gave Barghest an almost hesitant look before unrolling the page. Callum glanced around and picked up some rocks—more like chunks of broken brick—off of the road to set on the corners and hold it flat while Tess worked.

“What you are about to see is not for the faint of heart,” Ely mused. The smile on her face seemed genuine.

Tess drew a pen from her pocket and started to fill in the details of the circle. Before long, there was a glow from the page, a flash of light, and the creature that hovered in the alley with them sent a legitimate chill running through Callum.

“Do not be afraid,” the beings voice said, though he couldn’t imagine where it came from. He couldn’t see a mouth anywhere on it.

It appeared to be a wheel of arms with dozens of eyes along the curves of them that gazed out in all directions at the assembled group.

“I brought two more,” Ely said, pulling them from the tube.

“Is this the one that lost her grip on that Rhakshasi yesterday?” Barghest asked.

“We didn’t have proper materials and it was an emergency,” Tess said, her cheeks going scarlet. Callum put a hand on the small of her back.

“It was legal,” he said.

“And none of that matters right now because we need to get going,” Joey said. “Do what you need to do. Ely, where are those tunnels you found?”

“This way,” she said. She glanced back to Callum with a slight eyebrow raise and he dusted off his vest.

“I’m going to wait back,” he said. “Tess needs someone to watch her back while she’s summoning.”

Ely started to walk and Joey wasn’t long in following. Callum kept his footing and watched down the alley while Tess filled in details on her print off circle.

“Are you holding up alright?” he asked.

“That will matter more when we’ve stopped what’s coming,” Tess said. “If any of us fall apart right now it could mean the entire city. Sometimes the stakes are just too high to fall apart.”

She glanced up at him and tried a smile. He could tell it wasn’t real, but appreciated the effort all the same.

“I’ll fall apart after,” she said.

“I’ll be there to catch you when you do,” Callum said.

“Assuming you’re not falling apart with me,” Tess said, and took a step back from the circle.

Callum cracked a little smile.

“Then I guess we’ll have to catch each other.”

 

His mother had left a carpet of bodies on the ground by the time she put her wings away and his father came into the room to meet them. Barghest was on the rightmost side of the room with his hand around the throat of an underling Ophelia hadn’t managed to put down.

When Joey entered with Elysia, Callum and Tess were right behind them. Everyone stuck together. Sam wanted to say that was good, but they had not seen what he had seen a moment ago.

“We think the ritual is going on down that way,” Sam said. His heart was hammering like a piston. He gestured to the left. Joey looked to the right.

“One thing first,” he said, turning and heading in that direction. Sam followed at a brisk walk.

“Dad,” he said, reaching for his father’s sleeve. He wasn’t fast enough to stop Joey from pulling the door open and revealing Corvin Verida.

His forehead was damp with sweat and his eyes widened to see Joey as he pressed himself against the back of the empty storage closet.

“Give me your gun, Sam,” Joey said.

“No,” Sam said.

Callum started to cross the room with a pistol already in his hand. Even as he passed it over, Sam pushed his way under his father’s arm and stepped between them, his arms out as far as the little space would allow. It was a terrible moment to realize he was claustrophobic.

“What the hell are you doing, Sam?” Joey demanded. “He’s one of them.”

“He hasn’t done anything,” Sam said. His voice was dry and quiet, but he knew his father could hear him. “He got me out of some shit before. We’ve been friends since we were kids. I’m not going to let you put him down like a dog.”

His mother had turned to watch, now, and they were even drawing stares from Barghest, behind her. Elysia frowned from over Joey’s shoulder and her words echoed in his mind.

The person who will suffer the most will be you.

“After all the shit that’s happened? After Callum and Danny? What makes you think he didn’t have anything to do with it?” Joey asked.

“I know,” Sam said, firmly. “I’ve been talking to him the whole time. I’m not moving. I thought I lost a brother earlier this week. I just lost an uncle—you actually did lose a brother, Dad. Please don’t take Corvin from me, too.”

Joey stared hard at him for a moment.

“We’re gonna talk about this later,” he said, and then he turned to go.

“Yeah,” Sam said. “I expect we will.”

Corvin’s hand slipped onto his from behind him. As his family walked away, Sam turned and pulled Corvin into a tight embrace. They were both shaking. Sam didn’t want to let him go.

“We have to stop this,” Sam said.

“I think it’s a little late for that,” Corvin breathed.

“No,” Sam said, “I mean whatever ritual is going on down there.”

Corvin nodded as he came to understanding.

“I…yeah,” he said. “Alright, I’m coming.”

“Are you sure?” Sam asked.

Corvin touched the side of his face and did his best to smile. Sam loved him all the more for that.

“I’m sure,” he said. “Come on, let’s go save a city.”

 

The tunnel was right where she thought it would be, hidden behind a cluster of trash bins. Her angel hovered at her shoulder and bobbed at her as it passed, shedding dim light around itself. She had to figure it would have been brighter to someone without angel eyes.

The tunnel was tight and quiet enough that every step echoed over the bricks. When the rest of her entourage came through the opening behind her, she knew there was no chance at all that they wouldn’t be heard on the other side. That was fine.

She kept moving, her steps quiet, behind the angel.

“I have to admit I did not expect you to call to me so quickly, child,” they said.

“I had a need,” she said. “And I won’t bother you again after this, you have my word.”

“I believe you,” Corinthiel said. “Should you break your word there will be dire consequences.”

Ely chuckled.

“I had expected no less,” she said. “A favor for a favor. That is fair.”

Corinthiel bobbed again. A light emanated from the end of the tunnel and Elysia skipped ahead to get a better look. There was an opening into what appeared to be a wine cellar, and a cluster of five Gate Street Players inside.

Ely took a sidestep from the entrance and gave the angel a nod. The wheel of arms gave a spin and they disappeared into the doorway.

A beat later, the screaming started.

Joey came up at Ely’s shoulder and quirked a brow. She tried a smile and lifted her blade, using it to catch a glimpse of the reflection of the fight.

“There’s a door on the right side of the room,” she said. “Go directly for it and don’t look to the left.”

He didn’t need to be told twice, and he didn’t ask questions. Joey headed right, and Ophelia followed shortly after. Ely glanced back, repeated her instructions to Sam and Barghest, and followed her mother with her head down. She was relatively sure the light would not be harmful to her eyes, but she wasn’t about to risk it.

The tunnel ahead of them was long and twisting, but every turn led into a dead end of a room and only the one behind them had been full of people. With the noise they were making on the way there, there was no sense in taking it slow. The alarm had, no doubt, been sounded.

“Joey Trezza,” a voice said from up ahead. Ely remembered that voice. Vivi had been there the night she met Dorian, had tried to warn her off. Vivi had sent her daughter to break Dorian’s hands for crossing her and Vivi had sent that sniper to put a bullet through Danny’s head.

She realized with a sharp twist of her guts that Vivi had probably sent that sniper to kill her father and the woman had simply missed. Ely wasn’t sure which was worse.

She started to take a step forward but her father put a hand across her collarbone.

“I’ve got this one,” he said. “Go on ahead. Whatever they’re doing down there we need to stop them.”

“I’ll have his back,” Ely said. “You three go. I promise I won’t interfere unless I have to.”

“You wouldn’t have a prayer if you both came at me at once, and you’re all fools if you think I’m letting a single one of you by me,” Vivi said.

“Bold of you to think you can take us all,” Barghest said, flatly. He reached behind his back to clutch at the hilt of his claymore, maintaining eye contact with Vivi for a moment as she eased down.

“Go, then,” she said. “Lena won’t have any trouble dealing with just three of you. Are you sure you don’t want to run along with your mother, girl?”

“I’m sure I want to see this,” Ely said, folding her arms and leaning against the wall to emphasize the point. It was a very Joey Trezza move, and she caught her father’s smirk when she did it, proving the gesture hadn’t been lost on him.

“Well, you heard the girl, Vivi,” he said. Ophelia walked right past her with Barghest and Samael close behind. Elysia prepared to give witness, and, more subtly, prepared to snake that little gun out of her over sized boot if things started going poorly for her father.

The second Sam was out of sight, Joey’s arms ignited to the shoulders. Vivi started forward, murmured an incantation and pulled the air out of the world around him.

Ely blinked at her. She hadn’t known Vivi Verida was a witch.

Even hellfire needed oxygen to keep burning, and deprived of it, Joey’s fire went out relatively easily.

“Ah-ah,” Vivi said. “We’re going to conduct this fight like normal thugs, aren’t we?”

Ely could see the problem with that immediately. Joey started to retort and it was immediately evident that he couldn’t breathe. Her fingers itched, stretching for the gun in her coat pocket, but Joey moved quickly and closed the gap between himself and Vivi.

She didn’t know where he had drawn the blade from. One moment he was empty handed and the next he had six inches of steel and was slashing for Vivi’s throat. Somewhere between one instant and the next, she lost her spell, and a line of red appeared across the top of her chest.

She drew a sigil in the air and Joey’s next blow came up against a shield that flashed bright red against the blow. Fire engulfed his free hand, his left hand, to the elbow and he went to reach around it, but Vivi was quick enough to move her shield in the way. In doing so, she forgot about the knife and the cost was another cut, this one across her upper right arm.

He drove his knee into her stomach. Vivi rammed the hard part of her forehead into his face and he barely tilted his head back in time for her to get teeth instead of the soft part of his nose. He came away bloody.

She started whispering another incantation. The shadows of spikes began to appear along Vivi’s body as her magic swelled around her. Joey punched her in the throat. While she was getting her breath back, she kicked the back of his knee out and Joey dipped.

“You’ll answer for Alric,” Vivi said, acidly. “And when I’m done with you, your whelp is going to answer for my daughter, too.”

Joey didn’t say anything. Ely had seen that look on his face before. It was pure focus. He wanted her to answer for someone too, she thought, but he wasn’t going to let her get a rise out of him.

Most people would have been an emotional wreck. Vivi was. Joey, though, kept his head. Maybe this was where she got it from.

While Vivi was talking, Joey brought his blade around and made another cut, this one in the side of her neck. She bled like mad, and clutched at the hole with one hand while the other frantically started to trace a sigil in the air.

Joey grabbed her by the forearm and put his switchblade right through her palm.

“You are never,” he said, emphasizing every word, “going to touch my girl.”

He forced Vivi’s hand down and stepped in close, almost touching. They were the same height.

“Alric had it coming. Lissel had it coming. Maybe,” he said, releasing the switchblade and bringing up a right hand sheathed in flickering hellfire, “you should have thought about all this before you started tormenting the dock district. Maybe you should have called it off before shit got too deep between your people and mine. Maybe you shouldn’t have sent one of your goons to put a dagger in my son and maybe you shouldn’t have shot my brother.”

Vivi stared at his hand, her eyes wide and reflecting the firelight.

“But it’s late for that now. You did. And you know what happens to people who mess with my folks,” Joey said.

He put that fiery hand in Vivi Verida’s hair. The stench was terrible. Burning hair gave way to burning flesh, and Joey didn’t let go until she was a writhing mass on the floor. Ely never looked away.

When she stopped moving, Joey turned to look at her. Ely met his eyes.

“Is it always that easy for you?” she asked.

“It wasn’t easy. It was necessary,” he said.

“It’s amazing how often one looks like the other,” she said. She gave one last lingering look at the burned body and started to walk again.

“…it’s not really easy for you either, is it?” he asked.

“Never,” she said. And in that moment she wasn’t sure if that was true or not. It was what he wanted to hear from her, she knew. It was the thing that made her sound more human, the thing she uncomfortably thought she ought to say. But at the same time…perhaps she only thought she was lying because that was who she thought she was.

Maybe she was wrong. Maybe she was just strong like her father.

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

Secret Names

 

“Hello Daelan City, this is the Voice of the Night broadcasting from a darkened room as lights all over the city have blinked out in response to whatever strange happenings are going on under ground.

If there was a time to leave, we have long since passed it. The best you can do is stay indoors with your families and hope in Ancient’s name it passes without much more incident than this.

Every wisp in Daelan has gone out. I don’t mean vanished back to their own planes, either. I’ve never seen a wisp die before. If we survive this, it’s certainly something I’ll be telling my grandchildren about.

Hang tight and whatever you do don’t buy into whatever nonsense the upper crust wants to feed you about what’s happening down there right now. This was not a mass dismissal. This was not a shadow creature or a mass hallucination.

Remember that what you are feeling tonight is real, and it’s history in the making.”

 

The walls of the side chamber were lined with cages, some empty and some crammed with people. Ophelia came up beside him with her brow furrowed and her arms folded.

“If she’s going to be anywhere,” he said, “it will be here.”

“These people need help too,” Ophelia said. “Someone has to get them out in case we fail.”

“If we fail it isn’t going to matter how far they run. It’s too late for that,” Barghest said. He stepped forward anyway. He had to try and Ophelia had a bigger fight ahead, and onethat couldn’t wait. Behind him, he could hear Ophelia as s he continued walking, and the rest of the group followed her.

At the end of the day, his first duty was to the people of this city. Not just the ones on the north end.

And she might be here.

A cultist started to walk toward him and Barghest grabbed him by the face and shoved him into a nearby wall.

“Keys,” Barghest said.

The man’s response was a garbled mess against his palm.  Barghest sighed and peeled his hand back.

“I don’t have them,” the man sobbed. “Please.”

His pinstriped pants were darkening with urine.

“Where?” Barghest asked. His voice came out softer this time. Apparently that only made it worse because the man started blubbering. He didn’t have that kind of time. He smacked his palm against the wall and the man’s eyes returned to his. “Tell me where the keys are and you can go.”

“Agora has them,” he said.

“Know that if you are lying to me, death will be the least of your concerns,” Barghest said. He stepped away from the cultist, who took off running. Barghest rolled his shoulder and headed for the door on the other end of the chamber.

The door snapped open and the being he had to assume was Agora turned its head to look at him.

This was not one of the big seven. This was not something a sane human would have ever considered mating with. It was seven foot tall with a body covered in course black fur and a skeletal head with razor sharp teeth that extended to the back of the jaws.

Agora tilted its head in a canine fashion, twitching every step of the way as if its own spine were trying to prevent the gesture. Barghest drew his claymore.

“The bottom of the jaw,” a voice called out. He glanced past the horror. Augury was in a hanging cage, her fingers clutching iron bars, blue eyes burning.

The dogskull demon whipped a clawed and padded hand back at the cage where she hung and Augury thrust her bandaged left hand out to catch it by the thumb. They’d taken her index finger.

Her right hand caught a handful of fur and conflagrated. Barghest came charging up behind the demon and planted the point of his claymore right between its furry shoulder blades.

It stopped dead like he was trying to hack through six inches of steel.

Agora’s furry head turned around and the pinprick red lights in its eye sockets fixed on Barghest. He barely had time to get his claymore up to block its claws.

He remembered Augury’s warning. He’d heard it the first time, it just hadn’t sunk in until he tried it first hand. Agora ripped its smoking arm from Augury’s grasp, sending her cage swinging. As it turned on Barghest, he could see the key glinting from a chain around its neck.

Agora swung.

Barghest blocked the blows with his claymore but each one sent him skittering back over the floor. It was all he could do just to keep his footing against the onslaught.

Behind the beast, he could see Augury calling up hellfire. Just a little longer, he promised himself, and kept focusing on the defensive.

The mote of flame hit Agora in the back, and it peeled itself away from Barghest to start to turn around. That was his opening. He drove the point of his claymore up into Agora’s chin and something crunched, giving way. One twist, another crunching sound, and the beast dropped.

He took the key.

Now there were dozens of eyes crowding their bars and staring at him. Going around and tending to every other person in these two rooms first was one of the hardest things he’d ever done. He was patient. Unlock the doors, point them in the direction of the exit, move on to the next one.

By the time he got to Augury, they were alone.

She climbed down out of the iron birdcage that was too small to really fit her, and wrapped her arms around his shoulders.

“I knew you’d come through,” she said, grinning.

Barghest took her hand and ran his thumb over the back of it, eying the dried brown part of the bandage. Augury tried a smile and it came out more a grimace.

“Yeah,” she said. “It could have been worse.”

“It shouldn’t have been this bad,” Barghest said.

“Yeah,” Augury said, “but on the bright side we’ve got plenty of time for payback. I trust you’re not going to stop me from ventilating some of these morons, officer?”

He chuckled. “Not a chance. Have at it.”

 

There were a dozen cultists, at least, that had decided to make their stand in the massive chamber before them. Sam held an arm out to stop them and they peeled back into the corridor before they were noticed.

“That was a stupid place to stand off,” Sam said.

“Well,” Ophelia said, “not all of those cultists are from Gate Street.”

“Corvin and I can take them,” Sam heard himself say before he realized it was coming out of his mouth.

“What?” Corvin said.

“No, really, we can,” Sam said. “Those are normal guys and gals out there.”

“I’m a normal guy,” Corvin said, brow furrowed.

Sam grinned at him.

“You’re really not,” he said. “I’m sorry, I knew what you meant. But you’re a decent knife fighter and I can disrupt their bullets. Nephil are hard to shoot around. Mom has to go on here. She’s the best combatant we’ve got. Tess has to go on because she’s the one that knows how to summon. And this is personal for Callum.”

“Thanks,” Callum said, dryly.

“We’ll cut down as many as we can on the way over,” Ophelia said.

Sam nodded and darted in the door before anyone could say anything else. The next few minutes were a mess of ineffectual gunfire, sprays of blood and shouting. The thing about wings, is that they were flashy.

As Sam dove around the canopy of the room, his mother moved around the perimeter with Callum and Tess. Sam strafed the crowd and as they lifted their guns to aim at him, beat his wings once hard to disrupt their fire.

Once his family was clear, he joined Corvin on the floor. It wouldn’t have taken as long if there hadn’t been so many of them. He and Corvin cleared them out a little at a time. 

Everything was quiet for a moment as they met eyes over the corpse-strewn floor and Sam started to walk toward Corvin.

Corvin lifted his pistol.

This time, Sam stopped, and waited, trusting him. There was a bark of gunfire. A body hitting the floor. Sam glanced back over his shoulder to find a cultist with a bullet hole in his forehead.

This time, Corvin closed the distance between them.

“What happens after this?” he asked.

Sam brushed his palm over Corvin’s too-pink cheek, met those dark eyes.

“That’s really up to you, isn’t it?” he asked.

Corvin was quiet for a moment, dropped his gaze to the bodies around their feet.

“My parents are dead,” he said. “My sister, dead. Most of Gate Street, gone.”

Sam stayed quiet and listened. He knew that deep down he felt like all of it had been justified. He also knew how he felt about what had happened to Uncle Danny and how tight his chest got every time he thought about that. Corvin had lost so many more people.

And it had been at the hands of Sam’s family.

“And it was my family’s fault,” Sam said. “So no, I can’t ask you to stay or look at those faces every day and remember what they caused.”

“They didn’t,” Corvin said. He exhaled. “I hate this so much but they didn’t cause any of it. I can’t have lived with my family for this long and not known what they were, Sam.”

“It doesn’t make it hurt less,” Sam said. He was remembering Danny putting that gun in his hand. Asking him to shoot an unarmed man. None of this was simple.

“No,” Corvin said, resting his forehead on Sam’s shoulder. “It doesn’t. But we can’t get into that right now, there are still enemies. We could still get swarmed at any moment and I can’t break down right now. The only thing I’m sure about is that I want you.”

“We’ll make this work,” Sam said. “When this calms down we’ll sit down and talk about everything we need, both of us, and we will find a way to have all of it.”

“I need out,” Corvin said, looking up at Sam. His face was uncertain for a moment. “No more guns, no more bodies.”

“Alright,” Sam said. “No more guns. No more bodies.”

He wasn’t sure how he was going to keep that promise.

 

The sounds of chanting were very close now. Ophelia stopped in the ante chamber and assessed the boy standing in the middle of it with a crystal vial of blood perched between his fingers. He looked familiar in that vague sort of way.

“Alban,”  Tess said.

“Tess,” he countered. His voice was a light drawl. Ophelia dropped her eyes to the summoning circle he was standing on. It was detailed for something big, and most of those glyphs were old enochian. He meant to call down an angel. “You shouldn’t be here. You weren’t invited. When you’re my wife, you’ll stay where you’re told to be.”

“You’re going to have quite a time telling me anything with no teeth,” Tess said in a deadpan tone. “See, the joke is that I’m going to punch them out if you keep speaking to me that way.”

Alban chuckled and brought his vial close to his chest. Ophelia could see him working the stopper free.

“Callum,” she whispered, “go on, we’ll meet you in there.”

The chanting was growing worryingly loud. Callum didn’t need to be told twice. He moved around the outside of the room, casting one glance over his shoulder at Tess before he vanished into the chamber beyond.

“You’re an amazing summoner but your arms are never going to be strong enough to punch out teeth,” Alban said. “Just accept that. Accept my guidance. I can take care of you, it doesn’t have to be this hard. You can still turn around and leave.”

Ophelia eased her claymore into her hand and charged. There was a moment where she was sure she’d won. Alban made a distressed sound and shifted his body to try and block her. The vial fell from his hands, stopper still in place.

Her claymore cut him along the forearm. The blood ran down his wrist, his elbow, and started to drip.

“No,” she said.

Alban Geist laughed.

All Ophelia could do was grab him around the waist to pull him clear.

“Don’t look at it,” she called to Tess. “Take care of him but don’t look at the angel!”

She wasn’t sure how she knew. There was something hard and intense in her chest in that moment, but with a flash of light, a seraph appeared before her.

Ophelia glanced to make sure Tess and Alban had covered their eyes.  Tess had. Ophelia got to watch in real time as Alban’s eyes bubbled and flickered out, leaving him blinded.

There was a reason seraphim were called ‘the burning ones’.

“Do not be afraid,” he said. He was six wings attached to a facsimile of a face. The feathers blocked out the rest of his body. There was nothing male about his voice; he was inhuman to the last. Ophelia lifted her chin.

“I’m not,” she said. She wasn’t sure how she knew. Her throat was dry. “I didn’t expect to finally meet you like this, Father.”

The seraph dipped in the air, almost like he was bowing to her. So Ophelia manifested her quartet of wings, spread them, and bowed back.

 

The door shut behind him. Callum stood on a stone mezzanine looking down at the assembled cultists below. There were fourteen of them, chanting in fever pitch as Lena stood at the head of the altar with her arm raised and her stump trying to match it. The look on her face was almost beatific.

The vaulted ceiling of the chamber was so high he couldn’t see the top. The floors and walls were carefully laid brick. The whole cistern smelled like mildew and stagnant water.

There was nothing he could do to stop the cultists from plunging their daggers into the slots in the stone altars in front of them. None of their altars were anything compared to Lena’s, but they had been perfectly spaced and sat at the points of the star inside their circle.

The rush of air in the upper chamber made it impossible for Callum to hear anything above the white noise of their chanting, but he could see Lena’s lips in their perfect red moving against her pale face. They formed one word, like a blessing on her lips. He felt it ripple through his veins.

‘Lazrael’

Lena shifted her sacrificial dagger into a reverse grip, and slashed underneath her stump of an arm. Blood dripped down and trickled into grooves along the alter. She kept bleeding.

Blood touched the circle, and it began to glow. Liquid that was no longer red but iridescent violet stretched around bends in the grooves, expanding without stretching thin by virtue of the magic surrounding it.

He clutched the frigid top of the unforgiving stone wall in front of him. The brickwork thrummed with the echoes of magic. For a moment, he was unable to make himself move.

And then the stonework in the circle rippled like the surface of broken water and a head shrouded in a corona of limp dark hair began to emerge.

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER NINETEEN

In Ancient's Name

 

“This is the Voice of the Night, reporting in for what might be the last time. I’ve had several brave souls call in talking about how the sick and elderly have passed from their lives tonight, as if their tenuous grasp on life has faded with the wisplights.

I know that there have been reports all over the city of imps vanishing from their summoners graps and everyone seems to be afraid.

I want you to know that I hear you and that it is alright to be scared and angry right now. Stay tuned in. As long as we have a signal, I am right here with you and I’m not going anywhere.

For these next few hours, be they the darkness before the dawn or our very last ones, let’s take a moment to celebrate our city and how far we’ve come. Take it for what it is.

We’re Mistriev’s first City-State. We were the first to start mass-producing anything. The first to start accepting people from every island. Not all of our accomplishments have been worth bragging about, but we’ve made our mark and the rest of the world cannot deny us.

I’ll be taking calls. Please, reach out to me and reach out to each other. I love you, Daelan City. Hold fast. This world is going to go on with or without us, but we will not be forgotten.”

 

Power radiated off of the thing in the center of the circle. Blood and brick rippled out from him like water as his narrow shoulders emerged from what should have been solid floor.

Even Tess’s rhakshasi had come in a pillar of heat and light. There was no light, here. Instead, Lazrael seemed to drink it in. He rolled his head, body twitching down to the very fabric that made it up, and that was what broke his hold on Callum enough to drop to the floor.

He could still see the figures below through the slats in the brickwork. He crept along, keeping his balance with one hand on the low wall as he met the stairs and moved down them a little at a time. Lazrael had emerged to the elbows now.

His arms were bound tight to his body, his movement more serpentine than human. All of the lights and sounds of the chamber pulled inward toward him. He was the center of all of it. He was death and yet life could not exist without him.

“Lazrael,” Lena echoed. Her voice was soft and gentle, commanding and adoring in the way a mother could be. “I call you to my side. I offer you my humble sacrifice in exchange for your services.”

Her one arm gestured around the circle at stunned cultists. There were fourteen of them, still gripping the daggers that slotted so easily into the altars before them like over sized keys. As Callum reached the base of the brick stairs, he realized they were struggling, all of them, and yet they couldn’t move.

A trap glyph glowed softly beneath the one nearest to him. In the curve of one of its sides he could make out the sigil for ‘human’.

“I give you the souls of mixbloods,” she said. “Seven half-angels. Seven half-demons. And a man and woman of each the blood of Liftha and Tuath. The blood of Izan and Hueva. The blood of Anish and Gaia. The blood of Yama.”

As she spoke, glyphs flared beneath each cultist like a spotlight. Callum could see more clearly now that he knew what to look for that she was right. There were seven men and seven women and they were staggered among the bloodlines, barely discernible beneath the depths of their hoods.

How long must it have taken her to gather them? A man and woman, each. He imagined her going to them one at a time, telling them of the honor she was to bestow upon them, how important it was to have a hand of each line for the summoning. How they must have believed her without reservation under the sway of her magic, as he had.

Lena’s eyes had taken on a fevered cast, her bloody lips curved upward in exaltation. Lazrael’s hands were free now, corpse pale with fingers twice the length of the palms. He crossed his arms before him with his palms facing outward and his head lulled to one side.

There was a silence beneath the vibration of magic. The floor stilled again beneath Lazrael’s feet. From the back, he looked almost like any other man. He was tall, yes, and whip thin. He lifted his head to Lena.

This was it. Callum could either stay where he was or he could move and risk drawing this thing’s attention. His feet did not want to move. Every inch of him wanted so badly to remain where he was, or go back the other way. To keep this ineffectual foot of brickwork between him and this thing his half-sister had called here.

But people were going to die. And if he did nothing, Callum was going to die with them.

He forced himself to his feet.

He felt the sentiment echo through his ribcage, not a sound at all but an impression. There was no word, only a concept. A deep certainty that this being was so old Callum’s life did not even measure as a length of time to it. He had been born, and would age and die and to this being it would be of no consequence.

He knew in this moment, with no barrier between them, that he was dealing with something so vast his mind could barely brush the edges of its presence. Like black water bleeding into the night sky. His eyes would not be enough to find the opposite shore, the end of this thing.

And it was in pain.

“You called on death.”

The words came from too close. For a fraction of a moment he thought someone had come up behind him and then he realized they had been spoken in his voice. His eyes were wet. He strode forward in slow methodical steps.

“Do you accept my offering?” Lena asked. Her voice had become insistent and afraid.

Callum Trezza. It is a fraction of your name. A fraction of your spirit. The body still walks but it is missing something vital.

The barely healed wound in his chest stung white hot and he stopped in his tracks. For a moment he was both here and bleeding on the bricks outside of the Ninth Gate. He and this unfathomable being shared that moment through his eyes, and he felt it through Lazrael’s.

It was like being given half a thimbleful of wine. Barely anything, but enough to taste its sweetness.

I offer you this wisp of soul, that which is already yours and was ripped from you. I offer you this in exchange for your service.

The heat in his blood roiled and sang.

Or, I might give you what you truly desire. I can remove the rest, take what is human in you and make you afrite. I may make you powerful. Shape your body into the demon your soul yearns to be. Such is within my power to give.

He knew the words. The sentiment was shaped to a razor fine edge, a pointed mockery of the litany a summoner gave to its called demon.

What would you have of me? Callum wondered. He pushed the thought in the direction of the entity and its slender shoulders shook slightly. He realized a moment later that Lazrael was laughing.

Allow me use of your body, Lazrael said. Be my conduit and avatar. There are those that would give their left arm for the privilege.

You mean to use me to end her, Callum thought back.

“Lazrael,” Lena said. Her voice had become strained. She gripped the edges of her altar hard until her knuckles turned white. “Do you accept my offering?”

A wave of frustration that was not his coursed through Callum. There were no mistakes in this circle. There was no weakness to exploit. This tiny insignificant thing had trapped him as easily as she might have an insect. She dared.

“No,” Callum said. His word was nearly silent, but it rolled over the brickwork, pulled to the center of the casting circle by the same force with which Lazrael drank the light. “I do not accept your offering.”

He wasn’t sure whose words they were. He continued to walk forward, agonizingly aware of the gaps in his own spirit as his body cracked and changed around him. The horns were his. The claws, his. The fire, his. But this was not his flesh, his hair, his voice, his sight.

He was no cambion in this moment but an unbound demon as his blood bubbled and burned. He felt the fire coursing down his shoulders, the seems of his white button down splitting along the stitchwork.

It was an afrite that met Lena at her altar. When he spoke, it was with two voices.

“Lena Haywood,” he said. “You looked into the void and called the name of Death. Now let me give you what you longed for.”

 

She felt the pulse of power even from behind the iron door.

“I wish I had more time to talk to you,” she said. “I have questions. But my son is in that room and he’s going to need me.”

The seraph moved between her and the door, his presence thrumming.

“I can’t allow this,” he said. He spoke without words. “Our shared blood compels me to protect you.”

“You share his blood too,” Ophelia said.

There was a soft warble of disagreement. A moment of uncertainty. A bitter anger.

“Not anymore,” the seraph said.

Panic rose. Ophelia pushed forward, trying to shove past the seraph but his wings pushed open, blocking her path.

“He who is called Lazrael has changed his blood,” the seraph said. “My blood does not compel me to save him. But he lives.”

“If you won’t do it for him, do it for me,” Ophelia said. In her peripheral vision she could see Tess, with her head tucked under one arm. Not looking up must have been one of the hardest things she’d ever done. “Blood or not, he is my son and your grandson. If he dies here that will wound me far more deeply than my death ever could. Do you understand?”

Another warble, softer this time.

“No,” the seraph admitted, “but I can accept.”

He pulled back through the door and his light faded. Ophelia stood for a moment in the sudden darkness of the room. Alban was still screaming, clawing at his face.

He was broken. It was the state the seraph had left her mother in, once upon a time.

“Tess,” she said, softly, “you can open your eyes now.”

“What do we do?” she asked.

Ophelia exhaled and pressed a hand against the iron door.

“All we can do now is wait.”

 

Her remaining hand caught one wrist as he came at her. His other hand went around her throat. As her eyes met his, he saw real fear there.

He could feel the tenuous thread between them. There was no room in the world for Lazrael. He did not belong here. Callum, as he was, did not belong here. The thrum of death was an echo around him and in that moment he understood what it had cost his grandfather to stay with Nona Trezza as long as he had. Why it was so strange that Tixi had wanted to be here.

This world ached.

His claws trembled.

He flexed them and freed Lena from it.

For a moment, there was a swell of triumph from Lazrael, and then the spell clicked into place and he was gone from Callum’s being. He lifted his gaze into the empty eyes of the void.

“I hold you now,” Callum said. His voice was a low rumble.

You cannot hold me here forever. Send me back.

“How?”

The cultists standing around them had withered and become dessicated. They stood like statues, dead and immobile, everything that they were pulled inward by this impossible being.

The intensity of that pull had grown so strong that Callum didn’t notice the light of the seraph moving towards him until it was nearly on top of him. His afrite’s eyes didn’t even need to narrow in the face of that potent holy light.

Lazrael raised a hand and in a moment what was left of the six flapping wings was only a flurry of feathers and a mist of silver blood.

Feel the power, and reverse it.

For a moment, Callum felt the pull of temptation. If he kept this creature, this being that was powerful enough to simply snuff out a high ranking angel, what could he do for the rest of the city? If he kept this demon’s blood, he wouldn’t just live for a century longer than he would have otherwise but he would be undeniably powerful.

He had no prayer of keeping control over this being.

“Make me what I was,” Callum said.

It bargains, Lazrael considered back at him. It bargains and it asks only to be what it was? It doesn’t beg for a dead man returned or ask for immortality? It doesn’t request power? Fortune?

“If I did,” Callum said, “would you give them to me?”

He felt Lazrael considering him. Finally, the figure in the circle shook its head.

A soul once taken cannot be restored. Only reborn. You will be mine someday the same as anyone else. I have given you power and yet you ask for me to take it back and I have no dominion over money. Yet, it never stops the proud from asking.

“Give me back that which is mine,” Callum said, “and I will release you.”

I accept your offering.

He could feel the current of power around them. He remembered swimming with Sam as a child, and going around and around the outside of the pond. The water had started moving on its own after a while, making it hard to swim against. The magic in this room was very much like that.

Lena had been powerful, that much was true. Right now, however, Callum was a full-blooded afrite and he had a boost from the part of his soul Lazrael held. A little at a time, he reversed the flow.

As the circle pushed back and Lazrael started to sink back into the brickwork, Callum felt the humanity leeching back into him.

The thrum in the room died down. The cultists at the alters spaced around the circle crumbled in their robes. From what little metal still stuck out of those altars, he could see the glyphs there had died. Lazrael had taken their souls with him.

As his black hair vanished into the brickwork, and Callum felt his body settle, wounds and all, the metal door on the mezzanine opened.

“Callum?”

His mother’s voice echoed over the chamber. At that moment, his feet faltered and stopped supporting him. He dropped to his knees. The sounds of her footsteps echoing down the steps dominated the world around him.

Once again, he found himself lying on the bricks with his mother, worried, pulling his head into her lap. It took all the energy he had left to give her a smile.

“It’s alright,” he said. “We’re safe now.”

Callum blacked out.

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY

Epilogue

 

Ophelia didn’t leave Callum’s bedside until he woke up. The bloody feathers on the floor of the chamber made it clear enough what had happened, and she couldn’t help but stew a little on the strange emptiness that gave her. She barely knew her father. She’d never even learned his name.

And yet she had a child right here in front of her that she needed to focus on.

No, she reminded herself, even as she stroked his hair. A grown man. He had been for some time. Even grown men make mistakes.

“You alright, Ophelia?” Joey asked. He was leaning in the doorway and straightening his tie. He stepped over to her and leaned down to kiss her forehead. She squeezed his hand.

“He’ll be fine,” she said. She said it every time someone came by the room. “What happened in there just took a lot out of him. Ely is convinced it’s just exhaustion.”

“She’s not a doctor yet, you know,” Joey said.

Callum stirred and this time, Joey’s hand squeezed hers as his eyes opened. The expression on his face was somewhere between a grimace and a smile.

“How long was I out this time?” he asked. “Hopefully no funeral?”

Ophelia made a soft sound and reached out to hug him to her.

“Ma,” he said, making a half-hearted attempt to pull away. “Stop smothering me or I might actually die of suffocation.”

“What happened in there?” she asked, holding him at arm’s length. So Callum told them.

 

“This is a bad idea,” Corvin said. Sam sat on the other side of the kitchen table and held Corvin’s left hand as his right drew nervous lines on a sketch pad in front of him. “Have you talked about it at all since…?”

“There’s been a lot going on,” Sam said, softly, “but we’re not waiting any longer. He owes me one. After what Callum pulled, the whole of it, he owes me at least hearing me out.”

He hadn’t spoken to his father, no, but he’d spoken to Corvin a lot. He was sure he could spin this.

“And it had better be a good one,” Joey said from the doorway. Corvin visibly flinched. Sam squeezed his hand and got to his feet.

“Dad,” Sam said, putting as much steel as he could manage into his voice, “Corvin isn’t like the rest of his family. He’s a good guy. I’ve loved him since I was in school. I never told you because I was afraid you’d react exactly how you did.”

“Do you want to step into the next room to have this conversation?” Joey asked, raising a brow.

“Anything you can say in front of me, you can say in front of Corvin,” Sam said.

Joey sighed. “I was afraid you’d say that.”

There was a low screech of wood on wood as Corvin’s seat skittered back and he stood, turning to face Joey as well.

“I’m also standing right here,” he said. “So you can talk to me, as well.”

His dark eyes were serious. Sam came around the table to stand beside him and take his hand again.

“Look,” Joey said, “I don’t want to be insensitive, but  we have to look at the facts here. The Gate Street Players unraveled after  your mother died. I killed two of your family members personally. If somebody had done that to my kin, I wouldn’t be able to think of anything but getting back at them.”

“It’s a good thing I’m not you,” Corvin said. He released Sam’s hand and took a step forward. Joey straightened and Corvin only stopped when they were almost touching. From this angle, Sam could see their eye contact. It was strong. “I don’t want to pretend I want to be your best friend now, but I’ve had more than my fill of bloodshed for one lifetime. I’m done. If you want to kill me you do it here and now, or else this is over. I’m not going to stop you, but I never want to worry about this again.”

Joey’s shoulders relaxed.

“You love Sam?” he asked.

“Yes, sir,” Corvin said, without batting an eyelid.

“And you were the one that let Lirin out when she got caught, weren’t you?” Joey asked.

Corvin dropped his gaze for a moment before he nodded. Joey waited for him to lift his eyes again.

“This won’t be easy,” he said. “It’s not easy for me, either. People died. That happens. You take whatever time you need to forgive us, and if that happens to be never then so be it. But if you ever come around and feel like you want family again, you’ve got one.”

Corvin gave another nod, and said nothing. Over his shoulder, Joey locked eyes with Sam. His expression said everything. If Corvin betrayed them, there would be a burning.

That was alright, because Sam was sure he never would.

A couple of days later they moved into Uncle Danny’s old apartment.

“You promised no more bloodshed,” Corvin said, as he skimmed the wall for a place to hang one of the portraits he’d done of Sam. Samael had given up trying to convince him not to hang it, as tacky as he thought having a painting of himself in their living room was. Corvin was an excellent artist. The likeness was uncanny.

“No more crimes,” Sam corrected. “And there won’t be.”

Corvin finished hanging the painting, made sure it was straightened to his liking then walked over to Sam to loop an arm through his. Corvin’s dark eyes held a challenge.

“You sound like you have something in mind,” he said.

Sam smiled.

 

It was nearing dusk. The little square of beach was lit up part by wisplight and part by torches along the perimeter of the sand. The pyre was shaped differently from their usual pyramid.

The wood had been stacked across, the better to lay a body on, and Danny had been cleaned and wrapped in linen with his arms crossed over his chest. This was what he’d wanted.

Even through the gag, the sniper bound to the foot of the woodpile was shrieking.

Torchlighters stood around with their eyes downcast and hands folded in front of them. Ophelia held Joey’s hand. His chest was tight and he wasn’t sure if he was going to be able to bring himself to speak like he knew he needed to right now.

This was his brother. Joey couldn’t remember a time when he had ever not had Danny. They’d been born so close together, and every scrap of trouble he’d ever been in, he could always look over his shoulder and see him there.

He couldn’t shake the thought that Danny was never going to be there again.

His chest wracked as he held back a sob.

Ely came up at his left hand and touched his forearm. There were tears in her eyes, too, that hadn’t been blinked free yet. He met her gaze, but he couldn’t bring himself to speak.

“Dad,” she said, “you said I could light the next one.”

He pulled her into a tight hug. Ophelia’s hand went to his shoulder. He understood in that moment th at Ely was offering him an out, a way to take care of this that wouldn’t hurt his reputation. He loved her deeply for that.

“It’s alright,” he said. “I need to do this.”

He kissed her on the forehead.

Ely nodded and stepped back to join her brothers. Sam and Corvin had moved into Danny’s old place; he wouldn’t have wanted to see it go to waste. Callum and Tess were in the process of getting their things situated and her manor cleaned up. None of his children had brought their partners to this. This one was for family only.

Joey stepped up to the unlit pyre and cleared his throat before raising his voice.

“We have walked with this man for years,” Joey said. “Danny Trezza dedicated his entire life to protecting the dock district and its people. He lived his life in fire and he always said he wanted to go out that way.”

Hellfire engulfed his hand, and he looked to the wrapped body of his fallen brother. His chest seized again, but he pushed it down this time. He could break down after. He would cry, because Danny wouldn’t have wanted him to hold it back.

“Let this flame end your vigil, big guy,” Joey said. His voice was broken and soft now as he put a hand on the dry woodpile. It caught, and the flames began to spread. After a few minutes, the sniper’s muffled voice came in higher shrieks.

 

 

“Are you absolutely sure,” Barghest started. Augury shook her head and went on point to kiss him.

“Not a chance, Tin Can,” she said. Her three-fingered hand patted his cheek as she took a step back and rolled her shoulder. “I’ve got a lot to get done. And so do you. Call me if you end up needing me for anything, but don’t be surprised if it takes me a minute to get back to you because Shadow finally agreed to start checking out schools.”

Barghest couldn’t help his smile. That kid was a stubborn one. That might have been what made him get along so well with Augury in the first place.

“Alright,” he said. “Good luck.”

“Gonna need it,” Augury said, and gave a little wave as she started down the side street. Barghest walked into the station and beelined for his office, stopping short at the sight of a silver-haired nephil standing in a glyphed breastplate.

“Samael Trezza,” Barghest said. “An unexpected surprise.”

“Sir,” Sam said, and offered him a folded piece of paper. Barghest looked him over, and took it, unfolding it. It was Ophelia’s handwriting.

 

Dear Barghest,

 

I’ve been thinking about what you said, and I’ve decided you were right. It’s time I turned this breast plate back in. I’ve needed it less and less as time has gone on, and the Hellwatch could use it.

As you might have noticed, I’ve found you another half-seraph to wear it.

 

Train Him as Well as You Trained Me,

Ophelia

 

Barghest looked up at Samael.

“You think you can hack basic?” he asked.

“I’m ready to give it my all, sir,” Sam said, straightening his shoulders. “My partner wanted us to get out of the line of fire. Asked me to stop with the bloodshed.  This was really the best I could do while he’s fixing up the cafe under our apartment. It turns out it’s harder to take the fight out of the man, in my case.”

Barghest nodded.

“In that case you can start training first thing in the morning,” he said. “I hope you’re ready, because we’re going to need the extra hands.”

 

Dorian’s fingers were healing up just fine. He wasn’t quite back up to performing yet, but he laced his fingers through her own as they approached the Dean’s office and she was pleased with the strength he was able to squeeze her hand with.

“Break a leg,” he said, kissing her cheek.

“I won’t be long,” she said, and nodded to him as she slipped inside.

The Dean sat behind the desk with a long-tailed imp on one shoulder and a short-tailed one perched on a stand on his desk. He had a pair of half-moon glasses on, and seemed to be going through some papers.

Ely’s application made a little slapping sound as it hit the desk.

“Elysia Trezza,” she said. “I have an appointment.”

“Ms. Trezza,” the Dean said. He already sounded unimpressed as he picked up her file. “Yes, I understand you were wanting to enroll in medical but had no interest in nursing. You should know this is unprecedented. Ordinarily I would applaud your ambition but I simply cannot in good faith let you believe there’s a chance for you to have a career—”

He stopped talking as he leafed through her papers.

“Is this your work?” he asked.

“It is,” Ely said. “Give me a pen and I’ll draw you another one from memory.”

She knew he was holding one of her organ illustrations. She’d drawn dozens of them while she was dissecting that gunner from before. The Dean gave her a curious glance.

“You clearly have talent,” he said. She kept smiling instead of telling him how many hours had gone into her work. ‘Talent’ didn’t grow on trees. ‘Talent’ was a word people used when they wanted to discount the hard work a person put into what they were good at. “Even so, that doesn’t change the fact that your career options will be severely limited if there are any at all.”

“And if that doesn’t matter to me?” she asked.

He paused, clearly not having expected her to say that.

“Tuition is a significant sum of money,” he said.

Ely pulled a roll of sigils out of her pocket and they landed on the desk with a thud.

“Is there anything else?” she asked.

The Dean sighed.

“No,” he said, “I suppose there isn’t. You start on the seventh, do not be late.”

She gave him a little nod and turned to leave the office, only mildly disappointed that he hadn’t pushed the matter farther and let her delve into some of her more entertaining contingencies.

 

“It’s too big a house for two people,” Tess said, sitting on the couch. Callum sat beside her and put an arm around her shoulders.

“Don’t pretend there won’t be people all the time,” he said. “Between your politics and my degeneracy we’ll be in a constant state of entertaining guests.”

“I had hoped your shoeshining days were behind you,” Tess said, but there was no bite in it. She looked up at him fondly and Callum leaned down to kiss her.

“Well,” he said, “my Dad needs the extra hands and it’s not like a voice in the underground could hurt you.”

“Oh, it could,” she said, “but I’m trusting you to be subtle.”

“Subtle is my middle name,” he said.

“Callum Subtle Trezza,” Tess said, smirking at him. “Or…maybe Callum Subtle Cassander?”

She had an almost impish look on her face, but a glint in her left hand drew his eye. The golden band was plain and she held it up to him.

“There will be an election before long,” she said. “The city doesn’t like to go without a mayor. I stand a better chance if I’m married.”

“To a cambion?” he asked.

“Consider it a statement,” Tess said. “This city is going to be different from now on. I’m committed to educating the masses on basic summoning and making sure every citizen is having their needs met, and not just the ones in the north end. Your family has been a shining example of exactly the attitude I want to exemplify the new order of things. Which…is my way of spinning the fact that I love you into something appealing to the masses.”

He pulled her into his lap and tickled. Tess laughed, high and clear, and wiggled, trying to get away from him.

“Oh, unappealing, am I?” he asked. He grinned and stopped his tickling, and when they finished moving his face was a breath away from hers. “I love you too. Let’s do this. Cassander and everything. I’m so on board. Besides, Tess Trezza just doesn’t sound right.”

She kissed him. Callum felt his heart skip.

Out of everyone with any sort of name for themselves in Daelan City, Callum Trezza was by far the most fortunate.
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